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0. PRELIMINARY NOTE

The epic heroine Savitri has been one of the most important models of proper be-
haviour for Hindu women, and in this role of an ideal she continues to exert much
influence even today (see Section 1). Savitri is therefore one of the key figures to be
studied if one wants to penetrate into the ideological and historical background of
the patterns of kinship and family in South Asia. In the short paper read at the
symposium I could not go much beyond describing the Savitri legend (Section 2)
and just hinting at the associated ritual (Section 3) and the significance of these two
for understanding the evolution of religion in South Asia. There being more space
in the volume, I have in this written version tried to spell out what I meant. Restric-
tions of time, however, have compelled me to leave this study somewhat sketchy
here and there!, but I hope to return to the topic soon.

The Savitri legend is focused on death and resurrection, a centrally important
theme in the ancient Near East (Section 6), from where it seems to have been
imported into South Asia by the Dravidian-speaking people of the Indus Civiliza-
tion. As the Savitri legend contains some elements that in my opinion can be secure-
ly considered to be of Harappan/Dravidian origin (cf. especially sectons 28 & 30),
I have used this legend as a clue for identifying other key elements of the religion
that prevailed in the Greater Indus Valley before Vedic times and in Vedic times
outside the sphere of the Vedic culture. For this purpose I have analysed the Savitri
legend and vow and the divinities involved in the light of parallels provided by epic-
Puranic, Vedic, Old Tamil, Harappan and Mesopotamian sources. Among other
things, this research has added new evidence to the previously little known history
of the forehead mark of married Hindu women.

1. THE IDEAL OF WIFE FULLY DEVOTED TO HER HUSBAND
(pativrata, sati)

From ancient times the ideal of pativrata or sati/sadhvi, faithful and devoted wife
who is dutifully obedient to her husband, has been imposed upon Hindu women.
Thus states Manu in his famous Laws (9.29):

She who, controlling her thoughts, words, and deeds, violates not her duty towards her
lord, dwells with him (after death) in heaven, and in this world is called by the
virtuous a faithful (wife, sadhvi). (Transl. Biihler 1886: 332.)2

Many sources still remain to be searched, among them the articles of Gubernatis (1898) and
Della Casa (1954) directly dealing with the Savitri theme; accented Vedic texts are quoted
without accentuation here; and so on.

2 Manu 9.29: patim yd ndbhicarati manovagdehasamyuta | sa bhartrlokam apnoti sadbhih
sadhviti cocyate /1. The verse is repeated in Manu 5.165, after which the following variant is
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This is echoed in South India in the Old Tamil classic of life wisdom, Tirukkura]:

If wife be wholly true to him who gained her as his. bride.,
great glory gains she in the world whcr:;e gods in bliss abide.
(Tirukkura] 58, transl. Pope 1886: 11.)

Tirukkural (55)* also refers to the supernatural might that a chaste wife is believed
to possess like an ascetic who has accrued religious merits by means of austerities

(tapas):

No god adoring, low she bends before her lord;
then rising, serves: the rain falls instant at her word!
(Tirukkura] 55, transl. Pope 1886: 10.,)0

Such praises of the perfect wife are found everywhere in Indian literature.6

In the 18th century, a Tamil Brahmin called Tryambakayajvan wrote a ‘Manual
of women’s duties’, in which he stipulates in detail how the perfect wife is expected
to behave. He concludes that obedient service to one’s husband is the primary reli-
gious duty of a wife (patisusrisanam mukhyo dharmah). In the final section,
Tryambakayajvan

defines ‘obedient service to one's husband’ in three ways, First, a wife should serve her

husband ‘without regard for her own life’... Secondly, she should accept whatever her

husband does, ‘even the sale of herself’... Thirdly, she should obey his will ‘even
when it conflicts with other religious duties’... (Leslie 1989: 305.)

The copious examples given by Tryambakayajvan were

probably intended for the ears of the young daughters-in-law of the household... Tt was
presumably hoped that such lengthy retellings of favourite and traditional tales would
inspire impressionable young women to conform to the highest ideals of stridharma.
(Leslie 1989: 305.)

All Hindu women have not accepted this view of the proper role of women
defined by religious and popular texts written almost exclusively by men. The
following is an excerpt from the introduction Madhu Kishwar wrote in 1984 to a
collection of articles and letters published during its five first years in Manushi, a
magazine devoted to feminist issues:

given as verse 166: anena ndrivyttena manovagdehasamyuta | ihagryam kirtim apnoti pati-
loke paratra ca //. These two verses of the fifth chapter are omitted in Medhatithi’s com-
mentary, and are evidently interpolations there,

Tirukkura| 58: pettat perit peruvar pentir perufi cirappu p-puttélir valum ulaku.
Tirukkural 55: teyvan toldal kolunat tolur’ eluval peyy ena p-peyyu malai,

Cf. Pearson 1996: 55-59 for the power of austerities (rapas) in relation to (Savitri's) vrata.
Cf. Kane 1941: 566-568.
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The pervasive popular cultural ideal of womanhood has become a death trap for too
many of us. It is woman as a selfless giver, someone who gives and gives endlessly,
gracefully, smilingly, whatever the demand, however unreasonable and harmful to her-
self. She gives not just love, affection and ungrudging service but also, if need be, her
health and ultimately her life at the altar of her duty to her husband, children and the
rest of the family. Sita, Savitri, Anusuya and various other mythological heroines are
used as the archetypes of such a woman and women themselves are deeply influenced
by this cultural ideal... (Kishwar & Vanita 1984: 46f.; quoted from Leslie 1989: 2.)

Indeed, pativrata, a faithful wife fully devoted to her husband, is not only an
ancient and widespread ideal in India, but also one that still exerts a powerful
influence. Doranne Jacobson has demonstrated this with her intensive interviews of
Bhiiribai, a Brahmin woman of a small Central Indian village. Jacobson’s 1978

paper highlights

the development of her feelings about chastity from her childhood to her old age, how
she dealt with threats to her chastity and to her image as a woman of high morals, and
the relationship of her chastity to her security and well-being: For Bhiiribai, as for
millions of other Indian women, the ideal of being a pativratd has been a significant
focus of her life and a major component of her sense of identity. (Jacobson 1978: 97.)

Indeed, although she never actually worshipped him, Bhuribhai conformed to the view
widely held by both men and women throughout India that the perfect wife should
regard her husband as her personal God... In 1977, however, Bhuribai’s husband
died... she announced her intention to become a safi or truly ‘virtuous’ wife herself,
But... the immolation of widows has been illegal in India since... 1829. The village
elders made her take the required ‘test’ of the true sati: she had to perform the miracle
of changing a ball of cow-dung into a coconut. Bhuribai failed. She was denied the
supreme sacrifice of the ideal wife. (Leslie 1989: 1.)

Savitri is one the most famous models of the chaste and faithful wife in San-
skrit literature. The legend of Savitri, told in the Mahabhirata and many Puranas, is
also called pativrata-mahatmyam ‘praise of the nobility of the chaste devoted wife’.
As Doranne Jacobson notes, SavitrT as well as

Sita, Jasma and others of their kind are not merely literary figures, but represent ideals
that live in the hearts of millions of Indians today. Countless wives struggle to follow
without complaint the dictates of often inconsiderate husbands, and Sita’s example
helps many to suffer their lot bravely. (Jacobson 1978: 97.)

In Jacobson’s opinion ‘it is unlikely that male conspiracy is the cause of this
male dominance... and female subservience’ that ‘are hardly exclusive to India’; in
her opinion ‘this system apparently exists simply because it has worked to the bene-
fit of the society as a whole’ (J acobson 1978: 102). Thus, she points out,

the chastity of women is apparently a key component of a system of hierarchically-
ranked castes in which caste membership is based upon purity of lineage... since it is
women who actually give birth to new members of the caste group, control of
women's sexuality and reproductive powers is vital o the prestige and access to power
of individual castes and of family and kinship units within them. It should not be for-
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gotten that status is an economically valuable commodity — a basis for maintaining or
increasing influence, control of resources, and power. (Jacobson 1978: 100.)

2. THE SAVITRI LEGEND

The best known version of the Savitri legend is found in the Mahabharata,’ and this
is, in fact, one of the most popular passages of the epic besides the Bhagavadgita,
recited as it is yearly in connection with the sdvitri-vrata fast widely practised by
Hindu women. Sage Markandeya tells the story to Yudhisthira, when the Pandava
king asks him if there ever was a wife as devoted as his own wife Draupadi. I have
compared the story as told in the Mahabharata with all its other main versions,
paying particular attention to details that seem significant to me. These have been
included in the following summary (details not in the Mahabhirata are in parenthe-
ses), and the particulars can be found in the footnotes quoting the original texts in
Sanskrit.

(The Sakala) king Asvapati (‘lord of the horses’)8 ruling the Madra® country is
childless. (On the advice of Vasistha,? his principal queen worships with devotion

7 The Saviti legend is recounted in Mahabhdrata 3.(42.)277-283 in the critical edition, and
3.293-299 in the Bombay edition. For a translation of this episode, see especially Buitenen
1975: 760-778 and Brough 1951: 22-69 (with Sanskrit text). I have also used the text and
glossary published by Caland (1917). Other versions of the Savitr legend are found in the
Puranas, including the parallel versions of the Bhavisya-Purdna (Uttara-Parvan 102 = 4,102)
and the Skanda-Purana (Prabhasa-Khanda 1.166 = 7.1.166) [available to me in the Venka-
feSvara Press edition, but having important variants in another version quoted by Dange
1963 and Sankara son of Nilakantha in his Vratdrka written in 1678, from which extracts
are cited and translated by Allen 1901 on the basis of a lithographed edition printed in
Benares 1931 (AD 1875), cf. Konow & Lanman 1901: 279, n. 5]; Matsya-Purana (208-214)
and Visnudharmottara-Purina (2.36-41) (these two come from one source, reconstructed
by Della Casa 1954): Brahmavaivarta-Purana (Prakpti-Khanda 23-34 = 2.23-34); and
Bhavisyottara-Purina, quoted by Hemadri (c. AD 1250) in his Caturvarga-Cintamani (Vrata-
Khanda 21), ed. Bhaffacarya & Tarkaratna 1878-79: 258-269 (only this version has been
available to me).

Afvapati’s name reminds one of the Vedic gods Varuna and Prajapati, to whom the horses
were considered to belong. See Section 24 for some considerations relating to this,

Cf. Matsya-Purdna 208.5 = Visnudharmottara-Purdna 2.36.3: madresu $akalo raja babhii-
vasvapatih pura... The Madra country belonged to the Bahlika (also Balhika, Bahika, Vahi-
ka, etc.) region, i.e. the Panjab, and its capital city was $akala, modern Sialkot (cf. Awasthi
1992: 88; see Law 1960 for mainly Greek and Buddhist references to the city of Sakala, and
its identification). Sakala means both ‘living in the city of Sakala’ and ‘descendant or fol-
lower of Sakalya’. One Sakalya is a famous Vedic authority, on whom see especially Witzel
1987: 375ff. On ‘Sakala rite’, cf. also Horsch 1966: 74. On the religion and customs of
Sikala and the Madra country, see Section 14.

The priests officiating at the principal temple of God Brahma at Pusgkara [where King Asva-
pati, according to Brahmavaivarta-Purina, went on a pilgrimage to worship Savitri] must
always be from the Vasistha gotra, cf. Malik 1993: 12. The Brahma priest of the Vedic
Srauta ritual should be chosen from the Vasisistha gotra (cf. Baudhayana-SrautaSiitra 2.3:
39.9-11: ...vdsistho brahmd...). Sage Vasistha is closely associated with Varuna (tradition
considers Vasistha, the author of the seventh book of the Rgveda-Samhitd, to be a son of
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Goddess Savitri, but does not receive a vision of her. As she is desperate, the king
goes to Puskara and worships there Goddess Savitri with austerities for a hundred
years, but does not receive her vision, until finally a bodiless voice from the air tells
him to mutter the Gayatri mantra one million times.)!! In order to obtain offspring,
the king fasts, skipping every sixth meal and restricting his food at other mealtimes,
abstains from sexual intercourse and pours libations of ghee into fire reciting the
holy Savitri stanza a hundred thousand times. Eventually, after eighteen years have
been completed with these restrictions,'> Goddess Savitri is pleased with the king’s

11

12

Mitra and Varuna), and Varuna is one of the most important predecessors of the Vedic
creator god Prajapati, the direct predecessor of the Hindu god Brahma. See also Sections 28-
30 for Sage Vasistha as the husband of Arundhati, Savitri’s double as the paragon of faithful
wife.

Cf. Brahmavaivarta-Purana 2.23.6-11: madradese mahdrdjo babhivasvapatir mune | vai-
rinam balaharta ca mitranam duhkhand$anah I/ asit tasya mahdrdjii (v1. mahdrajfiah)
mahisi dharmacdrini | malatiti ca sd khyata yatha laksmir gaddbhytah I/ s ca rdjAt mahd-
sadhvi vasisthasyopadesatah | cakararadhanam bhaktya savitrya$ caiva narada /| pratyd-
defam na sa prapa mahisi na dadaria tam | grham jagama sa duhkhddd hrdayena vidi-
yatd I/ raja tam duhkhitam drstva bodhayitva nayena vai | savitryds tapase bhaktya jagama
puskaram tadd |/ tapa$ cakdra tatraiva samyatah Satavatsaram | na dadar$a ca savitrim
pratyddeso babhiiva ha /! $udravakasavanim ca nrpendra$ casaririnim / gayatrida$alaksam
ca japam kurv iti narada //. In verses 13-39 the text goes on giving a detailed instruction
(by Sage Paraara, who comes to see the king) about the Gayatri mantra and its recitation,
which worked, since worshipping Savitri in this way, the king saw her and obtained a boon
from her (39: rdja samptijya savitrim dadarsa varam dpa ca). Narada now asks (40-41) what
meditation of Savitri, what method of worshipping her, what song of praise and mantra did
Sage Parasara give, and in which way did the king worship the Mother of the Vedas, and
what boon did he get. Narayana explains all this in verses 42-87, including the (brahma-)
savitri-vrata (see Section 4), after which the Saviti legend is continued in chapter 24.1ff,

A slightly different version is found in the Matsya-Purdna (208.5-7) and the Visnudharmot-
tara-Purana (2.36.3-5, the variant readings of which are noted here in parentheses). Doing
penance in order to get a son, Agvapati, through Brahmins mentioning his name, wor-
shipped Goddess SavitrT who grants all wishes (VDhP: Aévapati had Brahmins perform to
Sivitri the fire sacrifice of 100,000 [oblations] that grants all wishes). The most accom-
plished Brahmins numbering hundreds daily poured fire offerings to Savitri on his behalf.
But on the fourth lunar day after ten months had passed, the Goddess showed her own body
to the king in the early moming. madresu §akalo raja babhiivavapatih purda | aputras
tapyamdno 'sau putrdrthi sarvakamadam (VDhP: putrdrthe sarvakamadam) /! drddhayati
savitrim laksito ' sau (VDhP: savitryah kdrayam asa laksahomanm) dvijottamaih / siddhdrtha-
kair hiiyamandm savitrim pratyaham dvijaih (VDhP: hiiyamdna savitri pratyaham dvija) I/
$atasamkhyais caturthyan tu dasamasagate dine (VDhP: tu masad dasadine gate) | kale tu
darfayam dsa svan tanim manujesvaram (VDhP: manujesvare) |/ — It appears that the
sacrifice performed by Aévapati was laksahoma, which is described as follows in Agni-
Purana 149.1-5: ‘The Lord said: A homa (oblation) performed after having practised the
prandyama (control of breath) hundred times and purifying with the rite of krcchra, confers
victory in battle, gets kingdom and destroys obstacles. After having repeated gayatri
(mantra) (remaining) in the water, one should perform prandydma sixteen times. Oblation of
havis (clarified butter) should be made into fire in the forenoon. One should eat only that
which is procured after begging or eat only fruits and roots. One should take only single
morsel of food such as milk or flour or ghee. O Parvati, as soon as the (rite of a) lakh of
oblations concludes, one should give cows, clothes and gold as fees. (The oblation should
be done) by fifteen brahmins in the case of all disasters that befall, There is no disaster in the
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continence, purity, restraint and self-control and his whole-hearted devotion to the
Goddess. She appears to him in person from the agnihotra fire (holding a religious
student’s water-vessel) and gives him a boon.!? The king asks for many boys. The
Goddess says that knowing his wish in advance she has asked the Grandfather (of
gods, i.e. God Brahma) for a son for the king, and by the grace of the Self-Bom one
(Svayambhu, i.e. Brahma), a radiant maiden will soon be born to ASvapati. The
king should never say anything in reply to this; this the Goddess tells him since she
is pleased with him. The king (bent down in front of the Goddess) expresses his
acceptance and the Goddess vanishes from his sight (into the air like lightning).!4
(In another version, it is Goddess Savitri herself who gives Aévapati, her constant

world that does not get warded off by this oblation.” (Transl. Gangadharan 1985: 425f.) —
Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.4-5 = Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.6 says that Asvapati personally to-
gether with his wife took the vow known as savitri-vrata, which fulfills all wishes: sa
sabhdryo vratam idam cacdra nrpatih svayam (SkP: sa sabhdryo vratam idam tatra cakre
nrpah svayam) | savitrivratasiddham tat sarvakamapradayakam (SkP: sdvitriti prasiddham
Yyat sarvakamaphalapradam) /. - Cf. also Bhéradvaja-Grhyasiitra 2.7 which orders a married
couple wishing to have a son ‘to regale the brahmins with a meal etc. and to eat a special
mess prepared to the accompaniment of an 8000 times repeated savitri' (Gonda 1980: 204);
and the prajdarthihomas ‘oblations for the sake of offspring’ ‘described in Baudhiyana-
Grhyasesasiitra 2.4; Agnivesya-Grhyasiitra 2.5.6 (worship of Brahma, Dhatar [‘creator’],
causing one’s wife to bathe with the sdvitri and 1008 paldsa branches, sacrificing with the
purusasitkta (RV. 10.90) and pouring the residue on her head); Baudhayana-Grhyasesasiitra
4,11’ (Gonda 1980: 439).

13 ¢ Mahabharata 3.277.5 and 7-12: dsin madresu dharmatma rdja paramadharmikah / ...
atikrantena vayasa samtdpam upajagmivan |/ apatyotpadandrtham sa tivram niyamam
asthitah | kale parimitahdro brahmacari jitendriyah /I hutva Satasahasram sa savitrya
rajasattama / sasthe sasthe tadd kdle babhiiva mitabhojanah |/ etena niyamendsid varsany
astadasaiva tu | piirne tv astadase varse savitri tustim abhyagdt | svaripini tadd rdjan
darsaydm dsa tam nrpam /I agnihotrdt samutthdya harsena mahatanvita | uvdca cainam
varada vacanam pdrthivam tada // brahmacaryena $uddhena damena niyamena ca |/
sarvatmand ca madbhaktyd tustdsmi tava parthiva // — Bhavisya-Purdna 4.102.4-6 =
Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.7-8: tasya tustabhavad rajan (SkP: devi) savitri brahmanah priya //
bhiir bhuvah svar itity esa saksan mirtimafi sthitg | kamandaludhara devi prasanna-
vadaneksana (SKP: kamandaludhara devi jagamadarsanam punah) f// — Brahmavaivarta-
Purdna 2.24,1-2: stutvd so '$vapatis tena sampijya vidhipiirvakam | dadarsa tatra tam
devim sahasrdarkasamaprabham /! uvdca sd tam rdjanam prasannd vismita sati | yatha
mata svaputram ca dyotayanti difas tvisa I/,

Cf. Mahabharata 3.277.14-20: apatydrthah samdrambhah krto dharmepsaya maya | putrd
me bahavo devi bhaveyuh kulabhavanah /! tustasi yadi me devi kamam etam vrnomy aham |
samtdnam hi paro dharma ity ahur mam dvijatayah I/ savitry uvdica / piirvam eva maya
rajann abhiprdyam imam tava | jidtva putrartham ukto vai tava hetoh pitamahah 1/
prasaddc caiva tasmat te svayambhuvihitad bhuvi | kanya tejasvini saumya ksipram eva
bhavisyati Il uttaram ca na te kim cid vyahartavyam katham cana / pitamahanisargena tusta
hy etad bravimi te /| markandeya uvica ! sa tatheti pratijiidya savitryd vacanam nrpah /
prasadayam dsa punah ksipram etad bhaved iti 1/ antarhitdydm savitryam jagama sva-
grham nrpah | svardjye cavasad pritah praja dharmena palayan // — Bhavisya-Purina
4.102.7 = Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.8: uvdca duhitd hy ekd tava rdjan bhavisyati | ity evam
ukiva savini jagamddar$anam punah (SKP has only: kamandaludhara devi jagama-
darsanam punah) //.

14
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devotee, a beautiful daughter by whose grace he will also get sons.)!? After some
time Aévapati makes his most senior queen pregnant. That embryo carried by the
princess hailing from Milava'® grows like the moon in the sky. In due course the
queen gives birth to a girl with a shining face.!” The delighted king has the birth
rites performed for her, and tells the Brahmins to give her the name Saviti after the
Goddess who has been pleased to give her and after the Savitri mantra through the
repetition of which she has been obtained. 18 All the texts emphasize Savitri’s taking
after the Goddess in her beauty, knowledge and virtue.!?

The princess grows up, looking like a manifestation of the goddess of beauty
and welfare (Sri), or like a golden statue (of the Goddess); her eyes are like lotus

15 f, Visnudharmottara-Purana 2.36.6-7: savitry uvdca / rdjan bhakto 'si me nityam prapsya-
se tanayam §ubham | maddattam yatprasaddc ca putran prapsyasi Sobhandn /I puskara
uvdca | etdvad uktva sa rdjfiah pranatasyaiva bhargava | jagamadarSanam devi khe yatha
rama caficald /| — Brahmavaivarta-Purina 2.24.3-5: savitry uvdca | janami te maharaja yat
te manasi vartate | vdficitam tava patnyds ca sarvam dasyami nicitam // sadhvi kanyabhi-
lasam ca karoti tava kamini [ tvam prarthayasi putram ca bhavisyati ca te kramat ! ity
uktva sa mahdadevi brahmalokam jagama ha /.

16 Malava is present-day Malwa. Its capital was Avanti, modern Ujjayini (cf. Awasthi 1992:
91). Cf. also Sukthankar 1942, II: 1108 (on the reading mdlavyam, for which many mss. and
editions of the Mahabharata wrongly read mdnavyd): “That the mother of Savitri was a
Miilavi (a lady or a princess of Mélava, modern Malwa) follows from a clearer reference in
the sequel; cf. 3.281.58abcd: pitus ca te putrasatam bhavitd tava matari / mdlavyam malava
nama $asvatah putrapautrinah /, where the MSS. almost uniformly read malavyam malava
(and not manavyam mdnavd), a reading confirmed independently by the Matsya Purana
(213.15¢d-16)." In Matsya-Purana 208.8, the principal queen is called Malat, but the parallel
verse in Visnudharmottara-Purdna (2.36.8) reads Malavya: mdlavy@ nama tasydsti rajiiah
patni pativratd | susdva tanayam kdle savitrim eva ripatah //. Brahmavaivarta-Purina
2.23.7, however, also calls the queen Malat.

17 ©f. Mahabharata 3.277.21-22: kasmims cit tu gate kale sa raja niyatavratah | jyesthayam
dharmacdrinygm mahisyam garbham adadhe Il rajaputryam tu garbhah sa malavyam
bharatarsabha | vyavardhata yatha Sukle tarapatir ivambare /1.

18 of Mahabharata 3.277.23-24: prapte kale tu susuve kanydm rajivalocanam | kriyas ca tasya
mudita$ cakre sa nrpatis tada /! savitryd pritayd datta savitryd hutayd hy api | savitrity eva
namdsyds cakrur vipras tathda pita 1l - Visnudharmottara-Puriina 2.36.9: savitryd hutaya
datta tadriipasadréa tatah | savitry eva bhaved esd jagada nrpatir dvijan I/ — Bhavisya-
Purina 4.102.8-9 = Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.8-9: kdlena sa tatha rajan (SkP: kdlena bahuna
jata) duhita devaripini | savitryd pritayd datta savitryd japtayd tada (SkP: savitryah
piijaya tatha) /I savitrity eva namdsyds$ cakrur viprds tathd pitd (SkP: cakre viprdjiiayd
nrpah) | — Brahmavaivarta-Purana 2.24.5-6: raja jagama svagrham tat kanyadau babhiva
ha Il rajiio dhandc ca savitryd babhiva kamald kala | savitriti ca tannama cakarasvapatir
nrpah /.

19 1n Matsya-Purana 208.8 = Visnudharmottara-Purina 2.36.8, the Goddess promises Advapati
a ‘beautiful daughter’ (putrim... §obhanam), and Aévapati’s faithful wife Malati/Malavi gave
birth to one who ‘in beauty was like (Goddess) Savitri’ (savitrim iva ripatah). In Brahma-
vaivarta-Puriina 2.26.2-3, Yama addresses Savitri as a ‘beauty’ and praises her wisdom that
is greater than that of wise ancient sages, and says that she is like Goddess SavitrT and
contains a part of the Goddess, because she was given by the Goddess and obtained (as
daughter) by the king through austerity (savitrivaraddne tvam savitrikald sati | praptd purd
bhiibrtd ca tapasa tatsamd Subhe).
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flowers with their petals and as if effulgent with brilliance.2’ When she comes of
age, she is so radiantly beautiful that no wooer dares to ask her hand.2! Finally
Savitri (undertakes the savitri-vrata prescribed by Bhrgu; she) fasts, takes a bath
immersing her head, goes to worship the deity on a new or full moon day, has the
Brahmins perform a fire offering and recite a blessing. Then she takes the flowers
remaining from the worship (as the grace of the deity), goes to her father, and bow-
ing to his feet and worshipping them with those flowers, greets him respectfully and
remains at his side with hands folded in obeisance.?? King A§vapati realizes that his
daughter has come of age and must be married, following the law texts (which say
that if a girl sees her menses in her father’s house unmarried, the father incurs a sin
equal to the murder of a Brahmin, and the girl becomes defamed as if she was a
woman of low birth).2> As no worthy wooers have appeared, the king decides to

20 Hopkins (1915: 73) notes: ‘When the beauty of Savitri is likened to “a living image of $ri”,
it may be a statue of the goddess, vigrahavati 'va Srih, for the people, seeing her, pratimam
kaficanim iva, “like a golden image”, thought that she was a Devakanya (3.293.25f.)." Here
Hopkins leaves prapteti/prapteva untranslated: (other) people noticed that Savitri had come
of age, but apparently not her father (cf. Jamison 1996: 246),

21 Cf. Mahabharata 3.271.25-27: sa vigrahavativa §rir vyavardhata nypdtmaja | kdlena cdpi sa
kanya yauvanastha babhiiva ha I/ tam sumadhyam prthusronim pratimam kaficanim iva /
prapteyam devakanyeti drstva sammenire jandh /! tam tu padmapalasaksim jvalantim iva
tejasa | na kas cid varayam dsa tejasa prativaritah !/ - Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.9-11 =
Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.10-11: sd grhavati sasrir vyavardhata (SkP: sa vigrahavativa $rih
pravardhata) nrpatmaja | savitri kusumdrangi yauvanastha babhiva ha /I tam sumadhyam
prthusronim pratimam kaficanim iva (SkP: ya sumadhya prthusront pratima kaficani
yatha) | prapteva devakanyeti dystvd tam itare jandh (SkP: prapteyam devakanya va drstva
tam menire janah) //.

22 Cf. Mahabharata 3.277.28-30: athoposya Sirahsndta daivatany [v.l. devatam, devatan]
abhigamya sa | hutvagnim vidhivad vipran vicayam dsa parvani // tatah sumanasah Sesah
pratigrhya mahdtmanah /| pituh sakdsam agamad devi $rir iva ripini /! sabhivadya pituh
padau Sesah piirvam nivedya ca | krtafjalir vardrohd nrpateh parsvatah sthita 1l -
Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.12-14 = Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.12-15: sd tu padmapalasaksi (SkP:
padma visalaksi) prajvalantiva tejasd | cacdra sa ca savitrivratam yad bhrgunoditam 1/
athoposya Sirahsndta devatam abhigamya sa (SkP: ca) / hutvagnim vidhivad viprdn vaca-
yitvenduparvani (SkP: vdcayed varavarnini) Il tebhyah sumanasah $esdah (SkP: Sesam;
gloss: sumanasah Sesam = puspaprasadam) pratigrhya nrpatmaja | sadhvi pativrata-
bhyetya (SkP: sakhiparivrtabhyetya) devasrir iva ripini (SkP: devi §rivat surdpini) 1/
sabhivadya (BhvP. ed.: sobhivadya) pituh padau Sesan (SkP: Sesam) piirvam nivedya ca |
krtanjalir vararoha nrpateh parsvatah sthita I/,

23 Cf. Mahabharata 3.277.31-36: yauvanastham tu tam drstva svam sutdam devaripinim /|
aydcyamandm ca varair nypatir duhkhito ' bhavat I/ rajovéca | putri pradanakalas te na ca
ka$ cid vrnoti mam | svayam anviccha bhartaram gunaih sadrsam atmanah /| prarthitah
puruso yas$ ca sa nivedyas tvaya mama | vimysyaham praddsyami varaya tvam yathepsi-
tam I/ Srutam hi dharmasdstre me pathyamdnam dvijatibhih | tatha tvam api kalyani
gadato me vacah §rnu // apradata pitd vacyo vacya$ canupayan patih | mrte bhartari putras
ca vacyo matur araksita I/ idam me vacanam $rutva bhartur anvesane tvara | devatanam
yatha vdcyo na bhaveyam tatha kuru !/ — Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.15-18 = Skanda-Purana
7.1.166.16-19: tdm drstva yauvanam praptam (SkP: yauvanapraptam) svaccham tam (SkP:
svam sutdm) devaripinim | wvdca raja sammantrya smrtyartham (SkP: putryartham) saha
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send Savitri off on a tour in the company of elderly ministers, so that she herself
can select a suitable husband worthy of herself.2*

The divine Sage Narada happens to be visiting Aévapati when Savitri returns.
Savitri says that she has chosen to marry prince Satyavat, the ‘truthful’?3, also call-
ed Citraéva.26 Sage Narada laments that Savitri has made a wrong choice. Although
Satyavat in all other respects is an excellent man, he has one great fault: he is
doomed to die when exactly one year has elapsed from the marriage.” But SavitrT
is adamant in her resolve and does not agree to choose any other man. She has made
her decision: a decision is made by mind, expressed by voice, and carried out by
deed, and her authority is the mind. Narada observes that Savitri is so very strong-
willed that it will never be possible to make her depart from this dharma, and
recommends that her father should give her to Satyavat who after all is more
virtuous than any other man.28 Avapati now takes Savitri to the forest hermitage of

mantribhih /! yuktah pradanakdlo ’syds tena ka$ cid vrnotv imam (SkP: putri praddnakalas
te na hi kaé cid vrpoti mam) | vicarayitva (SkP: vicarayan na) pasyami varam tulyam
mahatmanah (SkP: ihatmanah) 1/ devadinam yatha vacyo na labheyam (SkP: bhaveyan)
tatha kuru | bodhyamdna (SkP: pathyamanam) maya putri dharma$dstresu gaccha tam
(SKP: ca $rutam) I/ pitur grhe tu ya kanyd rajah pasyaty asamskrta | brahmahatyd pitus
tatra (SKP: tasya) sd kanya vrsall smrtd //. See also below Section 24.

24 ¢f, Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.19 = Skanda-Purdna 7.1.166.20: ato 'rtham presayamiti (SkP:
presayami tvam) kuru putri svayamvaram ! vrddhair amatyaih sahitd §ighram gaccha
vidharaya (SkP: gacchavadhdraya) //. For this form of marriage, with a thorough discussion
of the relevant passages including in particular the Savitri legend (pp. 245-247), see Jamison
1996: 207ff., 236ff. Visnudharmottara-Purana 2.36.12 skips all the arrangements and
Savitri’s tour: kdlena yauvanam praptam dadau satyavate pitd /.

25 gatyavat has got his name because both his father and his mother speak (nothing but) truth
and is expected to do so himself; cf. Mahabharata 3.278.12: satyam vadaty asya pitd satyam
mdta prabhdsate | tato 'sya brahmanas cakrur ndmaitat satyavan iti //. Skanda-Purana
7.1,166.30 = Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.26: satyam vadaty asya pitd satyam mata prabhasate |
satyam vadeti munibhil satyavan nama vai krtam (BhvP: upeto 'sti gunaih sarvair
dyumatsenasuto bali) /. Cf. below Section 14.

On the name Citra§va, cf. below Section 43.

27 ©f. Mahabharata 3.278.22: eko doso ’sya nanyo 'sti so ' dyaprabhrti satyavan | samvatsarena
ksinayur dehanydsam karisyati I/ - Bhavisya-Purina 4.102.27 = Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.34:
eko doso ' sti nanyo 'sya (SkP: nanyas ca) so 'dyaprabhrti satyavak (SkP: satyavan) | sam-
vatsarena ksinayur dehatyagam karisyati Il — Visnudharmottara-Purana 2.36.11: ksindyur
esa varsena bhavisyati nrpatmajah | pradiyate sakrt kanyd cintayitva nardadhipah /.

28 Thus from the very beginning, Savitri is singularly devoted to her husband to be. Cf. Maha-
bhirata 3.278.23-29; rajovdca | ehi savitri gaccha tvam anyam varaya Sobhane | tasya doso
mahdn eko gundn dkramya tisthati Il yatha me bhagavan dha ndrado devasatkrtah |
samvatsarena so ' Ipayur dehanydsam karisyati I/ savitry uvdca | sakrd amso nipatati sakrt
kanya pradiyate | sakrd dha dadaniti triny etani sakrt sakyt Il dirghdyur atha valpayuh
saguno nirguno 'pi vd | sakrd vrto maya bhartd na dvitiyam vrnomy aham I/ manasa nis-
cayam krtva tato vacabhidhiyate | kriyate karmand pa$cat pramanam me manas tatah I/
ndrada uvdca ! sthird buddhir narasrestha savitryd duhitus tava ! naisa calayitum Sakyd
dharmad asmat katham cana I/ nanyasmin puruse santi ye satyavati vai gunah | pradanam
eva tasmdn me rocate duhitus tava //. On similar lines Bhavisya-Purina 4.102.29-32 and
Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.35-39. In Visnudharmottara-Purdna 2.36.11 the dictum ‘a maiden is

26
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Satyavat’s father, the dethroned Salva?? king Dyumatsena, who has become blind
and has been unjustly deprived of his kingdom. Satyavat’s father welcomes the
proposed matrimonial bond with A§vapati. The marriage is celebrated, and Savitri
stays at the hermitage. She puts away all her oraments and starts wearing the bark
dress of forest hermits. With her modesty, attentions and virtues, her affection and
restraint, and her seeing to all wants, Savitri charms everybody at the hermitage.
When the time for Satyavat’s predicted death approaches, Savitri starts a
complete fast of three days, vowing to stand up day and night throughout that time,
and she does stand up (motionless) as if she had become a piece of wood. Her
father-in-law considers these austerities as too severe and tries to dissuade her, but
Savitri remains firm,3° and assures him that she will finish the vow as it is done
with resolve.?! On the third day of the vow, which is the anniversary of the
marriage, Savitri with much distress in her mind offers a libation into fire at the
moment when the sun has arisen the measure of a yoke, performs her forenoon
duties, and then respectfully greets her parents-in-law and all the ascetics of the
hermitage, touching their feet in the order of seniority, and remains standing with
her hands folded in obeisance. Everybody pronounces on her the wish that she
should not become a widow, and Savitri accepts these wishes in her mind.3?

given just once’ is less dramatically said by Narada, who advises Advapati to consider before
giving Savitri to Satyavat (see note 27).

$alva ‘is a famous janapada of ancient India. It is placed among the countries of Aparanta
[and] denotes Alwar district of Rajasthan as well as some neighbouring region.’ (Awasthi
1992: 102.)

30 ¢f. Mahabharata 3.280.1-8: tatah kale bahutithe vyatikrante kadd cana | praptah sa kalo
martavyam yatra satyavatd nypa // ganayantyas ca savitryd divase divase gate | tad vakyam
naradenoktam vartate hydi nityasah Il caturthe "hani martavyam iti samcintya bhamini /
vratam trirdatram uddisya divardtram sthitabhavat I/ tam $rutva niyamam duhkham vadhva
duhkhanvito nrpah | utthdya vakyam savitrim abravit parisantvayan /| [dyumatsena uvdca [
atitivro 'yam drambhas tvaydrabdho nrpdtmaje | tisrnam vasatinam hi sthanam parama-
duskaram I/ savitry uvdca | na kdaryas tata samtapah parayisyamy aham vratam [ vyavasaya-
krtam hidam vyavasdyas ca karanam I/ dyumatsena uvdca ! vratam bhinddhiti vaktum tvam
nasmi $aktah katham cana | parayasveti vacanam yuktam asmadvidho vadet /| markandeya
uvdca | evam uktva dyumatseno virarama mahamanah | tisthanti cdpi savitri kasthabhiiteva
laksyate /I — Visnudharmottara-Purdna (2.36.15-16) is here rather laconic: caturthe 'hani
martavyam yada satyavatd dvija | §vasurendbhyanujiidta tada rdjia tu sa snusa I/ cakre
triratram dharmajna...

‘In other words,’ notes Pearson (1996: 54), ‘her fixed determination (or resolution) is her
support during her self-imposed acts of austerity, and is what makes these acts of austerity a
vow.'

32 Cf, Mahabharata 3.280.9-14: $vobhiite bhartrmarane savitrya bharatarsabha | duhkhanvi-
tayds tisthantydh sa ratrir vyatyavartata // adya tad divasam ceti hutva diptam huta$anam |
yugamdtrodite siirye krtva paurvahnikih kriyah /I tatah sarvan dvijan vrddhai $vasriim
§vasuram eva ca | abhivadyanupiirvyena pranjalir niyatd sthita /| avaidhavyasSisas te tu
savitryartham hitah Subhdh | ficus tapasvinah sarve tapovananivasinah !/ evam astv iti
savitri dhydnayogapardyana | manasa ta girah sarvah pratyagrhnat tapasvindm I/ tam
kalam ca muhiirtam ca pratiksanti nrpdtmaja | yathoktam naradavaca$ cintayanti su-
duhkhita /1.

29

31
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Savitri’s parents-in-law ask her to eat now, as the fast of three nights is over, but
she replies: ‘I shall eat when the sun has set and I have fulfilled my wish. This is the
intention and covenant I have conceived in my heart.”33

When Satyavat puts an axe on his shoulder and is leaving for the forest to fetch
fuel and fruits (and flowers and sacred grass) for his father’s sacrificial rites, Savitri
asks for and obtains permission to accompany him. Though weak from her fast, she
has the stamina to follow Satyavat from the firmness of her intent. Most texts have
here a long description of the lovely scenes of the forest, Satyavat describing in
detail the trees and animals to his wife who watches everything with wonder and
faking cheerfulness. Satyavat fills a basket with fruits (and sacrificial grass, while
Savitri collects flowers. Then Satyavat asks Savitri to sit and rest under a tree that
grows on the shore of a pond, while he will collect the fuel. Savitri agrees, but for-
bids him to go out of her sight.) Satyavat starts chopping firewood with his axe.
(Taking some dry pieces he makes a load of wood.) Sweating, he gets a terrible
headache — as if his head was pierced with spears. (He quickly leaves the load of
wood and supports himself on a branch of the banyan tree. Or: He quickly hangs
the load of wood on a branch of the banyan tree under which Savitri is seated.)’*
Then he lies down powerless, putting his head on Savitri’s lap.3® (In a variant ver-

33 ¢f. Mahabharata 3.280.15-17: tatas tu $vasrigvasurav icatus tam nypdtmajam | ekanta-
stham idam vakyam prityd bharatasattama Il $vaurav ticatuh | vrato yathopadisto "yam
yathdvat paritas tvayd | aharakalah sampraptah kriyatam yad anantaram /! savitry uvdca /
astam gate maydditye bhoktavyam krtakamayd | esa me hrdi samkalpah samayas$ ca krto
maya /l.

34 (f. Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.48-51 (Venkate§vara Press ed.) = Bhavisya-Purana 4.102.40 and
44-45 (with variant readings noted in parentheses): atha pratasthe paraSum grhitva satyavan
vanam | savitry api ca bhartaram gacchantam (BhvP: gacchatah) prsthato 'nvayat Il tato
grhitva tarasd phalapugpasamitku$an | atha (BhvP: yathd) Suskani caddaya (BhvP: vadaya)
kasthabhdram akalpayat Il atha patayatah kastham jata Sirasi vedand | kasthabhdaram
ksandt tyaktva vatasakhavalambitah (this half verse is missing in the BhvP; Dange 1963:
260 gives a variant reading of this half verse which in the edition consulted by him is
7.166.78: kisthabharam ksanat krtva vatasakhdvalambanam /. This verse has the following
continuation which is missing in the Verkate$vara ed. and in the BhvP, but found also in
the Skanda-Puréina quotation of Sarikara’s Vratarkakatha [cf. Allen 1901: 57f.): vatavrksasya
sd sadhvi upavista mahdsati) /! savitrim praha Siraso vedand mam prabddhate (this half
verse is missing in the BhvP) / tavotsarige ksanam tavat svaptum icchami sundari (BhvP:
vyathd mam badhate bale svaptum icchami sundari) /| Related to this is also the version of
the Bhavisyottara-Purana (known to me only from Hemadri’s quotation in Bhaffacarya &
Tarkaratna 1878-79: 258-269), p. 264f.: tato jidtvd ca sa bdld jagamdtha pativratd //
savitry anupadam bhartur vane tasmin manorame | gatvdsau diiram adhvanam jagrahatha
phaladikam 1/ samitkusam ca kusuman bharyaya sa vadan priyam | kasthani Suskdny adaya
kasthabharam akalpayat Il kastham kutharena tathd patayam dsa lilaya | atha pdtayatas
tasya jatd Sirasi vedand // tatah samvrtya tat sarvam vatacchdyam upasritah | satyavdn
vedandkrantah kim cid varnitumanasah I/ vata$akham avagstabhya satyavan praha gad-
gadam | savitri pasya Sirasi vedana mam prabadhate I/ na ca kim cit pravaksyami bhramaty
eva hi me manah | tavotsange ksanam tavat svaptum icchami sundari /I visramasva
mahdabdho savitri praha duhkhitd | pascad api gamisvavah svasramam sumanoharam /.
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sion, Satyavat falls out of a tree and dies.)’® Exactly at the moment predicted by
Narada, Yama comes to fetch Satyavat. (In a variant version, it is Yama’s horrific
servants who come first. However, being unable to bear Savitri’s look that would
burn their bodies, they return in vain to Yama, who now departs himself, en-
raged.)3” The god of death (riding his buffalo mount) is terrible to look at, being
dazzling black (like a dark raincloud with flashes of lightning, with a hue dark blue
like the petals of the night lotus), dressed in yellow clothes and with red eyes,
radiant like the sun (or: looking just like the rising sun), wearing a (sun-coloured)
crown on his head (and resplendent with a pair of earrings, and loaded with neck-
laces hanging down on his chest, ornamented with armbands) and having a noose in
his hand.38 Savitri, startled, stands up, and, bowing down in front of the god, asks

35 Cf. Mahabharata 3.281.1-6: atha bharydsahdyah sa phalany dadaya viryavan | kathinam
plirayam dsa tatah kasthany apdtayat // tasya patayatah kdstham svedo vai samajayata |
vydyamena ca tendsya jajiie Sirasi vedand I/ so 'bhigamya priyam bharyam wvaca §rama-
piditah / [satyavan uvdca [] vydydmena mamanena jata Sirasi vedana /! angani caiva savitri
hrdayam diyativa ca | asvastham iva catmdnam laksaye mitabhdsini / $ilair iva firo
viddham idam samlaksayamy aham / tat svaptum icche kalyani na sthatum $aktir asti me 1/
[markandeya uvdca [| sa samdsadya savitri bhartaram upagithya ca | utsarige 'sya Sirah
krtva nisasada mahitale // - Visnudharmottara-Purdna 2.37.32-37 = Matsya-Purdna 209.32-
210.4: mayd phaloccayah subhru tvaya puspoccayah krtah | indhanam na krtam kifi cit
(MtP: subhru) tat karisyami sampratam |/ tvam asya sarasas tire drumacchayam upasrita
(MIP: samasrita) / ksanamdtram pratiksasva viSramasva ca bhamini I/ savitry uvdca | evam
etat karigyami mama drstipathat (MtP: drstipathas) tvaya | ditre (MtP: diiram) kdnta na
gantavyam (MtP: kartavyo) bibhemi gahane vane /I puskara (MtP: matsya) uvdca / (MtP
has here a verse not found in the VDhP: tatah sa kasthani cakdra tasmin vane tadd rdja-
sutdsamaksam / tasyd hy adiire sarasas taddnim mene ca sd tam mytam eva rdjan [f) tasya
patayatah kastham jajiie Sirasi vedand | sa vedandrtah samgamya bhdryam vacanam
abravit I/ satyavan uvaca (MtP omits) / dydsena mamdnena jata Sirasi vedand | tama$ ca
pravi§dmiva na ca janami kifi cana /I tvadutsange §irah krtva nidropahatalocanah (MtP:
svaptum icchami sampratam) / puskara uvaca (MtP: rdjaputrim evam uktva tadd susvapa
parthivah) | tadutsarige Sirah krtva susvapa gatacetanah (MtP: nidrayavilalocanah) J/.

36 Inthe Brahmavaivarta-Purana (2.24.10-11), Satyavat falls out of a tree (which is not speci-
fied in the sequel either) and dies: sa ca samvatsare 'tite satyavan satyavikramah | jagama
phalakasthartham praharsam pitur djraya Il jagama tatra savitri tatpascad daivayogatah |
nipatya vrksad daivena pranams tatydja satyavan //.

3 Bhavigyottara-Purana (quoted by Hemadri): ydavad utsarigagam krtva Sira$ cdste mahitale /|
tavat kardalavadanah $ataso 'tha sahasra$ah I djagmur yamadita$ ca raudrds cati-
bhayarikarah | na Sekur drstipdte 'syah savitrya sthatum antike /! gatva cacaksus tat sarvam
savitry dste tu adbhutam | drstipatena nasmabhih Sakyate 'syah prabadhitum I/ dahativa ca
no deham dystipdtena sd sati / tat svayam ydhi no 'smabhih sadhyate satyavan kva cit /1,

38

In the version of the Bhavisyottara-Purana quoted above, this happens only after Yama's
dreadful-looking servants described in detail have first failed in their attempt to fetch Satya-
vat. In the Mahabharata (3.281.14-15 and the verse interpolated before it in Dn D6 G3, read-
ing uktah for uktva), Yama replying to Savitri's question in this regard says that Satyavat is
too virtuous to be fetched by anybody lesser than himself: [savitry uvdca [ $riyate bhagavan
ditds tavagacchanti manavan | netum kila bhavan kasmdd dgato 'si svayam prabho [/
mdrkandeya uvdca / ity uktah pitrrdjas tam bhagavan svam cikirgitam | yathavat sarvam
akhyatum tatpriyartham pracakrame (| [yama uvdaca /| ayam hi dharmasamyukto ripavdn
gunasdgarah | ndrho matpurusair netum ato 'smi svayam dgatah // ~ Cf, Section 41.
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who he is and what he is going to do. Yama consents to reply to her, because
Savitri is so devoted to her husband, so virtuous and has acquired a lot of merit
with her austerity.3® Then Yama with his noose forcefully draws Satyavat’s thumb-
long soul-man out of his body, which then ceases to breathe, loses its glow and
becomes motionless and unpleasant to look at. Binding Satyavat’s soul, Yama de-
parts southwards for his realm.4?

Savitri follows, and does not heed Yama’s requests to turn back and perform
Satyavat’s funeral rites. (In a variant version, Yama addresses Savitri as the God-
dess who has taken a human form, and points out that if she wants to go with her
beloved husband, she must leave behind her body.)*! Savitri says to Yama: ‘(For
women, husband is the god, husband is the last resort. A good wife must follow her
husband, who is the lord of her life and riches...) I too must go where my husband
is taken, or where he himself goes — this is the sempiternal Law. (For when I shall

39 ¢f Mahabharata 3.281.7-13: tatah sa ndaradavaco vimrSanti tapasvini | tam muhiirtam
ksanam velam divasam ca yuyoja ha /| muhirtad iva cdpaSyat purusam pitavasasam |
baddhamaulim vapusmantam adityasamatejasam I/ §yamavadatam raktaksam pdsahastam
bhayavaham | sthitam satyavatah parsve niriksantam tam eva ca // tam drstva sahasotthaya
bhartur nyasya fanaih §irah | krtafijalir uvacarta hrdayena pravepata Il [savitry uvdca /]
daivatam tvabhijanami vapur etadd hy amanusam | kamaya briihi me deva kas tvam kim ca
cikirsasi I/ yama uvdca / pativratdsi savitri tathaiva ca taponvitd | atas tvam abhibhdsami
viddhi mam tvam Subhe yamam |/ ayam te satyavan bharta ksinayuh pdrthivaimajah /
nesyamy enam aham baddhva viddhy etan me cikirsitam // — Visnudharmottara-Purana
3.37.38-41: pativratd mahabhdgd tatas sa rajakanyakd | dadars$a dharmardjam tu svayam
tam desam dgatam Il nilotpaladala§yamam pitambaradharam prabhum | vidyullatd-
nibaddharigam satoyam iva toyadam |! kiritendrkavarnena kundaldbhyam virdjitam | hara-
bhararpitoraskam tathangadavibhiisitam I/ tathdnugamyamdanam ca kdalena saha mrtyund |/
— Bhavisyottara-Purdna (quoted by Hemadri): ity dkarnya yamah kopad uithdyatha vardsa-
ndt / aruhya mahisam raudram raudrah pranaharo bali /I djagama tvardyukto yatrdste sa
pativratd | savitry api ca santrasta viksyamand itas tatah I/ savadhdnd katham ko 'dya
bhartiram mama nesyati | tavad dadarfa sa bald purusam krsnapingalam /! kiritinam
pitavastram sdksat sitryam ivoditam | tam uvdcatha savitri pranamya madhuraksaram /! kas
tvam devo ' tha daityo va mam dharsitum updagatah | na eaham kena cic chakya svadharmad
avaropitum I/ prastum va purusasrestha diptam vahni§ikham iva | yama uvica | yamah
samyamanas$ caham sarvabhiitabhayankarah | ksindyur esa te bhartd sannidhau te pati-
vrate I/ na $aktah kinkarair netum [ed.: jetum] tato 'ham svayam dgatah /.

40 ¢f, Mahabhirata 3.281.16-18: ratah satyavatah kdyat pasabaddham vasam gatam |
angusthamdtram purusam nicakarsa yamo balat /| tatah samuddhrtapranam gata$vasam
hataprabham | nirvicestam Sariram tad babhiivapriyadarfanam |/ yamas tu tam tathd
baddhva praydto daksinamukhah / — Visnudharmottara-Puréna 3.37.41-42: sa tu samprapya
tam desam dehat satyavatas tada /I arigusthamatram purusam pasabaddham vasam gatam |
dkrsya daksindm dsam prayayau satvaram tada /! — Brahmavaivarta-Purana 2.24.12: yamas
tajjivapurusam baddhangusthasamam mune | grhitvd gamanam cakre tatpascdt prayayau
sati /| — Bhavisyottara-Purina (quoted by Hemadri): evam uktva satyavatah Sarirat pasa-
samyutam |/ angusthamdtram purusam niScakarsa yamo baldt | atha praydtum drebhe
panthdanam pitrsevitam //.

41 Brahmavaivarta-Purdna 2.24.14: yama uvdca | aho kva ydsi savitri grhitva manusim tanum /
yadi ydsyasi kantena sardham deham tada tyaja I/,
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not be able to follow you, O god, after you have taken my husband, then I shall
renounce my life, What sensible woman, censured for her unalterable widowhood
would live even a moment, unadorned, even if she is worthy of omaments?) By the
power of my austerities, my conduct toward my elders, my love for my husband,
my vow, and by thy grace my course shall be unobstructed!’*? In the ensuing
discussion, which follows the same pattern, with her wise answers that praise duty
and virtue*3 Savitri gradually wins five boons from Yama. The righteous King of
Law is impressed by her knowledge of the law and duty and by her persistent
devotion to her husband. Yama promises that Savitri’s father-in-law will regain his
eyesight and lost kingdom, that Savitri’s father and mother will have a hundred
sons, and that Savitri and Satyavat too, shall have a hundred sons, and finally, that
Satyavat will get his life back.44

42 e ML EL Ll 4 A0 18 MY T T

samsiddha mahabhdga pativratd I/ yama uvdca | nivarta gaccha savitri kurusvasyaurdhva-
dehikam | kytam bhartus tvayanrnyam yavad gamyam gatam tvaya /1 savitry uvaca | yatra
me niyate bharta svayam vd yatra gacchati | mayapi tatra gantavyam esa dharmah sand-
tanah // — Vispudharmottara-Purana 3.38.63-68: sdvitry uvdca / patir hi daivatam strinam
patir eva pardyanam /| anugamyah striya sadhvyd patih pranadhanesvarah /I mitam dadati
hi pita mitam bhrata mitam sutah /! amitasya hi dataram bhartaram kd na pijayet | niyate
yatra bhartd me svayam va yatra gacchati // maydpi tatra gantavyam yathasakti surottama |
patim adaya gacchantam anugantum aham yada /! tvam deva na hi $aksyami tada tyaksyami
Jivitam | manasvini tathd ka ca vaidhavyaksaradiisita /| muhiirtam api jivate mandandrhapy
amandita | — Bhavisyottara-Purana (quoted by Hemadri): savitry api vararoha krtva padena
marigalam | raksartham bhartrkayasya yayav anupadam tatah /I pativratatvad asrant
dhydyamand nijam patim | taccintd tadgataprand tam uvdaca yamas tadd /! nivartya gaccha
savitri suditram tvam ihdagata | esa margo visalaksi na kendpy anugamyate // savitry uvdca |
na $ramo na ca me glanih kada cid api jayate | bhartdram anugacchantyds tava Sistasya
sannidhau I/ satdm santo gatir nanya strindm bharta sada gatih | veda varndsramanam ca
Sigyanam ca gatir guruh Il sarvesam eva jantinam sthanam asti mahitale | muktva bhartd-
ram ekam tu strinam nanyah samdsrayah /1.

In Mahabharata 3.281.34-35, the moral rules that according to Savitri are always to be fol-
lowed by the virtuous include ‘non-violence’ and the ‘golden rule’: adrohah sarvabhiitesu
karmana manasd gira | anugrahas ca danam ca satam dharmah sandtanah /I evamprayas
ca loko *yam manusyah Saktipesaldah | santas tv evapy amitresu dayam praptesu kurvate /.

44 Yama gives his fifth boon without the exclusion of Satyavat's life that restricted the choice
of the previous boons, and Savitri chooses this ‘incomparable’ boon saying that without her
husband she is as if dead and there is no pleasure for her, Mahabharata 3.281,51-58: varam
vrie jivatu satyavdn ayam yathd mrtd hy evam aham vind patim // na kamaye bhartyvinakrta
sukham na kamaye bhartyvinakyta divam | na kamaye bhartyvinakyta §rivam na bhartrhing
vyavasami jivitum /| vardtisargah Sataputratd mama tvayaiva datto hriyate ca me patih |
varam vrne jivatu satyavan ayam tavaiva satyam vacanam bhavigyati I/ markandeya uvica /
tathety uktva tu tan pasan mukiva vaivasvato yamah | dharmardjah prahrstatma savitrim
idam abravit // yama uvdca | esa bhadre maya mukto bharta te kulanandini | arogas tava
neyas ca siddhdrthas ca bhavisyati I/ caturvarsasatam cdyus tvaya sardham avapsyati |
ispva yajhais ca dharmena khydtim loke gamisyati /I tvayi putrafatam caiva satyavif
Janayisyati | te capi sarve rajanah ksatriyah putrapautrinah | khyatds tvannamadheyds ca
bhavisyanttha $asvatah /I pitus ca te putrasatam bhavita tava matari | malavyam malava
ndma $asvatah putrapautrinah | bhrataras te bhavisyanti ksatriyds tridasopamah /1.

43
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Savitri returns to the place where Satyavat’s corpse is lying (under the banyan
tree).45 Satyavat is revived, but has no clear idea of what happened.* From now
on, he is only thinking of his parents, who must be desperate with worry. Even
though the night has just fallen and the forest with its beasts is terrifying,? the two
decide to walk back to the hermitage. SavitrT rebinds her loose hair and hangs the
carrying pole (kathina)*® with fruits from the branch of a tree so that Satyavat can

fetch it later. Savitri carries the axe for protection and at the same time supports
Satyavat.*® They get faggots from a tree burning in the forest from a lightning
strike. Reaching the hermitage in the morning, Satyavat tells what happened, and
Savitri explains how she knew in advance of her husband’s death and how she won
favours from Yama. She is praised, and all the boons are fulfilled. (This story of
Savitri should be recounted every day in the morning, for it will destroy all sins and
give women absence of widowhood, marital happiness, heaven, and liberation.)30

45 Bhavisyottara-Purina (quoted by Hemadri): djagamdtha savitri nyagrodhavitapam tatha |

krtvotsarigam Siras tasya pirvavan nisasada sa !/ gatrasamvdahanam cakre bhartuh
fantasya bharata /.

46 |, the text of the Mahdbhirata (3.281.63b and 64b), Satyavat immediately upon waking up
remembers the coming of a black man who dragged him along, and is told by SavitrT that it
was Yama who has now gone. These two half verses, however, appear to me an interpolation
which should be removed from the critical text, for in 3.281.67ff, Satyavat again reminis-
censes on what has happened. He finishes now saying that he saw a horrible darkness and a
shining man, and asks Savitri who that might have been (69b-70a), which of course makes
no sense if he has already been told that it was Yama, Now SavitrT only points to the ap-
proaching night and promises to tell everything tomorrow.

47 Mahabharata 3.281.71-74: tam uvdcatha savitri rajani vyavagahate | §vas te sarvam yathd-

vritam akhydsydmi nrpatmaja /| uttisthottistha bhadram te pitarau pasya suvrata | vigadha
rajani ceyam nivrttas ca divakaral /| naktamcaras caranty ete hrstah kriirabhibhasinah |
§riiyante parnasabdas ca mrgandm caratam vane I/ etah Siva ghoranada disam daksina-
pascimam | dsthdya viruvanty ugrdah kampayantyo mano marma //.

48 This resembles very much the hanging of a carrying pole with apiipa cakes on a tree in the

forest in the Traiyambakahoma; in the accompanying mantra it is said to be the portion of
Rudra, who is asked to go away to the Miljavat mountain without doing harm, with his bow
unstrung; cf. Hillebrandt 1897: 119.

Mahabharata 3.281.100-104: savitri tata utthdya kesan samyamya bhamini | patim utthapa-
ydm dsa bahubhyam parigrhya vai I/ utthiya satyavam§ capi pramyjydngani panind | disah
sarvih samalokya kathine drstim ddadhe I/ tam uvacdtha savitri §vah phalaniha negyasi |
yogaksemdrtham etat te nesyami parasum tv aham // krtva kathinabhdram sa vrksasakhava-
lambinam | grhitva parasum bhartuh sakasam punar agamat /| vame skandhe tu vamorir
bhartur bahum nivesya sa | daksinena parisvajya jagama mrdugamini /.
Bhavisyottara-Puréna (quoted by Hemadri): savitryakhyanakam idam sarvapdapaprandsa-
nam Il avaidhavyapradam strindm svargamoksapraddyakam | sukhasaubhdgyadam partha
prdtar japyam idam sadda //.

49

50
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3. THE VATA-SAVITRI-VRATA

(a) Ritualistic descriptions

The Savitri legend forms the textual background for the vata-savitri-vrata, also
called just savitri-vrata, an annual three-day votive observance, which is one of the
most important women’s rituals in India even today.’! This vrata is performed
especially by women whose husbands are living and who want to avoid widow-
hood and to have children (the texts promise many other things in addition)52 — and
these are goals that loom large in the lives of most Indian women, especially in the
villages.>3

As Anne MacKenzie Pearson (1996: 55) has noted, the present-day votaries
attribute the efficacy of their votive observances to the same elements that are
stressed in the epic description of Savitri’s vrata: her resolution, determination and
faith.

51 For the (vata-)savitri-vrata, see Skanda-Purana 7 (Prabhasa-Khanda) 1.166.77ff.; Bhavisya-
Purdna 4 (Uttara-Khanda) 102.66-86; Agni-Purana 194.4-8; Brahmavaivarta-Purana 2
(Prakrti-Khanda) 23.42-87 (Aévapati’s manner of worshipping Goddess SavitrT); Padma-
Purana 1 (Srsti-Khanda) 7.10-23; and ‘Skanda-Purina’, quoted by Hemadri (c. AD 1250, cf.
Allen 1901: 53) in his Caturvarga-Cintamani, Vrata-Khanda 21, Bhagfacarya & Tarkaratna
1878-79, 11.2: 272-279 (this passage cannot be found in our extant Skanda-Purana according
to Hans Bakker, whom I consulted on this point, being unable to locate it there); Vi§vanatha
Sarman’s Vrataraja (composed in Varanasi in 1736): 765-778 (quoting Hemidri and the
above-mentioned Purdnas; I owe this reference to Hans Bakker); Vratarka (lithographed edi-
tion of Benares, AD 1875), folio 121, reverse, line 11 ff, (quoted from Allen 1901; cf, also
Konow & Lanman 1901: 279, n. 5); Nirnayasindhu, II, folio 11a 3 ff, (cf. Konow & Lan-
man 1901: 279, n. 5; not consulted here); Rajasekhara’s Karpiiramaiijari, Act 4 (Konow &
Lanman 1901: 99ff., 221f., 279ff.; cf. also Hauer 1927: 238-240); Kane 1958: 91-94; Dange
1986-90, V: 1561-62. Buitenen in his introduction (1975: 214f.) and annotations (1975:
836) to the translation of the Savitri legend in the Mahabhirata makes no reference to the
savitri-vrata.

52 According to the Vratarka (fol. 122a 3), the woman undertaking the vow should express her
intention in performing the savitri-vrata to be: obtaining long life and absence of diseases
for her husband and sons, and the absence of widowhood for herself in rebirth after rebirth
(mama bhartuh putrandm ca ayurdrogyaprdptaye janmajanmani avaidhavyapraptaye ca
savitrivratam aham karisya iti samkalpya... (cf. Allen 1901: 60). Cf. further e.g. Bhavisya-
Purana 4.102.1-2: yudhisthira uvdca /| smarayami hysikesa yan noktam bhavata kva cit | tat
savitrivratam brithi mamopari dayam kuru I/ $rikrsna uvdca / kathayami kulastrinam maha-
bhagyam yudhisthira | yatha cirnam vratavaram savitrya rdjakanyaya [/ and 4.102.89-91;
etat tu vratam idam kathitam vidhivan maya | yas carisyanti loke ’smin putrapautrasam-
anvitah | bhuktva bhogams ciram bhimau ydsyanti brahmanah padam | etat punyam
papaharam dhanyam duhsvapanaprandsanam | japatam Srnvatam caiva sdvitrivratam
adarat 1/ smytyarthavedajananim sahasambhujdayam sampiijayed iha trirdtropavasa |
savitrivat pitrkulam ca tatha svabhartur uddhdrayec ca vibhunakti ciram sukhani I/ iti §ri-
bhavisye mahapurdne uttaraparvani §rikrsnayudhisthirasamvade vatasavitrivratavarnanam
nama dvyadhikasatatamo 'dhydyah /1.

3 For the vratas as the principal religious activity of Hindu women, see especially Pearson
1996 and McGee 1991,
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The truth of her (pativratd) behaviour, as well as her austerities (her self-sacrifice for
the sake of another) performed with the right intentions, then, makes her positively
powerful in this story; a story which women tell to each other each year when they
perform the three-day Vat Savitri Vrat and become temporary tapasvinis (Pearson
1996: 61).

Unlike the easily accessible Savitri legend, this vow is not so well known. I am
therefore translating below the most detailed description I have been able to find,
quoting the Sanskrit text in the notes, following the original order.>* This is from
the Skanda-Purana as it is quoted by Hemadri in his Caturvarga-Cintamani (Vrata-
Khanda 21). The speaker is Yama, the god of death, who has just given his boons
to Savitri. Savitri asks will a woman who with loving devotion to her husband per-
forms the same vow as she (‘my vrata’) be called a ‘virtuous woman’ (sadhvi) and
have a share in the fruits of the vow. Yama replies that it will be the case with any
such woman, even a widow, whether she has sons or not, whether she has a hus-
band or not, and then proceeds to tell what is to be done.35 In the footnotes, addi-
tional details from the Vratarka are quoted at appropriate places.

When the full moon day of the Jyaistha month has arrived, the faithful wife
should have a bath and become ceremonially pure. She should water a banyan tree
(vata) with plenty of water and wrap a thread around it. In the night she should
circumambulate it turning towards the right (i.e. sunwise) with devotion and saying,
‘Obeisance to (Yama) the son of Vivasvat!’. For one whole year she should wors-
ship the banyan tree in the night this way (on the night of the full moon) each
month.>®

54 The mantra and other rules concerning the watering of the banyan tree are a bit misplaced,

being given only at the end of the text, but I have not tampered with the order.

The passage quoted by Hemadri is not found in the account of the Savitri legend and the
savitri-vrata that is given in the printed text of the Skanda-Purdna (Venkafe$vara Press ed.)
at 7.1.166, nor can it be located elsewhere in the printed text of the Skanda-Purana; this was
kindly confirmed by Hans Bakker. (On the textual history of the Skanda-Purana, see Adrian-
sen, Bakker & Isaacson 1998: 3ff., and on Hemadri's quotations in particular, p. 10f.) I quote
it in the following with the reference SkH = Skanda-Purdna as quoted by Hemadri,
Caturvarga-cintimani, Vrata-Khanda 21, Bhatfacarya & Tarkaratna 1878-79, I1.2: 272-279.
The beginning of the vrata description is as follows (p. 272.17-273.3): skandapuranat /
dharmardjavarapradandanantaram savitry uvdaca | madiyam tu vratam deva bhaktya nari
karisyati | bhartuh sabhihita sadhvi samastaphalabhdjana I/ dharmardja uvdaca | nari va
vidhava vapy aputrd pativarjita (v.1. of another ms. noted p. 273, n. 1: putravarjita) |
sabhartrka (v.l. noted p. 273, n. 2: saputraka) saputrd vd kdryam vratam idam Srnu /.

55

56 skH, p. 273.4-9: jyaisthamdse tu samprdpte paurnamasyam pativratd | sndtva caiva Sucir

bhiitva vatam sicya bahiidakaih Il siitrena vegtayed bhaktya gandhapugspaksataih Subhaih |
namo vaivasvatdyeti bhramayanti pradaksinam /I ratrau kurvita naktam cabdam ekam
samdhita | tathaiva vatavrksam ca pakse pakse ca piijayet I/.
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When the Jyaistha month has again arrived,3” she should eat very lightly on the

first twelve days, and then clean her teeth and make her vow of restraints with this

mantra:

Having passed three (days and) nights without taking food, I shall eat on the fourth
day after having given a hospitable reception to the moon, after having worshipped that
virtuous lady (sari), and after having worshipped Brahmins by offering them as much
festive food as I can. O thou fair Goddess who upholdest the universe, make this
achievable to me without obstacles!?8

She should then put a prastha measure of sand into a vessel made of cane and

sow one prastha measure of grains of seven different kinds in the vessel. Upon the
two cloths (in which she has wrapped the cane vessel with its grains) she should
then place a statue of (Goddess) Savitri together with (her husband) Brahma’® that

57
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This date in the Skanda-Purana as quoted by Hemadri for the vata-savitri-vrata, from the
evening of the twelfth to the day of the full moon in the Jyestha month, agrees with the
Rédjamartanda (fol. 81a, verse 1394), which is followed in the Deccan, and with the Vratarka,
which under the heading atha piirnimdvratani and the subheading tatra jyesthapiirpimdyam
vatasavitrivratam states (fol, 121b 14): jvesthe mdsi site pakse dvadasyam rajanimukhe...
(cf. Allen 1901: 60). Other sources, however, prescribe this vrata is to be performed at the
end of the dark (and not bright) half of the Jyestha month: thus the Bhavisya-Purina
(4.102.86: paficadasydam tatha jyesthe vatake ca mahdsati | trirdtroposita ndari vidhindnena
piijayet | sardham satyavata sadhvim...) and the Agni-Purana (194.4-5) prescribe it to be
performed after a fast of three nights on the new moon or amdvasya day (vaksye savitryamd-
vasyam bhuktimuktikarim Subham | paficadasyam vrati jyesthe vatamiile mahdsatim / tri-
ratropositd nari saptadhanyaih prapiijayet), and the Krtyatattva (p. 430) and the Tithitattva
(p. 121) on the 14th day of the dark half of the Jyestha month. In Mithila (i.e. northern
Bihar and southeastern Nepal), batasavitri (balsait) is celebrated on the 30th lunar day of the
Jyestha month, in its dark half (badi) (cf. Ishii 1993: 64). In Bengal, the vrata is called
savitricaturdast and celebrated on the 14th of the dark half of the Jyestha month (cf. Kane
1958: 92f.). Brahmavaivarta-Purina (Praksti-Khanda 23.42ff.) prescribes a savitri-vrata on
the 13th and 14th of the dark half in the Jyestha month.

SkH, p. 273.10-16: samprapte ca punar jyaisthe laghubhug dvadasir nayet | dantanam
dhavanam krtva niyamam karayet tatah |/ triratram lanighayitva ca caturthe divase hy (VA:
tv) aham | candrayarghyam pradattva ca pijayitva ca (VA: tu) tam satim |/ mistannani
yathasaktya pijayitva dvijottaman | bhokse (VA: bhoksye) "ham tu jagaddhatri nirvighnam
kuru me mune (VA: §ubhe) // niyamamantrah /. The variant readings of the niyamamantra in
the Vratarka (VA) (fol. 125a 9) are the correct ones. Cf, Allen 1901: 62f. with an indepen-
dent translation. — For the declaration of intention (samkalpa) according to the Vratarka, see
the note in the beginning of this section.

In this article I am suggesting that Goddess Savitri and God Brahma are the divine counter-
part of the human couple Princess Savitri and Prince Satyavat; both symbolize one and the
same thing. The divine couple appears not only in the descriptions of the ritual but also in
the legend. For example, the Bhavisya-Purina (4.102.5) while speaking of Goddess Savitri’s
manifestation to A§vapati calls her ‘the beloved of Brahma’ (savitri brahmanah priya). In
Brahmavaivarta-Purana (Prakrti-Khanda 26.4-9), Yama grants Savitr1 his supreme boon by
stating that she will be as happy with Satyavat as twenty other blessed couples, including
SavitrT and Brahma. I reproduce here this list: (1) yatha srih Sripateh krode (2) bhavani ca
bhavorasi | (3) yatha radha ca Srikrsne (4) savitri brahmavaksasi [/ 4 /I (5) dharmo-
rasi yathd miirtih (6) Sataripa manau yatha | (7) kardame devahiitis ca (8) vasisthe
‘rundhati yathd [/ 5 /I (9) aditih kaSyape cdpi (10) yathdhalyd ca gautame [ (11) yatha
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she has had made of gold.®° She should stay awake fasting three nights to please
these two (deities). And she should stand three days (and nights) under the banyan
(nyagrodhasya tale).%!

She should also have a golden image made of Savitri with Satya(vat). After
having lifted them on a silvery couch, she should place them into a chariot, In ac-
cordance with her (financial) ability, the chariot should be a beautiful silvery one
weighing half of the pala measure. Likewise there should be two loads of firewood,
and a nice seat of grass under the banyan tree.5? After having thus prepared the
couple, she should pay homage to it without any feelings of envy.3

She should make a round circle by smearing the ground with a liquid solu-
tion of cowdung. After having had the image bathed with the “five ambrosias’, and
homage done to it with incense, flowers and water, sandalwood paste, aloe and
camphor, garlands, clothes and ornaments, the married lady should have Savitri
placed in the circle. With either yellow flour or sandalwood paste she should draw a
lotus flower and then place the Goddess sitting on the lotus upon this lotus. After
Savitri has been installed in this way,%4 she should worship her with this mantra:

$aci mahendre ca | (12) yathd candre ca rohini [/ 6 // (13) yatha ratih kamadeve (14)
yathd svaha hutasane | (15) yathd svadha ca pitrsu (16) yatha samjid divakare {7 /f (17)
varunani ca varune (18) yajiie ca daksind yatha [ (19) yathd dhara varahe ca (20) devasend
ca karttike J/ 8 I/ (21) saubhdgyd supriyd tvam ca bhava satyavati priye | iti tubhyam
varam dattam aparam ca yadipsitam... The couples specifically discussed in this article
are in bold face and include the most famous examples of wifely faithfulness. Savitri, of
course, is often quoted as the best of the pativratds; e.g. Matsya-Purana 208.2 starts the
Savitri legend with Manu's question: ‘Tell me now who is the best among the chaste ladies?
Who has conquered the death? Whose name should people constantly praise to get rid of all
their sins?' (pativratanam ka Sresthd, kayd mrtyuh pardjitah /| ndmasarnkirtanam kasyah
kirtaniyam sadd naraih | sarvapdpaksayakaram idanim kathayasva me).

60 The Vratarka (fol. 122a 4) gives the following verse of ‘meditation’ or ‘mental representa-
tion’ (dhydnam), which, as assumed by Allen (1901: 60f.), ‘evidently relates to the prepara-
tion of the images for worship’: padmapatrdsanasthas ca brahma karyas caturmukhal /
savitri tasya kartavya vamotsangagatd tathd | adityavarpam dharmajiiam saksamalakaram
tathd . Thus the four-faced God Brahma should be represented as standing on a throne con-
sisting of the lotus flower, and sun-hued Savitr as sitting on the left side in his lap, holding
the rosary in her hand.

61 skH, p. 273.17-21: krtva vamsamaye patre valukdprastham eva ca | saptadhdanyadhrtam
patram prasthaikena dvijottama /1 vastradvayopari sthapya savitrim brahmand saha |
haimim krtva tayoh prityai triratram upavasayet /! nyagrodhasya tale tisthed yavac caiva
dinatrayam /. Cf. Allen 1901: 63.

62 According to Allen (1901; 63), apparently based on the Vratarka not cited in Sanskrit, ‘also
a basket and an axe of silver are to be made, and in one of the versions a bundle of faggots
as well, and a “well-spread banyan tree”, are prescribed, reminiscences of the visit to the
forest in the story. The three-days’ fast is then to be undergone under a banyan in the pres-

ence of the images.’

63 gkH, p. 274.1-5: sauvarnim caiva savitrim satyena saha karayet I/ raupyaparyarikam

Gropya rathopari nive$ayet | paldd arddham yathaSaktya ratham raupyamayam Subham /I
tatha ca kasthabhdre ca vate caiva suvistaram | evam ca mithunam krtva pijayed gata-
matsard /1. Cf. Allen 1901: 63.




188 ASKO PARPOLA

‘Obeisance to Savitri!’, (her) feet and knees with ‘(Obeisance) to her who brings
forth (progeny)!’, (her) hip with ‘(Obeisance) to her whose eyes are like petalled
lotus flowers!’, (her) belly with ‘(Obeisance) to her who carries the beings!’, at her
throat ‘Om, Obeisance to Gayatri!’, at her head ‘The beloved wife of Brahma’.%3

Then follows the piija of Brahma and Satyavat. The feet should be worshipped
with ‘Obeisance to the Creator!’, the thighs with ‘Obeisance to the eldest!’, the
penis with ‘The highest lord’, the hips with ‘(Obeisance) to him who has the form
of the fire!’, the belly with ‘(Obeisance) to the Maker!’, the heart with ‘(Obeisance)
to the lotus-navelled one!’; the throat should be worshipped with ‘(Obeisance) to
the Creator!’, the mouth with ‘(Obeisance) to the golden embryo!’®®, the head
should be worshipped with ‘(Obeisance) to Brahma!’. At every limb she should
say, ‘Obeisance to Visnu! 167

After having thus paid homage to them in the correct order,%8 she should then
offer the guest water with a silvery vessel for both. Savitri should be offered the
guest water with this mantra:

64 The Vratarka gives a mantra for inviting the deities to come to their images (avahanam):
‘I bring here Goddess Savitri the Mother of the World together with Brahmai, as well as
Satyavat, Savitri and Yama’ (brahmand sahitam devim savitrim lokamataram | satyavratam
(thus the ms., Allen emends satyavantam) ca savitrim yamam cavahayamy aham), cf. Allen
1901: 61.

SkH, p. 274.6-16: vartulam mandalam krtva gomayena tapodhana | paficamriena snapa-
nam gandhapuspodakena ca /! candandgurukarpiirair malyavastravibhiisanaih | sampitjya
tatra savitrim mandale sthapayed vadhih (ed.: vudhah, Allen: tatah) // pitapistena padmam
ca atha va candanena ca (Allen: candanendtha va likhet) [ nyas<y>ec (Allen: nyasyec) caiva
tato devim kamale kamaldsanam (v.l. of another ms. noted p. 274, n. 2: kamalanana) {/
anena vidhina sthapya pijjayed gatamatsard | atha savitripiijamantrah | namah savitryai
padau tu prasavitryai ca januni | katim kamalapatraksyai udaram bhitadhdrinyai (ed.:
-ni) /| om gayatryai namah kanthe $irasi brahmanah priya /. Cf. Allen 1901: 63f. with an
independent translation. — In the Vratarka (Allen 1901: 61), this arigapija follows only after
the foot water, guest water, etc. have been offered (cf. below). The mantras for Savitri’s
angapiija given here agree with those above (omitting the throat): savitryai padau piijayami,
prasavitryai [sic for prasavitryai] jarighe, kamalapatraksyai katim, bhittadharinyai udaram,
brahmanah priydyai $irah pijayami. — Such a pija of the limbs of the Goddess also takes
place in the navaratri festival of Durga, cf. Kane 1958: 169.

SkH, p. 274.17- 275.2: atha brahmasatyavatoh pija | padau dhdtre namah pijyau iri
Jyesthdya vai namah /I paramesthi ca medhram ca agniripdya vai katim | vedhase codaram
pujyam padmandabhaya vai hrdi 1! kantham tu vidhaye piijyam hiranyagarbhaya vai
mukham [ brahmane vai $irah pijyam sarvange vispave namah /1.

This sentence looks like a later Vaisnava interpolation.

In the Vratarka (122a, cf. Allen 1901: 61), the avahana is followed by the offering of padya,
‘water to wash the feet’ of the guest, with this mantra: ‘O Savitri together with Brahma, O
you beloved wife followed by Satyavat, be pleased to receive a golden seat given with
devotion, O King of Righteousness, O Divine Lord, be pleased to receive, O King of Right-
eousness, O Savitri’ (brahmana saha savitri satyavatsahite priye | hemasanam grhyatam tu
dharmaradja Suresvara | bhaktya dattam dharmardja savitri pratigrhyatam).
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O Goddess preceded by the sacred syllable om and holding the harp and the book in
your hands, O Mother of the Vedas, Obeisance to you! Give me absence of widow-
hood! O you faithful wife devoted to your husband, O you highly fortunate, O you
born of fire, O you brightly smiling! O you strict in vows! O you strong-minded one!
O you who speakest pleasant things to your husband! Give me absence of widowhood
and marital happiness, O you with good vows, as well as children, grandchildren and
good health! Please receive the guest water! Obeisance, obeisance (to you)!

Then the guest water mantra to Brahma and Satyavat:

You have created the entire universe, with its deities, demons and human beings; O
god having the shape of Brahma, you truthfully keep your vows, Obeisance be to
you!

Then the mantra to pay homage to Yama:

You witness the deeds of people, discriminating what is good and what is bad; O son
of Vivasvat, please receive the guest water, O righteous king, Obeisance be to you! O
righteous king, O lord of the deceased ancestors (ruling) among beings who have
ceased to live, O you with a black shape, please receive the guest water and give me
absence of widowhood!”!

Then she should worship with incense and flowers,’? with food offerings and

fruits, with red powder and with lamps,”3 with red cloths and with ornaments with-
out any feelings of envy, praying to Savitri with this mantra:
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SkH, p. 275.3-11 (with variants from the Vratarka fol. 125b 2, cf. Allen 1901: 64): abhy-
arcyaivam kramenaiva §astroktavidhind nrpa | tato rajatapdtrena arghyam dadydd dvayor
api /I savitryai arghyamantrah | omkarapiirvakam devi vindpustakadharini | vedamatar
namas tubhyam (VA: te 'stu) avaidhavyam prayaccha me I/ pativrate mahabhdge vahnijate
Sucismite | drdhavrate drdhamate bhartus ca priyavadini (VA: priyavadini) {/ avaidhavyam
tu (VA: ca) saubhdagyam dehi tvam mama suvrate | putran pautram$ ca saukhyam ca
grhanarghyam (VA: grhanargham) namo namah I/ — According to the Vratarka (fol. 122a,
cf. Allen 1901: 61), the guest water (arghyam) should be offered to Savitri with this mantra:
‘O Savitri, receive this water accompanied by fruits and flowers that I with devotion bring to
you as guest water, for the success of this vow of mine’ (bhaktyd samdhrtam toyam phala-
puspasamanvitam | arghyam grhana savitri mamdsya vratasiddhaye I1).

SkH, p. 275.12-14: atha brahmasatyavator arghyamantrah | tvaya srstam jagat sarvam
sadevasuramdnusam | satyavratadharo deva brahmaripa namo "stu te I/,

SkH, p. 275.15-19: atha yamasydrcanamantrah / tvam karmasaksi lokanam Subhdsubha-
vivecakah | vaivasvata grhandrghyam dharmardja namo ‘stu te /! dharmardja pitrpate
Santibhittesu jantusu | kdlariipa grhandrghyam avaidhavyam ca dehi me /1.

According to the Vratarka (fol. 122a, cf. Allen 1901; 61), she should then offer to Savitri
water for rinsing the mouth (dcamaniyakam) with this mantra: ‘Let Savitri together with her
husband rinse the mouth with this cool, sweet and good smelling water offered with incense
and camphor' (sugandham sahakarpiiram surabhisvadusitalam | svapatyd saha savitrt
kuryad dcamaniyakam). ‘Other[ verse]s follow, accompanying the acts of ablution and
mouthrinsing (sndnam, dcamanam), the offering of a garment (vastram) to Savitri, the
offering of the sacred cord (ity upavitam), of the fragrant sandel wood, accompanied by
saffron, aloes, camphor and rocand, “kunkumdagarukarpirakastirirocandyutam’ (candanam),
the offering of grain (ity aksatah) and of flowers (puspam)’ (Allen 1901: 61).

According to the Vratarka (fol. 122b, Allen 1901: 61), offerings of incense (dhipam) and
lamps (dipam) should follow the worship of limbs (angapija).
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Savitri, the holy Gayatri [or: Gayatri accompanied by Brahma (=0m)]74, always speaks
pleasant things: appealing to this truth, I ask you to protect me from the ocean of
misery and rebirth! You are (Siva’s wife) Gauri, you are (Indra’s wife) Saci, you are
(Visnu’s wife) Laksmi, you are the light in the halo of the moon! You alone are the
Mother of the World, save me, O you with a beautiful face! Give me marital happiness
and growth of my family, O you steadfast in vows, Whatever bad deeds I have done
even during one hundred births, let them all come to ashes, and give me absence of
widowhood!

Then she should pray to Brahma and Satyavat with this mantra:

O God, just as you never suffer separation as the companion of Savitri, so let me never
ever be separated (from my husband) in any birth! 76

To Yama she should pray with this mantra:

O witness of deeds, whom the whole world must worship, whom everybody must
praise, be gracious to me! Let this vow of one year’s duration be completely fulfilled
for me!

(Then she should say:)

Just as you Goddess Savitri did obtain a virtuous husband with a life span of four
hundred years, please arrange that so for me too, O Goddess! You are forever wor-
shipped as Savitri and as (Mother) who brings forth (children), the beloved wife of
Brahma, by all twiceborn (Brahmins) as well as by women and the hosts of sages. O
Goddess, the beings have to worship you on the three Junctions (of every day), O you
good in vows! I have given this worship (of yours), please receive it! Obeisance be to
you!

% ey, below Section 11.

5 SkH, p. 275.20-276.8 (and Vratirka, fol 125b, cf. Allen 1901: 64): gandhapuspaih
sanaivedyaih phalaih kurikumadipakaih (VA: kusumadipakaih) | raktavastrair alarikdraih
piijayed gatamatsard /I atha savitriprarthanamantrah | sdvitri brahmagdyatri sarvadi
priyabhdsini / tena satyena mam pahi duhkhasamsdrasagarat 1! tvam gauri tvam Saci
laksmis (VA: §ucir gauri) tvam prabha candramandale | tvam eva jaganmadta tvam uddhara
varanane | saubhdagyam kulavrddhim ca dehi tvam mama suvrate /! yan maya duskrtam
sarvam krtam janmasatair api | bhasmibhavatu tat sarvam avaidhavyam ca dehi me //. The
mantra is the same in the Vratarka (fol. 122b 5, cf. Allen 1901: 61) with the exception of the
variant reading noted above, and the omission of the half verse saubhdgyam... suvrate.

76 SkH, p. 276.9-11 (and Vratarka fol. 125b 7, cf. Allen 1901: 64): atha (VA omits) brahma-
satyavatoh prdrthandamantrah | aviyogo yathd deva savitrya sahitas tava | aviyogas
tathasmakam bhitydj janmani janmani /1.

L SkH, p. 276.12-14 (and Vratarka fol. 125b, cf. Allen 1901: 64f.): yamaprarthanamantrah |
karmasaksi jagatpiijya (VA: Jagatpijyah) sarvavandya (VA: sarvavandyah) prasida me /
samvatsaravratam sarvam paripirpam tad astu me //.,

78 SKH, p. 276.15-20 (and Vratirka fol. 125b, cf. Allen 1901: 65): savitri (VA: savitri) tvam
yathd devi (VA: devi) caturvarsasatdyusam | patim praptdsi guninam mama devi tathd
kuru Il savitri prasavitri ca satatam brahmanah priya | pijitdsi dvijaih sarvaih stribhir
muniganais tatha (VA omits the verse, starting with savitri) I/ trisandhyam devi bhitanam
vandaniydsi suvrate | maya dattaiva pijeyam tvam grhdana namo 'stu te //. For the ‘three
junctions’, see at the end of Section 9.
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She should arrange there a (nightly) vigil with songs, dances and other auspi-
cious performances. Then, after each day has passed, all women (whether married
or unmarried) who continue to live in their fathers’ houses should be worshipped.
Being without the emotions of passion and anger, she should in daytime as well as
in the night give all these things to virtuous women: vermilion (for the parting of the
hair), and red powder (for the forehead), betel leaves (to be chewed), together with
purifiers (made of sacrificial grass), charity food, and the eight auspicious things
connected with marital happiness. On all the three days, she should also arrange for
the worship of the cat (as the animal of the Goddess).”?

On the fourth day, the following should be done. She should worship 24, 16,
12 or 8 couples by giving them a cow and cloths together with ornaments, cloaks
and seats. Or else, she should worship (just one couple, namely) her teacher, who
has advised her with regard to the rules according to which this vow is to be per-
formed, one that is provided with all auspicious body marks and who has thorough-
ly mastered the meaning of all scriptural authorities, one who has taken the bath
after successfully learning the Vedic knowledge and completed the vows (included
in the study of the Veda), one who is calm and has subdued his senses, together
with his wife. She should give them cloths and ornaments, a bed with all its furnish-
ings, and a very stately house. But if she is unable to do that, she should, according
to her (financial) ability, little by little arrange whatever she can.%?

She should gift the golden image (of Savitri) together with (her) husband,
arranging it (first) with the mantra:

O Savitri, just as you, O Goddess, have been given by me after you had received

Satyavat as your husband with a life-span of four hundred years, please make (things
happen) in that way (for me too)!

She should donate the image with this mantra:

79 SkH, p. 276.21-277.6: jagaram tatra kurvita gitanrtyddimangalaih | svavdsinyas tatah
piijyd divase divase gate /| sindiram kuikumam caiva tambiilam sapavitrakam [ tathd
dadydc ca sarvani bhaiksyam saubhdagyam astakam /i satisv eva diva ratrau kamakrodha-
vivarjita | dinatraye 'pi kartavyam evam mdrjarapijjanam /1 — According to the Vratarka
(fol. 125b 11, cf. Allen 1901: 65), she should stand day and night, without feelings of
desire or anger; and the worship with guest water etc. should be done in the same manner on
all the three days (sd tisthec ca diva ratrau kamakrodhavivarjita | dinatraye 'pi kartavyam
evam arghadipijanam).

80 SKH, p. 277.5-13 (and Vratirka fol. 125b 12, cf. Allen 1901: 65, where the first three half
verses are not quoted): tata§ caturthadivase yat karyam tac chrnusva me | mithunani
caturviméa sodasa dvada$astau va /! piijayed vastragodanair bhiisandacchadandsanaih |/
atha va gurum ekam ca (VA: dcaryam ca tatah pafcad) vratasya vidhikarakam Il sarva-
laksanasampannam sarva$dstrarthapdragam | vedavidydvratasnatam $antam ca (VA: tu)
vijitendriyam 1l sapatnikam samabhyarcya vastralankdarabhiisanaih (VA: vastralamkara-
kundalaih) | $ayyam sopaskaram dadyad grham caivatifobhanam i/ asaktas tu yathdasaktya
stokam stokam ca kalpayet /.
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I have given Savitri the Mother of the Universe, Savitri the Father of the Universe;
O Brahmin, please receive Savitril

It should then be received with the following mantra:

I have received this very beautiful SavitrT that has been given by you. Be happy
together with your husband as long as the Sun and the Moon!8!

Then she should with devotion make the teacher and his wife pardon her, saying:

Whatever imperfection has come about in the arrangements of this vow through my
fault, let that all come to completion with a word from you two!

The mantra with which she should every month water the banyan tree is this:

Righteous king, Yama, Creator, Dark blue, Terminator of time, Eternal, Son of Vivas-
vat, Citragupta (= Yama’s scribe), Dadhna (= Yama), Death, Imperishable Banyan.

With these names she should thus every month water the banyan tree. She
should spend the night beneath the banyan tree, and therefore she should put much
effort in watering it. Thereafter she should without any feelings of pride worship
her teacher and his wife with ornaments, cloths, red powders and flowers.®3

Near the banyan tree, or in her house, she should have an offering of ghee to
be made in a brilliant fireplace with the mantra of Savitri, She should also with de-
votion offer into fire rice cooked in milk together with ghee, likewise some sesame,
rice and barley with the mantra of the mystical utterance (of the words bhiir bhuvah
svah, personified as the daughters of Savitr). At the end of the fire offering, she
should give a sacrificial gift (to the Brahmin who performed it) without any feelings
of cheating in money matters. After worshipping the feet of this Brahmin she
should make him pardon her (for any shortcomings).34

81 SkH, p. 277.14-278.1 (and Vratarka fol. 125b, cf. Allen 1901: 65): sauvarnim pratimam
putri patind saha dapayet /| kalpanamantrah / savitri tvam yatha devi caturvarsasatdyusam
I satyavantam patim labdhva maya datta tatha kuru I/ pratimaddanamantrah | savitri jagato
mdtd savitri jagatah pitd | maya datta ca savitri brahmana (VA: brahmand) pratigrhyatam
/I atha (VA omits) pratigrahamantrah | mayd grhita savitri tvayd datta susobhana (VA:
sufobhane) | yavac candra$ ca siiryas ca saha bhartra sukhi bhava /1.

82 SkH, p. 278.2-4 (and Vratérka fol. 125b, cf. Allen 1901: 65): gurum ca gurupatnim ca tato
bhaktya ksamdapayet | yan maya krtavaikalyam vrate ’smin duradhisthitam /i tat sarvam
purnatam (VA: sarvam sampirnatam) yatu yuvayor vacanena (VA: arcanena) tu /.

83 SkH, p. 278.5-11: pratimdsam vatasecanamantrah | dharmardjo yamo dhata nilah kalanta-
ko 'vyayah / vaivasvatas$ citragupto dadhno mytyur aksayo vatah Il mdsi mdsi tatha hy etair
namabhih secayed vatam | nyagrodhadho (ed.: nyagrodhoham) vaset putri tasmad yatnena
secayet I/ tato gurum sapatnikam piijayed gatavismayd | bhiisanais ca savastrais ca kurku-
mais ca manoharaih //. These directions are also found in the Vratirka, cf. Allen 1901: 66.

84

SkH, p. 278.12-17: nyagrodhasya samipe tu grhe va sthandile $ubhe | savitryd$ caiva
mantrena ghrtahomam tu karayet !/ payasam juhuyad bhaktya ghrtena saha bhavini |
vyahrtyd caiva mantrena tilavrihiyavam tatha I/ homante daksinam dadydd vittasdthya-
vivarjitd | ksamapayet tato vipram vandya padau prayatnatah /1.
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At the end of the day, in the night, the lady doing penance should stay calm and
eat, after having first looked at the star Arundhati, bowed to her, and worshipped
her with the following mantra:

O Arundhati, Obeisance be to you! O beloved wife of Vasistha, O you beauty, O you
to whom all gods bow, O you chaste wife devoted to your husband, Obeisance be to
you! Please receive all these fruits that I have given together with flowers! Give me
sons! Give me health and happiness! Please receive the guest water! Obeisance be to
you!

Then, controlling herself, she should eat together with Brahmins and her friends.?3
A woman who performs this unequalled vow, brothers, fathers, sons, father-
in-law and all her people will be long-lived and healthy in three hundred births, and
together with her husband, she will be praised as ‘virtuous’ (sadhvi) in Brahma’s
world 86
The Agni-Purana (194.4-7) has a very short description of this rite, which will
be presented later (in Section 36).

(b) The vadasavittimahisava in RajaSekhara’s Karpiiramanjari

The drama Karpiiramaiijari, written c. AD 900 in Prakrit by Rajasekhara, the court
poet at Kanauj but hailing from Vidarbha in Maharashtra, contains in its fourth act a
description of the dances that conclude the ‘great festival of Vata-Savitri’ (vada-
savittimahiisava) arranged by a queen, and thus complements the ritualistic descrip-
tions. As already noted by J. W. Hauer (1927: 233-240), there is a certain resem-
blance with the cultic practices prevalent in the Madra and Bahlika country (see
Section 14), which was Savitri’s domicile. In C. R. Lanman’s translation (with the
Prakrit original added at some places), the passage is as follows (4.9.14-4. 18):87

85 SkH, p. 278.18-279.2 (and Vratirka fol. 126a, cf. Allen 1901: 66, where the first three half
verses are not quoted): bhudjita vasardnte tu naktam $antd tapasvini | arghyam dattva v
arundhatyd dystva caiva pranamya ca // arundhati namas te 'stu vasisthasya priye Subhe |
sarvadevanamaskdrye pativrate namo 'stu te [/ sarvam grhana (VA: argham etam) maya
dattam phalam puspasamanvitam (V A: phalapuspasamanvitam) | putran dehi sukham dehi
grhanarghyam (VA: grhandrghant) namo "stu te I/ sakhibhir brahmanaih sardham bhufjita
vijitendriya /.

86 skH, p- 279.3-7 (and Vratarka fol. 126a, cf. Allen 1901: 66): evam karoti ya nari vratam
etad anuttamam 1/ bhrdtarah pitarah (VA: pitarau) putrdh $vasurah (VA: $vaSurau)
svajands tathda | cirdyusas tatharogdah (VA: tatharogyd) syus ca janmasatatrayam I/
bhartrd ca sahita sadhvi brahmaloke mahiyate | iti skandapuranoktam (VA: iti vratarke
skande sodyapanam) vatasavitrivratam /.

87  Konow & Lanman 1901: 279-281.
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JESTER. Here's the Queen’s friend, Sarangika, sent with some message {rom her.

(Then enters Sarangika.)

SARANGIKA. Victory, victory to my lord! The Queen’s message is that today the
King must mount to the terrace of his pleasure-palace and inspect the preparations and
accessories for the great festival of the Deity of the Bamyan.38

KING. As the Queen directs!

(Exit the attendant.)

(King and Jester step about, making as if they were ascending to the terrace. Then

begins the charchari.)

JESTER. Behold, these maidens, richly adorned with pearls, at the close of the dance
but scantily attired, are sprinkling each other with water which they take with jewelled
cups from the jets of showerbath. (10)

And here,

Circling around with charmingly-varied pose of hands and feet, these two and
thirty dancing-girls, — they tread their mazy rounds, their steps keeping time with
music. In thy court is seen the ‘Staff-dance’ [dandardsa]. (11)

With their shoulders and heads even, with their arms and hands even, other maid-
ens, each with a clean-cut pose, and ranged in two rows each facing the other, are ren-
dering the challi-dance and regulating its tempo by beaten measure, (12)

Still others, quitting the jewelled cups, throw (direct) from the showering-
machine the jets of water. These — fair as Cupid’s arrows, though consisting only of
water — fall on the person of friends (standing by). (13)

Here, coquettish girls [vildsinio], their bodies anointed with blackest collyrium
[masikajjalakdlakad), holding triple bows [tikandacdvau], and adormed with tail-
feathers of peacocks [samorapicchaharanal, are parading about as savage mountaineers
[puffndarﬁve:_ra}sg, (and so) making sport for the people [janassa hasam... kunanti].
(14)

Yet others, bearing in their hands offerings of human flesh [hatthe mahdamamsa-
balidharao], and terrible with their groans and shrieks and cries [humkdraphekkdrarava
rauddal, and wearing masks of night-wandering ogresses [nisdarinam padisisaehim],
are enacting a cemetery-scene [annd masanahinaam kunanti). (15)

And one fawn-eyed girl, sounding the drum that makes you shudder [vaiakarala-
hudukkd]go, and with the pleasant noise of a tambour, with her creeper-like arms
alternately swaying, has started to execute the performance of the challi. (16)

Others are performing, as might a fay, a graceful dance in tempo, with a jingling
made by their bells, with the measure regulated by the tempo of vocal music, and with
the clear tinkle of anklets. (17)

Still others, their garments a-flutter by reason of their eagerness, intently playing
the flutes, and setting the people a-laughing by their dark dress, recede, bow, and
laugh. (18)

88

Karpiiramafijari 4.9.18: ajja vadasavittimahiisavovaarandim kelivimanam druhia devena
pekkhidavvaim ti.

89 Lanman (Konow & Lanman 1901: 281, n, 2) compares Poulindai agriophdgoi in Ptolemy’s

map of the world (7.1.64).

90 ‘S[amgita-1R[atnakara] treats hudukka at 6.1072. Molesworth defines it as a small drum,
shaped like an hourglass. It is held in the hand and rattled. — Is not this the drum formed of
the tops of two human skulls cut in bowl-shape and with skin stretched across the bowls,
and set crown to crown?...” (Konow & Lanman 1901: 281, n. 3.)
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In the next scene, we get information about the time of the festival and about
the deities connected with the banyan tree in the royal garden, where the festival
evidently takes place. In Lanman’s translation:®!

SARANGIKA. ...On the fourteenth day [of the bright®? fortnight of the Jyaistha
month], just past, the Queen had Bhairavananda make an image of Gauri bejewelled
with rubies and set it up.93 And he, the master Magician, was consulted by the Queen,
after she begun the observances for its consecration... The Queen has had a sanctuary to
Chﬁmuggﬁ built at the foot of the banyan tree that stands in the middle of the pleasure-
garden.”’* And Bhairavinanda is going to meet the Queen there...

(Enters the Magician.)

BHAIRAVANANDA. Here is the Chamunda idol serving to screen the (new) entrance
which has been opened from the root of this banyan [vadatarumiile] to the subterranean
passage. (He stretches out his hand to it in worship,) (saying to Chamunda, or rather,
saying of her:)

A dissolution of the universe is her pleasure-house; the blood of the demons is her
fiery draught; victorious is Kali as she squaffs it, in presence of Kila, from a goblet
made of the skull of Paramesthin. (19)°

Gauri?® is the name of Siva’s spouse and here refers to her terrible manifesta-
tion Camunda or Kali, in which she is worshipped at the banyan tree together with
her husband (Siva), who likewise is mentioned in his terrible aspect as Kaila, the
‘black’ god of death. The Goddess drinks from the skull of God Brahma, beheaded
by Siva (cf. Section 17). It is apparently to worship Kali and Kala who inhabit the
banyan tree, that the dancing girls masked as black-skinned tribal hunters bring the
offering of human flesh (cf. sections 37 & 41).

4. THE BRAHMA-SAVITRI-VRATA

P. V. Kane, in his list of the various vratas (1958: 253-462), correctly makes a dis-
tinction between the vata-savitri-vrata (p. 401) and the brahma-savitri-vrata (p.
358f.). He is not right, however, in stating that the latter ‘is just like the Vatasavitri-
vrata except the date’®’ (p. 359). Kane has given a brief synopsis of the brahma-

91 Konow & Lanman 1901: 281-283.

92 Thus Lanman (Konow & Lanman 1901: 215f, and 281, n. 10). This is not certain, however;
it could as well be the dark fortnight.

Karpiiramafijari 4.18.11: anantaradikkantacatuddasidivase devie pommardamai gori bhera-
vanandena kadua paditthavida /.

93

94 Karpiiramafijari  4.18.30: devie kdridam pamadujjanassa  majjhatthidavadatarumiile

camundaadanam I.

95 Karpiiramaiijari 4.19: kappantakelibhavane kalassa puro 'surana ruhirasuram | jaai pianti
kali parametthikavalacasaena /1.

96 On Gauri’s connection with Savitri, see also below Section 13.

97

According to the Bhavisya-Purdna (4.102.62-91) and Hemadri’s quotation from the
Bhavisyottara-Purina, this ‘sdvitri-vrata’ is to be performed from the 13th tithi to the full
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savitri-vrata on the basis of the passage quoted from the Bhavisyottara-Purana’8
in Hemadri’s Caturvarga-Cintamani (Vrata-Khanda 21, Bhaffacarya & Tarkaratna
1878-79: 268-272).

The description quoted by Hemadri from the Bhavisyottara-Purana is actually
found in the printed text of the Bhavigya-Purana (4.102.66-85), though the readings
are very corrupt. I am translating this passage below, quoting the Sanskrit texts in
the notes, together with the readings of the parallel passage in the Skanda-Purana
(7.1.166.77ff.), also given in the notes. In the Bhavisyottara- and Bhavisya-
Puranas, it is Krsna who is explaining the vow to Yudhisthira, while in the Skanda-
Purana the rite is described by Siva to his wife.

On the 13th day of (the bright half of) the Bhadrapada month (or the Jyestha
month, according to the Skanda-Purana), the lady should first clean her teeth. There-
after, she should make a resolve to fast for three nights (and days). If she is unable
to do that, she may fast just the night of the 13th day, eat on the 14th day only such
food that is given to her without solicitation, and fast the day of the full moon.
Every day she should take a bath in a big river, in a pool or under a waterfall, but on
the day of the full moon, she should take a special bath (washing herself) with water
purified with mustard seeds.”®

moon in the Bhadrapada month; the author of the Nimayasindhu (p. 100) quoting Hemadri
says that in his time this vrata was no longer in vogue (tat tu nedanim pracarati). The
brahma-savitri-vrata is described in Vrataprakasa, fol. 169f. Cf. Kane 1958: 92, 358-359. In
the Savitri legend, too, as related in the Bhavisya-Purana (4.102.37-39), Savitri, calculating
from Narada's prediction that her husband will die on the fourth day, started a three-night
fast on the evening of the 12th day of the bright half of the Prosthapada month (tatah kale
bahutithe vyatikrante kadd cana | sa praptakalo mriyeta iti samcitya bhamini / prosthapade
site pakse dvddasyam rajanimukhe | ganayanti ca savitri naradoktam vaco hrdi | vratam tri-
ratram uddisya diva ratram vinabhavat | tatas triratram nirvartya snaiva samtarpya deva-
tah | caturthe 'hani martavyam iti samcintya bhamini / ...). However, in a short addition
(verses 86-91), the same text prescribes also the fast to be performed on the 15th of the
Jyestha month. Moreover, in the Skanda-Purana (7.1.166.44-46) the Savitri legend has
almost exactly the same wording as in the Bhavisya-Purana, but here the month is given as
Jyestha (tatah kale bahutithe, etc. ..jyesthamdse site pakse dvadasyam rajanimukhe /
ganayantyds ca savitrya naradoktam vaco hydi...).

98

99

Cf. Hemadri, p. 272.16: iti bhavisyottarapuranoktam brahmasavitrivratam.

Cf. Bhavisyottara-Purana as quoted by Hemadri, p. 271: trayodasyam bhadrapade danta-
dhdvanapiirvakam | triratram niyamam kurydd upavasasya bhaktitah /I asakta ca trayo-
dasyam naktam kurydj jitendriya | aydcitam caturdasyam paurnamdsyam uposanam //
nityam sndtva mahdnadyam tadage nirjhare 'pi va | vifesatah pirpamdsyam snanam
sarsapamrjjalaih I/ — Bhavigya-Purana, 4.102.66-68: trayodasyam bhddrapade danta-
dhavanapiirvakam | trirdtram niyamah kdrya upavdsasya bharata I/ asaktya tu trayodasyam
naktam kurydj jitendriyyah | aydcitam caturdasyam upavasena piirnimam /| nityam snatva
mahdnadyam taddage cdtha nirjhare | visesah paurnamasyam tu snanam sarsapamrjjalaih //
= Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.77-80 with the following differences (Siva speaks to Devi):
trayodasyam tu jyesthasya... trivdtram niyamam kuryad upavdasasya bhamini | asaktas tu...
jitendriyah... hy upavdsena... sndtvd tadage va mahdnadyam ca nirjhare | pandukipe tu
sufroni sarvasnanaphalam labhet [ visesat piarnimdyam...
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In a pot she should take a prastha measure of sesame (or, according to the
Skanda-Purina, sand), or take (seven) different kinds of grain, such as barley, pad-
dy, sesame, etc. in a vessel made of cane, and wrap them with a pair of cloths.! %0

She should have an icon of Savitri made, beautiful in every part, either of gold,
silver (or wood, according to Skanda-Purana) or clay, depending on her (financial)
ability. She should give a pair of red cloths to Savitri and Brahma (or, according to
the Skanda-Purina, two red cloths to Savitri and a white one to Brahma).!*!

Then she should with devotion worship Savitri together with Brahma: with
incense, good-smelling flowers, with camphor fumigations, food offerings and
lamps, with full Luffa fruits, with edible (or, according to the Skanda-Purana, ripe)
gourds, with Cucumis fruits, with coconuts, with wild dates, with Feronia or mango
fruits, with pomegranate fruits, with roseapple fruits, with citrons, with oranges,
with cucumbers, with bread-fruits, with cumin, with ginger, with sugarcane molas-
ses, with salt, with seven kinds of grains that have been planted and made to sprout
in a vessel made of cane. She should also add some colour with bright silk threads,
and with saffron flowers of the kesara plant.!02

Thus Savitri the beloved wife of Brahma makes her descent (into the image);
she should worship her and Brahma with the mantra of Savitri. In this context
others have quoted the following mantra as given in a Purana text:

O Goddess preceded by the sacred syllable om, O you who hold a harp and a book (in
your hands), O Mother of the Vedas, Obeisance to you, please let me not become a
widow!10

100 f, Bhavisyottara-Purana quoted by Hemadri, p. 271: grhitva valukam patre prasthamatram
yudhisthira | atha va dhanyam adaya yavasdlitiladikam [/ tato vam$amaye padtre vastra-
yugmena vestite | savitripratimam krtva brahmana$ caiva Sodhanam /I ... — Bhavisya-
Purina, 4.102.69-70: grhitvd tilakdn patre prasthamdtram yudhisthira / atha va dhanyam
adaya yavasalitiladikam /I tato vam$amaye pdtre vastrayugmena vesfayet / = Skanda-
Purana 7.1.166.81-82 with the following differences: grhitva valukar... prasthamatre
yasasvini | ...vestite /.

101 cf Bhavisya-Purdna, 4.102.70-71: sdvitripratimam krtva sarvavayavasobhanam |/ sau-

varnim mynmayim vapi svasaktya raupyanirmitam | raktavastrayugam dadyat savitryai

brahmane tathd // = Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.82-83 with the following differences: ...
sarvavayavasobhitam... darunirmitam | raktavastradvayan... brahmanah sitam /.

102 cf. Bhavisya-Purana, 4.102.72-75: savitrim brahmand sardham evam bhaktya prapijayet /

gandhaih sugandhipuspais ca dhiipanaivedyadipakaih I/ plirnaih kosdatakair bhaksyaih
kiismandaih karkatiphalaih | ndlikerai$ ca kharjiiraih kapitthair dadimiphalaih /I jambii-
jambirandrarigaih karkataih panasais tathd | jirakaih katukhandai$ ca gudena lavanena
ca Il viridhaih saptadhdnyai$ ca vamsapatre prakalpitaih | rdjanya siitrakantais ca
éubhaih kuikumakesaraih /| = Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.84-87 with the following differences:
...§aktyd prapiijayet... sugandhapuspais... piirnako$atakaih pakvaih kismandakarkafi-
phalaih | nalikeraih sakharjiraih... dadimaih Subhaih I ...-ndringair aksotaih... vamsa-
pitraprakalpitaih | rafijayet paftasitrais ca... Cf. Agni-Purana 194.5: ...saptadhdanyaih
praptijayet /.

103 ¢, Bhavisya-Purdna, 4.102.76-77: avataravatity evam savitri brahmanah priya | tam

arcayeta mantrena savitrim brahmanah svayam I/ itaresam purdnoktamantro 'tra samudd-

hrtah I omkarapiirvake devi vinapustakadhdrini / vedamdtar namas tubhyam avaidhavyam
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After having worshipped like this according to the prescription, she should
then arrange a vigil accompanied with the sound of songs and musical instruments,
A multitude of men and women should spend the night dancing and laughing, and
finally with the telling of stories. And along with song expressing the emotions of
love and attachment, she should also arrange for the best of Brahmins to narrate the
Savitri legend until it is the moment when it starts to become light.! 04

(In the Skanda-Purana, there is a passage missing in the Bhavisya-Purana,
which states: Having thus performed the marriage of Savitri and Brahma, she
should have seven married couples enveloped in white cloths and make a donation
of a fully furnished house.)

“Then, when it starts becoming light and the immaculate time of the dawn is at
hand’,'% the image of Savitri (along with the other icons and offerings) is to be
donated to a Brahmin learned in the Vedas and to his wife. Alternatively, the icon
can be given to a person who publicly recounts the Savitri legend and is acquainted
with the associated ritual (savitra-kalpa)'°®, or to one who lives by gathering (dif-
ferent) grains and knows the fate (from their sprouting), or to an impoverished
Agnihotrin (who performs the Vedic Srauta ritual of agnihotra regularly at every
sunrise and sunset).'%7 The image of Savitri and all other offerings are to be given
and received with special mantras, pronounced by the donor after she has made a
bow and stands in front of the Brahmin, after darbha grass mixed with uncrushed
rice grains and sesame has been thrown on her with best wishes.

prayaccha me // = Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.88-90 with the following differences: avataram
karoty evam... arcayita mantrena savitrya brahmana samam | ..purdnokto mantro 'yam,,,
veddmbike...

Cf. Bhavisya-Purdna, 4.102.78-79: evam sampiijya vidhivaj jagaram karayet tatah |
gitavaditrasabdena hyastatarikadambakaih !/ nytyahdsair nayed ratrim prsthatas ca
kathdnakaih | savitryakhyanakam vapi vacayed dvijasattamam | yavat prabhatasamayam
gityd bhavarasaih samam // = Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.91-92 with the following differences:
..latra karayet | ...narandrikadambakam I/ nrtyad dhasan nayed ratrim nrtyasdastravisara-
daih I/ ...capi vacayita dvijottaman | ...gitabhavarasaih saha /.

Cf. Bhavisya-Purdna, 4.102.80: tatah prabhdte vimala usahkdle hy upasthite | brahmane
vedavidusi savitrim vinivedayet //. See Section 15 on the first light of the day. Here Skanda-
Purdna 7.1.166.93-94 has the following: vivaham evam krtvd tu savitrya brahmana saha |
paridhapya sitair vastrair dampatinam tu saptakam |/ grhadanam praddatavyam sarvopas-
karasamyutam | brahmane vedavidugse savitrim vinivedayet I/. The first half verse occurs later
in Skanda-Purdna 7.1.166, but in a different context.

According to Strensen (1904-25: 635b), savitram (scil. updakhyanam) is included in the
enumeration of the chapters of its fifth book (where it is not found) in the Mahabharata
(1.2.332 in the Bombay ed.); however, I could not find this in the critical edition, which
mentions the Savitri legend as expected in the enumeration of the contents of the third book
(1.2.126: savitryauddalakiyam ca vainyopakhyanam eva ca...; variant reading: savitryas
capy upakhyanam atraiva parikirtyate).

104

105

106

107 ¢y, Bhavisya-Purana, 4.102.81: yathd savitrakalpajiie savitryakhyanavacake | daivajiie

ufichavrttau ca daridre cagnihotrini I/ = Skanda-Purdna 7.1.166.95 with the following dif-
ferences: atha savitrikalpajfie... | daivajfie hy ufichavritisthe daridre... See chapters 15-16
on the agnihotra,




Savitri and Resurrection 199

This great lady Savitri is given by me together with gold; may a Brahmin receive it,
so that (God) Brahma (Savitri's husband) will be pleased. 108

Then the lady performing the vrata should take the Brahmin (to whom the
donation was made) to her home. She herself should first take ten steps (outside),
then re-enter her house, and take a meal together with Brahmins and her relatives.
Finally she should send the Brahmins off with the mantra: ‘May Savitri be
pleased’.!%?

Both the Bhavisya-Purana and the Skanda-Purana have this description em-
bedded in the context of the well-known Savitri legend, and this is so also in
Hemadri’s Caturvarga-Cintamani (cf. also Kane 1958: 359). However, we note that
any reference to the banyan ftree that is so prominent in the vata-savitri-vrata is
missing. There is, moreover, a particular detai, which in my view reveals the

original context of this vrata, namely the long list of various fruits to be offered.

5. BRAHMA’S SACRIFICE AND HIS TWO WIVES
SAVITRI AND GAYATRI

In the Skanda-Purana, the well-known Savitri legend (which contains the above
description of the brahma-savitri-vrata) in 7.1.166 is preceded (in chapter 165) by
another long myth relating to Goddess Savitri and her husband Brahma, where
most of the many fruits listed as offerings in the brahma-savitri-vrata are also
enumerated.! 19 This myth, called ‘Savitri’s greatness’ (savitri-mahatmyam) in the
colophon of Skanda-Purana 7.1.165, is also found in Skanda-Purana 6.179-194, as
well as in Padma-Purana 1.16-44.!'! Tt narrates the Vedic Soma sacrifice performed
by Brahma at Hatake$vara near his abode in Puskara. In the course of the sacrifice,

Savitri, his beautiful wife, who was well honoured, was invited by the adhvaryu
[priest]: ‘Madam, come quickly, all the fires have risen (i.e. are well-kindled), the time

108 f Bhavisya-Purdna, 4.102.82-83: mantrendnena kaunteya pranamya vidhipiirvakam |

darbhaksatatilair mi§rd parvasabhimukha sthita | sudhi vipravaro vipra omkarasvasti-

piirvake I/ savitriyam maya dattd sahiranya mahdsati | brahmanah prinandrthaya brahma-

na pratigrhyatam /1. From this passage onwards, Skanda-Purana 7.1.166 differs radically,
having a long passage on various recommended donations and on many details of the feast
to be given.

Cf. Bhavisya-Purina, 4.102.84-85: evam dattva dvijendraya savitrim tam yudhisthira | nai-

vedyddi ca tat sarvam brahmanam svagrham nayet | svayam dasapadam gacchet svavesma

punar daviset Il tatra bhuktva havigyannam brahmanair bandhavaih saha | visarjayet tato

vipran savitri priyatam iti /l.

110 This, together with the absence of the banyan tree, seems rather decisive for the original
context of this vrata. Of course Savitri and Satyavat do collect fruits in the forest, and there
is a possibility that originally these fruits were also enumerated in the Savitri legend, but
none of the available versions has such a list.

111 ¢f, Dange 1986-90, II: 604-615.

109
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for initiation has approached.” She, engrossed in doing some work, dic! not come
promptly, as usually happens with females. ‘I have not made any decoration here, at
the door; I have not drawn pictures on the wall; I have not drawn the Svastika in the
courtyard. The cleansing of the pots has not at all been done here. Laksmi, who is the
wife of Narayana has not yet arrived. So also Svaha, the wife of Agni; and Dhiimrorna,
Yama's wife; Gaurd, the wife of Varuna; Rddhi, the wife of Kubera; Gauri, Sambhu’s
wife, dear to the world. So also Medha, Sraddha, Vibhiiti, Anasiiyd, Dhrti, Ksama,
and the rivers Ganga and Sarasvati have not as yet come. Indrani, and the Moon’s wife
Rohini, dear to the Moon. Similarly Arundhati, Vasistha's wife; so also the wives of
the seven sages, and Anasiiya, Atri's wife and other ladies, daughters-in-law, daugh-
ters, friends, sisters have not as yet come. I alone have remained here (waiting for
them) for a long time. I shall not go alone until those ladies come. Go and tell Brahma
to wait for a while. I shall hurriedly come with all (those ladies); O you of high
intellect, you surrounded by gods, will attain great grace; so also shall I; there is no
doubt about it.” Leaving her talking like that the Adhvaryu came to Brahma.

‘O god, Savitri is busy; she is engaged in domestic work. I shall not come il
my friends arrive — Thus she has told me. O lord, time is passing away. O grandsire,
do today whatever you like.’

Brahma, thus addressed (got) a little angry and said to Indra: ‘O Sakra, get here
quickly another wife for me. Do that quickly by which the sacrifice proceeds (properly)
and is not delayed; bring some woman for me till the sacrifice is over; I am soliciting
you; make up your mind for me; I shall again free her after the sacrifice js over,’
(Padma-Purana 1.16.112-130, transl. Deshpande 1988: 193-194.)

Indra finds a beautiful daughter of a cowherd (gopa-kanya, abhiri), Gayatii.

She is of low descent but is purified by making her enter the mouth of a cow and
come out of the cow’s anus. Brahma marries her in the fashion of the Gandharvas
(which requires only the mutual consent of the couple). In the end, Savitri’s female
friends arrive, and they all come to Brahma’s sacrifice at Pugkara. In this context the
different fruits are mentioned;

The chaste lady viz. Brahma’s wife (SévitrT), having a lotus as her residence, was sur-
rounded by them. Some beautiful lady had taken sweets in her hand, someone with a
winnowing basket filled with fruits approached Brahma. Similarly others taking
measures of winnowed grain; so also a beautiful lady carried various kinds of pome-
granates, citrons; another took bamboo-shoots, so also lotuses, and saffron, cumin-
seeds, dates; another took coconuts; (another) took a vessel full of grape(-juice); so also
the $§mgataka plant, variegated camphor-flowers and auspicious roseapples; so also
someone else took walnuts, emblic myrobalan and citrons; a beautiful lady took bilva-
fruits and flattened rice; someone else took cotton-wicks and saffron-coloured garment,
All the auspicious and beautiful ladies having put these and other things in winnowing
baskets, reached there with Savitri. (Padma-Purana 1.17.111-118, transl, Deshpande
1988: 206.)!12
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Padma-Purdna 1.17.111-118 (= Skanda-Purana 7.1.165.44-51, whose variant readings are
noted in parentheses): tabhik parivrta sadhvi (sdrdham) brahmani kamalalayd /I ka (kas) cin
modakam dddya ka cic chiirpam varanang (kas cit pipam varanane) | phalapiiritam adaya
(phalani t samadaya) prayata brahmano "ntikam I/ adhakih saha nispava grhitvanyds
(adhakis caiva nispavan rajamasams) tathdpard | dadimani vicitrapi matulingani Sobhana
(fobhane) I/ karirani tatha canya grhitvva kamalani ca (karamardakdn) | kausumbhakam
(kausumbham) jirakam ca (caiva) kharjaram apards (capards) tatha 1/ uttamany apardadaya
(utatis capara grhya) nalikerani sarvasah (caparah) | draksaya piritam ké cit (camram)
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When Savitri learns about Brahma’s marriage with Gayatri, she gets very
angry and curses the gods and also their wives, who have now abandoned her. In
the end, Siva blesses Gayatri, calling her the Mother of the Vedas (Padma-Purana
1.17.303):

You will be a very fortunate one, the granter of boons and of an excellent complexion.
The pilgrimage to Puskara will be fruitful on seeing you. You will receive the first
adoration on the full-moon day of the month of Jyestha; and those men who knowing
your prowess, will worship you, have nothing wanting as far as sons and wealth are
concerned... You cause the absence of widowhood to (married) ladies, and always give
wealth and grains. When worshipped, you put an end to disease, death and fear...
(Padma-Purina 1.17.313-315, 328-329, transl, Deshpande 1988: 219-220).

Gayatri and Savitri are usually considered synonymous (cf. Section 8), though
in this myth they are made into two separate wives of the creator god Brahma (we
shall return to this theme in Section 34). From Padma-Purana’s identification of the
full moon of the Jyestha month as the time when Gayatri is to be worshipped, from
the absence of widowhood being mentioned as the fruit of this worship, and from
the name brahma-savitri-vrata, it is clear that this vrata has often been confused
with vata-savitri-vrata. Yet it is important to the interpretation of the latter and the
Savitri legend, as it deals with the divine couple worshipped in the vata-savitri-
vrata, Goddess Savitri and her husband Brahma.

6. THE THEME OF DEATH AND RESURRECTION AND THE
ANCIENT NEAR EAST

The Savitri legend and the associated rituals have interesting historical and symbolic
dimensions. Although quite a lot of work has already been done in this field,!13
I trust that further study will be rewarding. In the following, I will focus on the
theme of death and resurrection, which is quite central to the Savitri legend and
vow. But before I start analysing them in detail, I want to say a few words about the
Near Eastern parallels so that the reader has a little clearer idea of them and can keep
an eye out for relevant parallels while I am marshalling the evidence in support of
the claim that I made almost twenty years ago. I suggested that the Savitri legend
and the savitri-vrata are likely to be as ancient in South Asia as the Indus Civiliza-

patram §rigdtakam tatha (Srrgaraya yatha purd) I/ karpirani (karburani) vicitrani jambii-
kini $ubhani ca | aksotamalakdn (aksodamalakan) grhya jambirdani tathapara I bilvani
paripakvani cipitani varanand (cirbhatani vardnane) | (SkP inserts: annapandadhikarani ba-
hiini vividhani ca [) karpasatilikas (Sarkarapattulim) canyd vastram kausumbhakam (vastre
kausumbhake) tatha |/ evamddyani (evamadini) canyani kytva §iirpe varananah (grhya prirve
vardnane) | savitryd sahitah sarvah sampraptah sahasd (sampraptds tu tadd) Subhah /.

113 (f, especially Allen 1901; Gupte 1906; 1919: 238-245; Crooke 1926: 407; Hauer 1927:
238-240; Lommel 1955-58; Kane 1958: 91-94; Dange 1963; 1986-90, 1V: 1260-62; 1987:
59-66; Parpola 1980; 1994a: Chapter 14; Tewari 1991: 40-43; Pearson 1996: 54-61.
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tion, and that they may go even further back, to the religions of the ancient Near
East.114

The iconography of the Indus seals bears clear evidence of the influence of
Mesopotamian and Elamite glyptics,!!® and the presence of Harappan people in the
Near East is proved by the discovery of about 40 Indus-related seals there.!!6 While
full urbanisation with literacy was reached in the Indus Valley around the 26th
century BC, the Proto-Literate Period in Mesopotamia falls into the last quarter of
the fourth millennium. The Indus people, then, had a lot to learn from Mesopotamia,
including fertility cults, considered so important for agriculture which was also their
main basis of economy. In view of the contents of this article, I should also like to
stress that the heavenly bodies, especially the sun and the moon, but also the calen-
drical marking stars, must have started playing as important a role in the Indus
Valley as they did in ancient Mesopotamia because their newly acquired urban
culture forced the Harappan priests to create a fairly exact method of luni-solar time
reckoning.

One of the most central motifs in the religions of ancient Mesopotamia and the
neighbouring countries, and in the Hellenistic mystery cults derived from them, is
precisely the death, lamentation for and resurrection of the newly married husband
of the Goddess, ceremoniously enacted in the temple each new year in a ‘sacred
marriage’ of the ruling king with a priestess personifying the Goddess.!!? The
purpose seems to have been to ensure the longevity of the king and the fertility and
welfare of his country. The bride is a goddess typified by Sumerian Inanna and
Akkadian Ishtar, the Mistress of Love and War, while the groom is typified by
Sumerian Dumuzi and Akkadian Tammuz, a youthful shepherd personifying fer-
tility, and the later Syrian Adonis. In some forms of this cult, like in the worship of

14 cf Parpola 1980. J. W. Hauer (1927: 238) also interprets the Savitri legend as a resurrection
myth, but his comparisons imply a typological similarity rather than a historical connection:
‘Die aus dem Mahabhirata bekannte Legende von Savitri und Satyavat ist nichts anderes als
der uralte Mythos von Nana-Balder, Kybele-Attis, Isis-Osiris, Ischtar-Thamus ins Irdische
libertragen, wie auch der Mythos von Nana-Balder und Isis-Osiris zum Meirchen oder zur
Sage wird." Similarly Lommel (1955-58: 99-103): ‘In anderen Kulturbereichen gibt es
Mythen, die — weitgehend oder wenigstens in gewissen Punkten — Ahnlichkeiten aufweisen
mit dem hier besprochenen altindischen Mythenkomplex...’

Cf. Parpola 1994a: Chapter 14 with further literature in the notes.
16 parpola 1994b,

17" On the sacred marriage cult in the ancient Near East, see Kramer 1969 (pp. 107-133 and 154-
161: ‘The sacred marriage: Death and resurrection’); Jacobsen 1970; 1976; 1987; Cooper
1972-75; Renger 1972-75; Alster 1985; Bruschweiler 1987; and especially Sefati 1998 and
(also on resurrection) Simo Parpola 1997. It should be noted, however, that by no means
all Assyriologists believe that a belief in resurrection existed in ancient Mesopotamia
(cf. Renger 1972-75: 254). I thank Simo Parpola and Kazuya Maekawa for keeping me up-to-
date with literature in this field. At the same time I must confess that I know the Near
Eastern material only very superficially. A thorough comparative examination will undoubt-
edly lead to a better understanding of both the Indian and the Near Eastern religion.

115
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the Anatolian goddess Kubaba/Cybele, which later spread to Rome, the personifiers
of the groom castrated themselves.!!® The theme of Savitri’s following the god of
death towards his realm is also parallelled by the Sumerian myth of Inanna’s de-
scent to the netherworld with the same motivation as that of Savitri’s, to save her
dead husband. This happens, however, only after she has herself caused the death
of her husband, angered by his nonchalant behaviour during her first descent to the
netherworld.!'?

My conviction of the antiquity of the resurrection theme in South Asia differs
from the opinion of Gananath Obeyesekere, who in 1984 published a monumental
study of the resurrection dramas of contemporary Sri Lanka and South India.
Obeyesckere also thought it likely that this tradition is derived from the Near East-
ern mystery cults, but preferred to date its importation to South Asia to the Hellen-
istic period or even later. I continue by briefly describing Obeyesekere’s evidence
and argument.

7. CILAPPATIKARAM AND THE CULT OF GODDESS PATTINI
‘(FAITHFUL) WIFE’

The epic of Cilappatikaram, one of the greatest monuments of Old Tamil literature,
possibly composed in the sixth century AD, has as its central theme the cult of the
goddess of marital faithfulness and the legend of its origins.!2® Very briefly, the
story is as follows. In the coastal city of Pukar in the Cdla kingdom, the young
merchant Kovalan squanders his fortunes upon a courtesan, but is forgiven by his
faithful wife Kannaki. Kannaki offers her bejewelled anklets (cilampu) — which
have given the epic its name — as the basis of new capital that would enable her
husband to restart his business. The couple leaves for the city of Madurai in order to
sell this treasure there. As it happens, very similar anklets of the queen have been
stolen by the royal jeweller shortly before, and he frames K6valan as the thief when
he is selling one of his wife’s anklets. The angered king rashly has Kovalan put to
death without a proper investigation. Kannaki on leaming what had happened
dashes to the court, proves the innocence of her husband by showing the remaining
pair of the anklet, tears off one of her breasts and throws it on the floor in front of
the king, cursing him for his injustice. The capital of the Pandya kingdom then goes
up in flames. The final episode is set in the third major kingdom of ancient Tamil
Nadu, the realm of the Céra king, and describes how the cult of Kannaki was estab-

118 See Vermaseren 1977,
119 ¢f, e.g. Kramer 1969: 107-133.

120 oy, Cilappatikaram, see Dikshitar 1939 and Zvelebil 1973; 1974; 1975; 1992; 1995 (indexes
S.V.).
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lished: she came to be worshipped as the goddess of marital faithfulness, Pattini
(from Sanskrit patni ‘wife’).
In his field research in Sri Lanka, Obeyesekere found out that

the central feature of the Sinhala rituals for Pattini is the killing and death of [her
husband] Palanga, Pattini’s search for him, her role as mater dolorosa weeping over
Palariga’s corpse, and her resurrection of him (Obeyesekere 1984: 530).

Obeyesekere (1984: 530) was aware that ‘it is not difficult to establish West Asian
contact with India as early as Mohenjodaro and Harappa’, but ‘since such
resurrection dramas are performed nowhere else in South Asia’ except in Tamil
Nadu, Kerala and Sri Lanka, he opted for thinking that they

might have diffused from Western Asia and the Mediterranean region, where such cults
were dominant... [and] would have come via well-known trade routes by merchants and
taken root among the merchant groups belonging to the Buddhist, Jaina, and Ajivika
faith and living in port cities in southern India (Obeyesekere 1984: 603).

In principle it would seem possible that the death and resurrection theme was bor-
rowed from the Near East by South Asia on two separate occasions, but there are
elements in the early southern tradition (such as vata-min ‘north star’ as the symbol
of the faithful wife in the Cilappatikaram) which strongly suggest that it is actually a
survival from the Indus Civilization (see sections 28 & 30).

Obeyesekere (1984: 530) did point out that ‘the theme of the wife resurrecting
her husband is found in... the well-known myth of Savitri’, but he obviously con-
sidered the Savitri legend to be a relatively late element in the Mahabharata, which is
generally thought to have come into being between 400 BC and AD 400, 12! Obeye-
sekere apparently was not aware of the Vedic antecedents of the Savitri legend, to
which I will turn soon. Before that, I would just like to point out that Obeyesekere’s
(1984: 530) claim that ‘the drama of “death and resurrection” is alien to Hinduism’
is not accepted by Hiltebeitel (1991: 367), according to whom it is ‘not alien to
Hindu ritual’, and who finds that the ‘the rest of this argument is also very
shaky’,122

121 p vy, Kane (1958: 92f.) noted that ‘the Vagasavitrivrata that is now in vogue must also have
been performed long before the 10th century AD. The Agnipuréna (194.5-8) briefly describes
a vrata that in essentials is the same as the modemn Vafasavitrivrata.” Nevertheless, Kane
is very sceptical about A, B. Gupte's (1906) characterization of the Savitri legend as ‘based
on a Nature Myth’ in accordance with the theories of Frazer's Golden Bough, because the
sources are so recent: “What mainly vitiates all his imaginative explanations is that the
Savitri-vrata is not mentioned anywhere in any work that can be said to be even two
thousand years old.’

See Hiltebeitel’s detailed criticism (1991: 366-380), in many ways complementary to what
follows in this paper. Hiltebeitel (1991: 378) comes to the conclusion that ‘there is every
reason to suspect that there is indeed a continuity from the mysterious revival of the Vedic
sacrificial animal, and its symbolism, to the ideology of resuscitation that one finds
expressed in so many later Hindu rituals, myths and icons’: he further quotes Stuart Black-

122
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8. SAVITRI VERSE AS THE ‘MOTHER’ OF THE ‘TWICE-BORN’
VEDIC STUDENT

I would like to begin the analysis of the Savitrl legend and vow with the central
figure, Savitri. Savitri as a noun of the feminine gender in Sanskrit is a substan-
tivized adjective originally qualifying the feminine word rc- ‘verse, stanza’. Monier
Monier-Williams® Sanskrit-English Dictionary (1899: 1211b) gives the adjective
savitra- the basic meanings ‘relating or belonging to the sun, derived or descended
from the sun’: it is derived from savity ‘instigator, propeller’ (from the verbal root
su-/sii- ‘to urge, impel, incite, instigate’), which is the name of the (rising) sun as
the divine ‘instigator’ (cf. Section 15).

For the noun savitri itself Monier-Williams records the following main mean-
ings:

(a) meanings occurring from the Vedic texts onwards:

— ‘averse or prayer addressed to Savity or the sun (especially the celebrated
verse RV. 3.62.10; also called gayatri)’;

— *“Name of Siirya or a daughter of Savitr’;

(b) meanings occurring from the epic period onwards:

— ‘initiation as a member of the three twice-born classes by reciting the above
verse and investing with the sacred thread’;

_ “Name of the wife of Brahma (sometimes regarded as the above verse deified
or as the mystical mother of the three twice-born classes, or as the daughter
of Savitr by his wife Préni)’123

— ‘Name of the wife of Satyavat (king of Salva; she was daughter of Aéva-
pati, king of Madra, and is regarded as a type of conjugal love; her story is
the subject of a fine episode of the Mahabharata)’.

One of the most important ‘domestic’ rituals of the Veda is the initiation
(upanayana) of a youth into the study of the Veda. The most central act of this ritual
is the teaching of the Savitri verse, generally considered to be the holiest stanza of
the Vedic literature. Some Grhyasiitras prescribe only the following stanza to be
taught to all students at initiation as the Savitri verse: fat savitur varenyam bhargo
devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayat (Rgveda-Samhita 3.62.10), approxi-
mately: ‘We will receive that best brilliance of the divine Instigator so that he may
enliven our thoughts’.

burn (1989; 22, n. 13) also finding Obeyesekere’s argument ‘difficult to accept’. — One can
add that resuscitation of the dead is a relatively frequently occurring motif in ancient Indian
narrative literature, cf. e.g. Losch 1935,

123 Préni, ‘dappled cow’, is used of the mother cow that has calved, and that gives milk for the
agnihotra (it is not to be milked for ten days after the birth of the calf). It was the custom to
bring the calf near the mother cow to make the milk flow. Préni was the cow which provided
the milk for the hot-milk offering (gharma = pravargya) for the Angirases in their long
sacrificial session. Cf. Taittiriya-Brahmana 2.1.1.1-3; Bodewitz 1976: 55f., 101,
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Several Grhyasiitras, however, ordain that different Rgvedic verses addressed
to Savitr should be taught as the Savitri verse to boys coming from different social
classes. Similar differences for the three upper social classes (who alone are entitled
to initiation) prevail also in other aspects of the initiation, as noted below.!24 Piras-
kara-Grhyasitra (2.3) allows an option between the two alternatives,!25 and even in
the case of the other variations, that of the Brahmins is often allowed for all the three
social classes,!26

(1) For a Brahmin boy (belonging to the priestly class), the Savitri verse
should be one composed in the gayatri metre (3 x 8 = 24 syllables), namely the one
cited above, or in the anustubh metre (4 x 8 = 32 syllables).'2? The proper age of
initiation is 8 (from conception or birth), or 5 if spiritual eminence is desired, the
latest possible 16. The auspicious time for initiation is spring (vasanta). The student
is vested with the skin of a black antelope (krsnamrga) [= a manifestation of
brahmanl, or a garment (vdsas) of hemp; with a girdle (mekhald) [sacred to Savitr]
of mufija grass or kusa grass; with a staff (danda) of palasa or bilva wood. The boy
should beg with the words bhavati bhiksdam dehi.

(2) For a Ksatriya (= Rajanya) boy (belonging to the nobility or warrior class),
the Savitri verse should be composed in the tristubh metre (4 x 11 = 44 sylla-
bles).!® The proper age of initiation is 11, or 6 if military power or long life is
desired, the latest possible 22. The auspicious time for initiation is summer (grisma).
The student is vested with the skin of a spotted deer (ruru) [or a tiger], or a garment
of flax (cotton); with a girdle of the miirva grass (used for making bowstrings) or
asmantaka grass; with a staff made of a branch of the banyan tree (nyagrodha,
vata), or of avattha wood, or khadira wood [or of udumbara wood]. The boy
should beg with the words bhiksam bhavati dehi.

124 Here I am relying on Kane 1941: 268-312 and Gonda 1980 377-384.

125 Paraskara-Grhyasiitra 2.3: gayatrim brahmandyanubriyad dagneyo vai brahmana iti Srutes

tristubham rdjanydya jagatim vaiyasya, sarvesam va gayatrim.
126 Gonda (1980: 379) notes that ‘from the symbolical significance of some of the requisites
(skin, girdle) it may be inferred that this ritual [of initiation, upanayana] was in the first
place intended for brahmins (cf. SB 11.3.3.2f.), who are the only ones who according to all
authorities have to learn the genuine Savitri (RV, 3.62.10)." I agree with this judgment, and
think that the differentiation made in regard to the three varpas results from the massive
Brahmanical ‘brainwashing’ launched at the beginning of the Brahmana period, perhaps c.
1000 BC (cf. Smith 1994 and below sections 12-13),

An anusubh Savitri is mentioned as being taught by some teachers in Satapatha-Brahmana
11.5.4.13, but this alternative is refuted.

As a trigtubh Savitd for a ksatriya, the following verses are mentioned: Rgveda-Samhita
1.35.2: a kysnena rajasa vartamdanah (commentary on Sankhayana-Grhyasiitra 2.5.4-6;
Medhatithi on Manu 2.38); devo yiti savita (Varaha-Grhyasiitra 5); Kathaka-Samhita 4,10
(= Rgveda-Samhita 6.71.3): adabdhebhih savitah payubhis tvam (commentator on Kahaka-
Grhyasiitra 41.20); or Taittiriya-Samhita 1.7.7.1, etc.: deva savitah prasuva yajiiam prasuva
yajfiapatim bhagdya (Satatapa quoted in the Madanaparijata, p. 23). Cf. Kane 1941: 302,

127
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(3) For a Vaisya boy (belonging to the class of ‘common people’), the Savitr

verse should be composed in the jagati metre (4 x 12 = 48 syllables).'> The proper
age of initiation is 12, or 8 if accumulation of wealth is desired, the latest possible
24. The auspicious time for initiation is autumn (§arad). The student is vested with
the skin of a cow or a goat [or a spotted deer], or a garment of wool; with a girdle of
woollen thread or of hemp or of balvaja grass or of tamala bark, or yoke-string;
with a staff of udumbara or badara or pilu wood [or of bilva or nyagrodha wood].
The boy should beg with the words bhiksam dehi bhavati.

According to the Satapatha-Brahmana,

formerly [purd), indeed, they taught this [Savitri] verse at the end of a year [from his
initiation], thinking, ‘children, indeed, are born after being fashioned for a year
(literally, made equal, or corresponding, to a year): thus we lay speech (voice [vdc])
into this one as soon as he has been born’; 130 (7) or after six months, thinking, ‘There
are six seasons in the year...’, (8) or after twenty-four days, thinking, ‘There are
twenty-four half-months in the year...", (9) or after twelve days, thinking, ‘There are
twelve months in the year...’, (10) or after six days, thinking, ‘There are six seasons in
the year...’, (11) or after three days, thinking, “There are three seasons in the year...".
(12) Concerning this they also sing the verse, — ‘By laying his right hand!3! on (the
pupil), the teacher becomes lJregnant (with him): in the third (night) he is born as a
Brihmana with the Savitri.’ 32 et him, however, teach a Brihmana (the Savitri) at
once [sadyas, on the same day as he is initiated], for the Brahmana belongs to Agni,
and Agni is born at once: therefore, he should teach the Braihmana at once. (Transl.
Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 871.)

In passing we may note that the Savitri verse is here equated with voice or

speech, Vac, who elsewhere in Vedic texts appears as an important goddess, in-
cluding the role of a goddess of victory compared to a lioness (simhi), rather like
Goddess Durga of classical Hinduism.!3* Another noteworthy point here is that the

129
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132

133

As a jagati Savitri for a vai§ya the following verses are mentioned: Rgveda-Samhita 1.35.9:
hiranyapanih savita vicarsanih, or Rgveda-Samhita 4.40.5: hamsah Sucisad vasur
antariksasat (commentary on Sankhayana-Grhyasiitra 2.5.4-6); or Rgveda-Samhita 5.81.1:
yujijate mana uta ywijate dhiyah (Vardha-Grhyasiitra 5; according to Agvalayana-Grhyasiitra
1.22.24f£., this verse is the Savitr in a ‘renewed initiation’, cf. Gonda 1980: 383); Kafhaka-
Samhita 16.8 (= Rgveda-Samhita 5.81.2): vi§va rijpani prati muficate kavih (commentator
on Kathaka-Grhyasiitra 41.20; Medhatithi on Manu 2.38). Cf. Kane 1941: 302,

Satapatha-Brahmana 11.5.4.6: athasmai savitrim anvdaha [ tarh ha smaitam purd samvatsare
'nvahich samvatsarasammitd vai garbhah prajayante jdta evdasmims tad vacam dadhma iti.

Gonda (1980: 65) finds the significance here attached to the imposition of the right hand
‘curious’. The hand has a sexual meaning in the bloody offerings to the Goddess, where the
right foreleg of the sacrificial victim is cut off and placed in the mouth of the beheaded
victim: this practice, prevalent even today, is based on a myth in which the angry goddess,
upon the discovery of her lover’s deceit, is said to have castrated him (as well as beheaded
him) and then to have thrust the severed sexual organ into the victim’s own mouth (cf. Beck
1981: 121f. citing Hiltebeitel; see below Section 32 with note 314).

Satapatha-Brahmana 11.5.4.12: tad api $lokam gdyanti | dcaryo garbhi bhavati hastam
ddhdya daksinam trtiyasyd sa jayate savitrya saha brahmana iti...; cf. Horsch 1966: 136f.

Cf. e.g. Satapatha-Brahmana 3.5.1.22-23 and 3.5.2.9ff., and Parpola 1992: 283f.
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Brahmana, who is here said to be born with Savitri after three days, may be com-
pared (a) to God Brahma who in later Hinduism is the husband of Goddess Savitri
and is resurrected by her, and (b) to Soma, the moon, who in the Veda is both the
husband of Goddess Savitri and one who is reborn (after three days) (cf. Section
20).

The Gayatri Savitri verse (Rgveda-Samhita 3.62.10) is taught first by reciting
it foot by foot (there being three octosyllabic feet):

there being three breathings, the out-breathing, the up-breathing and the through-
breathing; it is these he thus lays into him; — then by half-verses [the first consisting
of two feet and the second of one foot]: there being these two (principal) breathings,
the out-breathing [of the mouth] and the up-breathing [of the nostrils], it is the out-
breathing and the upbreathing he thus lays into him; — then the whole (verse): there
being one vital air (in man), he thus lays the whole vital air into the whole of him.
(Transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 89f.)

This can be compared to the ritual of the birth rite, where the father breathes three
times on the child to impart the vital breath to him. Interestingly, the five cardinal
directions (including the zenith) are said to have breathed vital breaths into the dead
sacrificial victim in Satapatha-Brahmana 11.8.3.6.134

According to the legend, Savitri’s father was blessed with a daughter after he
had recited the Savitri verse a hundred thousand times. It is this holy verse, ‘the
Mother of the Vedas’,!35 that makes the boy ‘twice-bom’.!36 In other words, it
gives new life to the boy,!37 who in the initiation ceremony first goes through a
symbolic death. Thus Savitri is an appropriate name for the faithful wife who in the
legend restores life to Satyavat. S. A. Dange (1963; 1987: 60-62) has offered this
plausible explanation as an interpretation of the Savitri legend, This, however, is by
no means the whole story. There are, as we shall see, also many other explanations
for the Savitri legend, to my mind at least equally important and compelling. But let
us continue with the Savitri verse.

134" The Savitri verse, i.e. Goddess SavitrT, may thus be expected to have such a power to impart
vital breaths to a dead sacrificial victim (such as her husband Prajapati).

135 Cf. vedamatd in Atharvaveda-Samhita 19.71.1 addressed to Gayatri.
136 Cf. also Gonda 1980: 378.
137 In Vaikhanasa-Grhyasiitra 6.7, Savitri is the student’s second mother.
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9. SAVITRI AND THE TWILIGHT ADORATION

Once taught, the Savitri verse is to be pronounced by every ‘twice-born’ every day;
this is one of the most important religious daily duties.!*® This is to be done twice a
day, at sunset (from when the disc of the sun has half set until the stars become
visible) sitting and facing the northwest,'3? and at sunrise (from before sunrise until
the disc of sun is visible) standing and facing the east.!4? These junctions of the day
are called sandhya ‘juncture (of day and night), twilight’. The ritual in which the
repetition of the Savitri verse forms the most important part, is called sandhya,
sandhyavandana or sandhyopdsana ‘praising or adoration at the juncture (of the
day)’. To do this, one should go outside the village, either to the east or the north, to
a pure place. Normally one should first bathe. Then one should

(1) sip water and purify the mouth and other orifices of the head (acamana)

(2) restrain and regulate breath (pranayama)

(3) cleanse oneself by sprinkling water with mantras three times (mdrjana)

(4) drive out sin by breathing out from one’s nose upon water (aghamarsana)

(5) offer water to the sun in the way of receiving a guest (arghya)

(6) mutter the Savitri verse (with om and the ‘mystical utterances’) (japa)

(7) and (this is not mentioned in the early texts) worship with other mantras
the sun/day/Mitra in the moming,'#! and the fire/night/Varuna in the eve-
ning!42 (upasthana).\*3

The above enumeration represents a later, rather elaborate codification found e.g. in
the Baudhayana-Dharmasiitra (2.4). The Grhyasiitras of Asvalayana (3.7.3-6) and
$ankhayana (2.9.1-3) mention only the muttering of the Savitri verse at twilight,
while the Manava-Grhyasiitra (1.2.1-5) in addition only prescribes offering guest
water (arghya) to the sun.!44 This is in agreement with the Taittirfya-Aranyaka

138 ¢f Manu 2.101; Yajfavalkya-Smrti 1.99; Sankhayana-Grhyasiitra 2.9.1-3; Asvalayana-
Grhyasiitra 3.7.4ff. There are, of course, many other rituals in which the Savitri verse is
used, cf, e.g. Gonda 1980: 226, 292, 368 (garbhddhdna). According to Rgvidhana 1.15.1,
‘the rite of the sdvitri stanza is to avert evil influences, to obtain prosperity, etc.” (Gonda
1980: 286f.).

A§vGS 3.7.4: sayam uttaraparabhimukho ’'nvastamadesam savitrim japed ardhdstamite
mandala d naksatradarsandt.

139

140 R&vGS 3.7.5-6: evam prdtah pranmukhas tisthann @ mandaladarsanat.

141 Baudhayana-Dharmasiitra 2.4.13-14 prescribes RS 3.59.6 and 1 addressed to Mitra; Gobhila-
Smrti 2.11 RS 1.50.1 (ud u tyam). Cf. Kane 1941: 315, n. 748, and p. 318 (with further
references).

142 Baudhiyana-Dharmasiitra 2.4.11-12 prescribes RS 1.25.19 and 1.24.11 addressed to Varuna;
Gobhila-Smyti 2.12 RS 1.115.1 (citram devanam). ‘In modern times the usages vary, many
recite... Rg. 1.25.1-10 (addressed to Varuna) in the evening’ (Kane 1941: 315, n. 748; see
also p. 318 with further references).

143 Eor the sandhydvandana, see Kane 1941: 312-321, 685-689; Gonda 1980: 228; 458, 460.
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(2.2), one the oldest texts dealing with the twilight worship, which explains the rite
as follows:

when expounders of sacred texts (brahma-vadinah) facing the east at twilight throw
upwards water sanctified by muttering the Savitri verse, then that water becomes a
thunderbolt which throws the demons which filghl with the [rising] sun [trying the
devour it] onto an island called Mandeha Aruna. 45

In addition, a Brahmin should contemplate upon the rising and setting sun and do
obeisance to it by turning around sunwise; he will then attain bliss, for that sun
is Brahman.'4® The purifying quality of the Savitri mantra is also emphasized.
Vasistha-Dharmasiitra 26.15 prescribes that if a man wants to purify himself of sin,
he should repeat the divine Gayatri verse daily one thousand times, or 100 times, or
at least 10 times.

Later texts mention also a third sandhydvandana at midday, performed in
a standing position, with sipping, sprinkling and addressing the sun.!4” Yoga-
Yajfiavalkya associates these three sandhyas with the goddesses Gayatri (morning),
Savitri (noon) and Sarasvati (evening).'*8 Such a ‘third twilight' appears to be a
quite artificial later addition, and we shall shortly return to the reason for adding it
when discussing the ‘mystical utterances’ bhiir bhuvah svah connected with the
Savitri stanza (sections 11-12).

144 cf. Kane 1941: 314f.
145 TR 2.2: tani ha va etani raksamsi gayatriyabhimantritendmbhasd Samyanti | tad u ha va
ete brahmavadinah piarvabhimukhdh samdhydyam gayatriyabhimantrita apa drdhvam vi-
ksipanti ta eta dpo vajribhiitva tani raksamsi mandehdrune dvipe prakgipanti. Cf. also
Manava-Grhyasiitra 1.2.1ff.; Vaikhanasa-Grhyasiitra 1.3: 4.9; Agnives§ya-Grhyasiitra 2.6.8:
104.22. The explanations added in square brackets come from later texts including Vayu-
Purana 1.50.163-165. Cf, Kane 1941: 314; Gonda 1980: 126. — Elsewhere it is the Agni
(Fire) as Death who tries to eat the rising sun, Cf. ‘Prajapati alone was here (in the
beginning)... The Prajapati created the creatures among whom Agni was the first. Now Agni
is Death. He pursued Prajépati in the form of someone who would eat him...” (Vadhiilasiitra
3.19, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 18). ‘When Prajapati created (emitted) the gods, he created
Agni as the first of them. Failing to find something else to seize he returned to Prajapati. He
(Prajapati) became afraid of death. He shaped yonder sun out of himself. Having offered this
he fled. Then he overcame death...” (Taittiriya-Brahmana 2.1.6.4-5, transl. Bodewitz 1976:
17£.).
TA 2.2: udyantam astam yantam adityam abhidhydyan kurvan brahmano vidvan sakalam
bhadram asnute 'sav ddityo brahmeti [ (the commentator explains kurvan = pradakginam
kurvan). Cf, Kane 1941: 318.
147 ¢f. Vaikhanasa-Grhyasitra 1.3 and Gonda 1980: 460.
148 Yoga-Yajiavalkya quoted in Apararka, p. 49: pirva sandhya tu gayatri savitri madhyama
smrtd | yd bhavet pascima sandhyd sd vijiieya sarasvati // (quoted from Kane 1941: 312, n.
741).

146
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10. SACRIFICE TO BRAHMAN AT SUNRISE

One’s own daily repetition of the Veda (to keep it in mind) is called brahma-yajna,
‘sacrifice to the Brahman’, and it belongs to the ‘five great sacrifices’ enjoined for
the householder.14?

An imperishable world does he gain, whosoever, knowing this, studies day by day his
lesson (of the Veda): therefore let him study his daily lesson... and verily he is freed
from recurring death, and attains to community of nature (or, being) with the Brahman
(Satapatha-Brahmana 11.5.6.3 and 9, transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 96, 99)

As can immediately be seen from the description of the brahma-yajha, it is sup-
posed to take place immediately after the twilight adoration.

Outside the village, to the east, north or northeast of it,!>! after purifying
oneself, sitting on sacred grass, holding purifying kusa grass between the joined
hands, looking at the horizon, one should at sunrise start the Veda recitation with
the sacred syllable om, the three ‘mystical utterances’ and the Savitri verse;!s?
then utter at least one other verse of the Veda; and conclude by saying, ‘homage to
Brahman® (namo brahmane). The next day he should continue with the verses
following that last recited on the preceding day, and so on until the entire Veda has
been gone through, then starting again from the beginning. Later manuals make a
provision for those who know only the Savitri verse: they may repeat just the
sacred syllable om as their brahma-yajiia.' >

Thus the Savitr verse and Brahman as the Veda are intimately connected
together, being personified as the divine couple Savitri and Brahma. Brahma’s con-
nection with the sunrise is natural, as he created the universe ‘in the cosmic
dawn’154,

149 ¢, Satapatha-Brahmana 11.5.6.1: ‘There are five great sacrifices, ...to wit, the sacrifice to
beings, the sacrifice to men, the sacrifice to the fathers [ancestors], the sacrifice to the gods,
and the sacrice to the Brahman® (transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 95). Each of these should
be performed day by day (Satapatha-Brahmana 11.5.6.2-3).

150 On the brahma-yajfia, see Satapatha-Brihmana 11.5.6-8; Taittiriya-Aranyaka 2.10-13; Asva-
layana-Grhyasiitra 3.2-3; etc.; Kane 1941: 700-704; Gonda 1980: 469.

151 yis pointed out in Section 25 that northeast is the direction of the morning star and victory.

152 The Agnivesya-Grhyasiitra 2.6.2 calls om, bhith bhuvah s(u)vah and the Savitri ‘the fivefold
brahma-yajiia’; they purify the performer of sin (Gonda 1980: 469).

153 Ahnikaprakasa, p. 329: savitrimatradhyayina pranavapdthena nityam brahmayajfal
kartavyah; cf. Kane 1941: 703, n, 1683,

154 This phrase is used by A. L. Basham in his foreword to Bailey 1983: v.
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11. SAVITRI VERSE, THE SACRED SYLLABLE OM, AND THE
‘MYSTICAL UTTERANCES’

In addition to the actual stanza of the Rgveda, the Savitri verse should contain at the
beginning (also of its parts) the sacred syllable om and the ‘mystical utterances’
(vyahrti) bhiir bhuvah s(u)vah, and all these additional elements are to be combined
with the Savitr1 verse so that it comes to be repeated three times as taught at the
initiation, first by feet, then by hemistichs, and finally the whole verse without
stopping.'33 The three ‘mystical utterances’, called ‘the truth of the speech’ (vacah
satyam),'3° refer to the ‘three worlds’, the earth (bhih), atmosphere (bhuvah, lite-
rally ‘earths’) and sky (s[u]vah), but which the Brahmana texts (e.g. Aitareya-
Brahmana 5.32) also equate with many other things, including the three Vedas
(Rgveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda).!%7

According to Manu (2.76), Prajapati distilled the three sounds a + u + m 158
and the three ‘mystical utterances’ as their essence from the three Vedas. According
to the Taittiriya-Upanisad (1.8), ‘Om is Brahman, om is all this (the whole uni-
verse); ...a Brahmana should utter om, wishing to reach near to Brahman, and he
will reach Brahman.’!3% According to Apastamba-Dharmasiitra 1.4.13.6, ‘the syl-
lable om is the door to heaven; therefore one who is about to recite the Veda should

135 ef Taittiriya-Aranyaka 2.11: trin eva prayunkta bhiir bhuvah suvar ity dhaitad vai vacah
satyam yad eva vacah satyam tat prayutikta | atha savitrim gdyatrim trir anvaha paccho
'rdharcaso 'navanam savita $riyah prasavita. The mystical utterances may be combined
with the SavitrT verse in two different ways, by putting them either always in front or always
at the end of each portion, thus:

(1) om bhiis tat savitur varenyam | om bhuvah bhargo devasya dhimahi | om s(u)vah
dhiyo yo nah pracodayat Il om bhiis tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi | om
bhuvah dhiyo yo nah pracodayat | om suvah tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi
dhiyo yo nah pracodayat // (thus Baudhayana-Grhyasiitra 2.5.40; Apastamba-Grhyasiitra
11.11).

(2) om tat savitur varenyam bhiih | om bhargo devasya dhimahi bhuvah | om dhiyo yo
nah pracodayat s(u)vah Il om tat savitur varepyam bhargo devasya dhimahi bhih | om
dhiyo yo nah pracodayat bhuvah Il om tat savitur varenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo
yo nah pracodayat s(u)vah /! (thus Bharadvija-Grhyasitra 1.9). Cf. Kane 1941: 301, 303;
Gonda 1980: 382, 467.

In Jaiminiya-Upanisad-Brahmana 1,10, however, it is the syllable om that is equated with
satyam, and elsewhere purusa, the ‘cosmic man’; cf. Buitenen 1955-56: 207f.

157 On the vyahrtis, see also Gonda 1980: 226. In later texts the number of the ‘mystical utter-
ances’ (also to be included in the Savitri) increases to four (with the addition of mahah) or
five (with the addition of satyam purusah, or purusah satyam), or to seven (with the
addition of mahah, janah, tapah, satyam), cf. Kane 1941: 301, n. 713.

The sacred syllable om is analyzed to contain a/d, u and m, since a/a + u yield o in sandhi.
159 Taittiriya-Upanisad 1.8 (ed. Limaye & Vadekar 1958: 52): om iti brahma | om itidam
sarvam ! ..om iti brahmanah pravaksyann aha | brahmopdpnavaniti | brahmaivapnoti.
Cf. Kane 1941: 301 and further e.g. Baudhayana-Dharmasiitra 4.1.26; Baudhayana-Grhya-
§esasiitra 3.1; Agnives§ya-Grhyasiitra 2.4.12; Gonda 1980: 226.

156
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start by pronouncing first om’.!®® Manu (2.74), too prescribes om to be pro-
nounced at the beginning and at the end of the daily recitation of the Veda.!é! The
sacred syllable om (considered to be male)'? represents Brahma, the husband of
Goddess Savitri, who is represented by the Savitri verse (rk, of feminine gender).

The three ‘mystical utterances’ and the Savitri verse are in Sanskrit. So is the
sacred syllable om, but Sanskrit has received it from the Dravidian language family.
Briefly, the evidence for this is as follows.'®3 The sacred syllable om is not attested
in the Rgveda, although its latest layers seem to contain an indirect reference to it
(cf. below). Its earliest attested usage is in the ritual formulae of the Brahman priest,
who is generally silent in the Vedic ritual (silence and mental acts are sacred to the
creator god Prajapati, whom he represents), but gives his commands called prasava
by pronouncing first om. (The term prasava associates the Brahman priest with
God Savitr, the ‘instigator’, the father of Savitri, who gives his (pra)sava at sun-
rise.) In this usage, as well as in profane dialogues of the Vedic prose, om means
‘yes’, and it is explicitly stated to be a syllable of granting permission or agree-
ment.!64 Om is also said to be the divine (i.e. sacral) counterpart of the human (i.e.
profane) tatha (astu)! ‘(Be it) so!’, the former being a response to a Vedic stanza,
the latter to an epic stanza,!®5 Etymologically it comes, through labialization of the
vowel caused by the following labial nasal, from Dravidian dm < dkum ‘it is; it is
becoming, fitting, agreeable; yes’, the non-past form of the very basic verbal root
aldku- ‘to be, become’, much used as an auxiliary in all Dravidian languages.!®¢
Such a labialization has taken place independently in Jaffna Tamil om ‘yes’ from
Old Tamil @m ‘yes’, and the original form has also been borrowed into Sanskrit
(am ‘yes’) and survives e.g. in Hindi (ji) *am ‘yes’.

The sacred syllable om appears to be referred to in the Rgveda, although it is
not explicitly mentioned. At least the word aksara ‘syllable’ (also ‘imperishable’)
occurring in Rgveda 1.164.41-42 was understood to denote om by the author of
Jaiminiya-Upanisad-Brahmana 1.10.1-2 (cf. Buitenen 1955-56: 206f.). The hymn
1.164, where the word aksara occurs several times, is addressed to Goddess Vac,
“Voice, Speech’, who is the spouse of the creator god Prajapati alias Vacaspati
‘husband of Vic’. Buitenen (1955-56: 209f.) translates RS 1.164.41-42 as follows:

160 Apastamba-Dharmasiitra 1.4.13.6: omkdrah svargadvaram tasmad brahmadhyesyamana
etadadi pratipadyeta.

161 cf, Kane 1941: 301f.

162 ¢f, Dange 1986-90, II: 611, n. 11.

163 The following is a brief summary of Parpola 1981,

164 ¢f. Chandogya-Upanisad 1.1.8: tad vd etad anujiiaksaram | yadd hi kim canujanaty om ity
eva tad aha.

165 ¢f. Aitareya-Brahmana 7.18 and $ankhayana-Srautasiitra 15.27: om ity rcah pratigara evam
tatheti gathayah.

166 f Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 31, no. 333.
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The buffalo cow has lowed [gaurir mimaya], building lakes, having become one-
footed, two-footed, four-footed, eight-footed, nine-footed — with a thousand syllables
in the highest heaven: on the seas that flow out from her do all four world-quarters
live: therefrom flows the Syllable: on it lives everything.

This syllable is associated with the dawn in Rgveda 13.55.1: “When the ancient
dawns first dawned the great Syllable was born in the footstep of the cow’ (Buitenen
1955-56: 211; for dawn as a red cow, cf. below Section 34). The equation of om
with the lowing of the bison cow at dawn also connects the bison cow with Savitri.
Bison cow is gaurf in Sanskrit, and this is also the name of Siva’s spouse (cf.
Section 3b).167

12. THE ‘UTTERANCES’ bhir bhuvah svah
AND THE BEGINNINGS OF BRAHMANISM

The oldest references to the Savitri verse do not connect it with the ‘mystical
utterances’ bhiir bhuvah svah. An opposite development seems to have taken place
in the expiatory usage of these ‘utterances’, which are first used alone, when some
error has been made in the ritual, but are later connected with the sacred syllable om
in this function, too.18

A very instructive third case!%? can be cited from the oldest Brahmana text, the
Kithaka-Samhita, and next oldest, the Maitrayani-Samhita. In the systematic de-
scription of the agnihotra ritual in KS 6.5, the agnihotra formulae are simply agnau
jyotir jyotir agnau and siryo jyotir jyotih siuryah. The corresponding passage MS
1.8.5 briefly prescribes that bhith bhuvah svah should be said before those formu-
lae. In the later added chapter 6.7, the KS extensively discusses the symbolism of
bhith bhuvah svah.\°
Brian K. Smith (1994) has recently described in detail the classification system of
the Brahmana texts and proposed that the Brahmins have developed this massive
and encompassing world view to propagate and establish the position of the
Brahmana class at the top of the society. I am quite convinced that Brian Smith’s
hypothesis of this ‘Brahmin conspiracy’ is correct, and in my view the process can

167 Savitri is also the ‘elder sister’ (jyestha) of Gayatri (cf. Section 5) or Sraddha (cf. Section 34)
and the senior spouse of Brahma or Agni (cf. Section 34) and as such comparable to the
most senior queen, mahisi, literally ‘buffalo cow’. Mahisi represents Goddess Durgd as the
spouse of the Buffalo Demon, Mahisa Asura (see Section 34).

168 Cf Parpola 1981: 202f.

169 ¢f, Bodewitz 1976: 80f., who already notes that bhith bhuvah svah is a later addition to the
scheme of the agnihotra and the here mentioned passages.

170 The Aitareya-Brahmana goes on adding the sacred syllable om: ‘He offers in the evening

with “bhiih, bhuvah, svar, Om. The light is Agni, Agni is the light” and in the morning
with “bhith, bhuvah, svar, Om. The light is Siirya, Sirya is the light”.” (AB 5.30, transl.
Bodewitz 1976: 43.)
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be seen taking place within the recorded history of our texts. As will soon be evi-
dent, the daily agnihotra originally had just two deities, Agni and Siirya, connected
with the sunset/night and sunrise/day. When the Brahmins took over this ritual, they
added a third divinity, Vayu, and connected these three gods Agni, Vayu and Sirya
with the three worlds expressed through the ‘mystical utterances’ bhir bhuvah
svah. While both Agni and Siirya in the old pattern represented the king, in the new
Brahmanical system Agni, Fire, who comes first (as the first-born of Prajapati’s
creatures) was identified with the Brahmins who sacrifice in the fire (cf. KS 6.6, a
passage criticizing the nobility, Bodewitz 1976: 116).

It seems to me that immediately before the coming of the Brahmanical con-
querors from the north (through Swat) with their gods called Deva, the earlier popu-
lation residing in the Panjab and worshipping gods called Asura had basically a
twofold division of the society, the nobility (rdjanya) versus the subjects. Such a
dualism is reflected in the old pattern of the agnihotra ritual, which was taken over
from the ‘Asuras’, for they too practised it, but in a ‘diminishing way’ (cf. Taitti-
riya-Brahmana 2.1.4.1, Bodewitz 1976: 93). In the propagation of the (initially)
threefold classification of the society introduced by the Brahmins, the ‘mystical
utterances’ seem to have played a central role.

13. FORMATION OF THE MIDDLE VEDIC CULTURE OF THE
BRAHMANA TEXTS AND RITUALS

Before continuing I would like to say a few more words about the beginnings of
Brahmanism as I see it historically. The speakers of Aryan languages did not
come to South Asia all at once, but in several waves and through different routes.
Although the epic Sanskrit is attested later than the Vedic Sanskrit, it represents in
certain respects a more archaic dialect than the Vedic Sanskrit. For example, it has
preserved the Indo-European lateral */, e.g. in the name of the epic metre $loka from
the root *§lu- ‘to hear’, which corresponds to Greek klu-, Slavonic shlu-, and so on,
while in the Rgvedic dialect Indo-European *! had merged with *r, so that the
corresponding root is §ru-. The epic word cannot be derived from the Rgvedic
dialect, and proves that epic Sanskrit has entered South Asia independently from the
Rgvedic group. The Rgveda enumerates with great detail the rivers in Afghanistan
and northernmost Pakistan, including the Swat Valley, and some forms peculiar to
the Rgvedic dialect have counterparts only in the Dardic group of languages spoken
nowadays around this area. The epic traditions, on the other hand, are spread in the
plains of North India, the Mahabharata (c. 400 BC to AD 400) in the western and
central parts, the Ramayana (c. 400 BC — AD 100) in the eastern parts. Our historical
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epics, of course, are late creations and largely reflect later historical events,!”! but
they continue an earlier tradition, fragments of which survive in the gathds and
Slokas of the Brahmana texts (c. 800-600 BC)!7? and in later versions incorporated
in the Mahabharata and the Puranas and elsewhere.

The Rgveda tells of Indra and other Devas, who were worshipped by singing
hymns and offering them a drink called Soma, and of kings who under their protec-
tion fought battles in the plains of the Panjab. From the Panjab the Vedic culture
then moved eastwards. The Kuru and Paiicila tribes of the upper Gangetic Valley
formed the centre of the Vedic culture in the period of the Brahmana texts., While
this Vedic culture submerged a large part of the plains area in their middle, the pre-
Vedic traditions of the plains continued outside the Vedic area both in the west, in
the Greater Indus Valley (which comprises also Gujarat, Rajasthan and Maha-
rashtra), and in the east, where the Indo-Aryan developed into Magadhi Prakrit.

The Rgvedic Aryans coming from the north with their relatively simple Soma
cult were probably not too numerous. They quickly fused thoroughly with the elite
of the earlier population, whose ritual specialists now became Brahmins and not
only adopted the Soma cult but also continued the old local rituals, yet developing
them in new directions. Oversimplifying the matter in order to make the point clear-
er, and to prepare the reader for what is to follow, I would assert that the pre-Vedic
cults of the plains were largely ‘Proto-Sakta-Tantric’. They were basically royal
cults, in which the goddesses Durga and Kali with their human and animal sacri-
fices and sexual orgies played a major role.

The Rgvedic Brahmins disliked both the bloodshed and the open sexuality, and
they changed the local rituals to some extent by substituting the real acts with
171

I have suggested that the Pandavas and their fight against the Kauravas might reflect the
arrival of a new wave of Aryan speakers (in this case originally belonging to the ‘Iranian’
branch), who brought the ‘Megalithic’ culture to South Asia c. 800 BC and who had a rela-
tively fair complexion and were for this reason called ‘whitish’ (pandu) by the earlier inhabi-
tants of India (see Parpola 1984; cf. also the critical assessment of this hypothesis in Karttu-
nen 1989: 203-207). — Valmiki, on the other hand, was naturally influenced by the historical
circumstances in which he wrote. The theme of Sita’s abduction to distant Lanki by Ravana,
and Rama’s crossing the ocean with an army of monkeys to liberate her, may well echo
some influence exerted by the Greek epic Iliad. (For a new possibility to explain Sita’s con-
nection with Sri Lanka, see Section 24.) The Iliad was the favourite book of Alexander, and
was certainly current in the Indo-Greek cities established by him. Greeks had visited Patali-
putra, the capital of Magadha as early as 300 BC. This was long before Valmiki’s time,
around the beginning of the Christian era, when Greek astronomical and astrological litera-
ture started being translated into Sanskrit. The Mahabhirata, at any rate, was influenced by
the Iliad, for the fate of Achilles is too similar to that of Krsna in the Mausala-Parvan to be
accidental: Sage Durvasas asked Krsna to smear his limbs with the remnants of his rice gruel
cooked in milk, which Krsna did, but incompletely; Durvasas blessed him, saying: ‘though
wilt have no fear of death through such parts of thy body as have been smeared [with the
rice-milk]; thou ought to have smeared also the soles of thy feet’ (Sorensen 1904-25: 275):
and indeed Krsna died after having been pierced at the heel by a hunter (cf, Sérensen 1904-
25: 420f.)

172 See the important study by Horsch (1966).
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symbolic acts or mere ritual or verbal symbols. The method of killing animal victims
changed from decapitation to suffocation, and human sacrifice as well as sati prac-
tice were abolished. Jan Heesterman has done much to elucidate this ‘purification’
process. The many adopted local rites were combined with the Soma sacrifice or at
least provided with Vedic mantras (Rgvedic hymns instead of the local prose
formulae) to give them a ‘Vedic’ stamp. Especially in the beginning, the Brahmins
could not change everything overnight, and for reasons of popular pressure they
had to adopt some major rites with relatively little change. Among such rites are the
horse sacrifice, the mahavrata, the vrityastomas, and some others. At the same time
they started a massive ideological campaign to secure the position of Brahmins at
the top of the society. Prajapati, the predecessor of Hindu Brahma, the divine
counterpart of the Brahmins, rises to the highest rank of Vedic deities.'”?

The change started taking place in the late Rgvedic period (c. 1300-1000 BC).
Words with the epic lateral sound / and new ideologies including that of the sacri-
ficed primeval man (purusa) and ritual practices like the very complex ‘fire altar’
(agnicayana) make their entrance in the Vedic tradition. With the Brahmana texts of
the Yajurveda, composed partly in prose, which is a completely new medium, the
fusion has already been completed.

The Rgvedic arrival from the Swat Valley in the north to the plains of the
Panjab seems to represent the second encounter between Deva worshippers (calling
themselves Arya) and Asura worshippers (calling themselves Dasa).!”* The first
encounter took place earlier (c. 1700 BC), in Afghanistan, before the Rgvedic
Aryans entered South Asia, and resulted in the adoption of the principal Asura, i.e.
Varuna, into the Vedic pantheon of the Devas.!”S Both Asura traditions, in north
Afghanistan (the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex, c. 2200-1700 BC) as
well as in the Indus Valley (the Jhukar culture in Sind and the Cemetery H culture
in the Panjab, c. 1900-1300 BC), had by that time absorbed the earlier local tradi-
tions inherited from the Indus Civilization.

14. THE HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND
OF THE SAVITRI LEGEND

The Savitri legend found in the Mahabharata may well be, historically speaking, the
oldest variant, as the Mahabharata is generally supposed to have come into being
between 400 BC and AD 400, and the oldest Puranas are supposed to date from the
Gupta period starting in the fourth century AD. Of course the Purana variants go

173 gee Gonda 1986 (with further literature).

174 15 Kathaka-Samhita 6.3 and Maitrayani-Sambhita 1.8.3, the Devas are connected with pottery
made (by hand, not on the wheel) by an Aryan and having a raised border (firdhvakapala),
while the Asuras are connected with wheel-made pottery; cf. Bodewitz 1976: 55.

175 For a detailed argumentation, see Parpola 1988; 1995; 1999.
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back to older prototypes and they have in fact preserved some very ancient materia]
not found in the Mahabharata, especially the references to the banyan tree. It seemg
safe to say that the Savitri legend as we know it in all probability existed at least at
the time Valmiki wrote his Raimayana, around the beginning of the Christian era. In
Ramayana 2.27.6, Sita says to Rama that she would follow him as Savitri followed
her husband Satyavat.!”® If Asvapati, Dyumatsena and Satyavat are historical per-
sons, which is open to serious doubt, they must in any case predate Greek rule:
Savitri’s hometown Sakala was the capital of King Menandros, the eponym of the
Buddhist text Milindapafiha.

The SavitrT legend is localized partly in Rajasthan, as Savitri’s mother was a
daughter of the king of Malava (present-day Malwa), and Satyavat was the son
of a Salva king (who ruled around present-day Alwar). According to the Skanda-
Purana, Savitri’s father and mother undertook the savitri-vrata when they came to
the temple of Savitri on their pilgrimage tour to Prabhasa (in the Kathiawar penin-
sula of Gujarat).!”” Puskara near Ajmer in northeastern Rajasthan, in the past and
still today the most important place of Brahma worship in India,'”® was the scene
of Brahma’s Vedic sacrifice, which, as we have seen, is connected with the vow
called (brahma-)savitri-vrata. Moreover, according to the Brahmavaivarta-Purana,
Savitri’s father Advapati actually went to Pugkara to worship Goddess Savitri and
performed there penance for a hundred years, after his wife’s devotion at home was
of no avail.!7? Historical studies confirm that the cult of Brahma prevailed in west-
ern India from Gujarat and Rajasthan up to Gaya!8? in the east, between c. 500 BC
and AD 1600.!81
176

Ramayana 2.27.6: ‘Do you not know, my mighty husband, that I bow to your will, that [
am as faithful to you as Savitri was to Satyavant, Dyumatsena’s son?’ (Transl. Pollock
1986: 140.) (dyumatsenasutam vira satyavantam anuvratam | savitrim iva mam viddhi tvam
atmavasavartinim). Cf. also Dange 1963: 263, n. 2 (quoting the southern version where the
stanza is 2.30.6).

Cf. Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.5-6: prabhdsaksetraydtrayim djagama sa bhipatih | yatram
kurvan vidhanena savitristhalam dgatah /! sa sabhdryo vratam idam tatra cakre nrpah
svayam [ savitriti prasiddham yat sarvakamaphalapradam //. In the largely parallel text of
the Bhavisya-Purana, the verse referring to the pilgrimage to Prabhasa is missing.

178 Cf. Bailey 1983: 21.

179 Brahmavaivarta-Purina 2.23.10-11: rdjd... savitryds tapase bhaktya jagama puskaram
tadd I/ tapas$ cacdra tatraiva samyatah Satavatsaram /.

177

180 A, Gaya, ‘the tirtha at Brahmayoni is actually a spring issuing from a hill... On the summit

of the Brahmayoni hill there is a small temple about two hundred years old. In the garbha-
grha of this temple there are images of Sarasvati, Gayatri, Savitii and Parvati, the first three
being consorts of Brahma. At the base of the hill there is a kunda dedicated to Savitri. In
another part of Gaya, at the foot of Pretasila hill, there is a Brahmakunda which probably
corresponds to the Brahmatirtha of the Mahabharata and the Purinas. When Francis
Buchanan visited this spot in the early nineteenth century he found that the only object of
worship there was the Brahmapad, the feet of Brahma depicted as impressions of two feet cut
in a square stone.’ (Bailey 1983: 28.)

181 cf. Bailey 1983: 24-35; Malik 1993: 15-20.
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Savitri was also worshipped in the Indus Valley in ancient times, including the
heartland of the Indus Civilization. Satyavat’s mother’s name Saibya connects her
with Sibi-dea (with people called Siboi in Greek sources), approximately the mod-
ern District of Jhang in the Pakistani Panjab.!82 According to the Skanda-Puréana,
the city of Miilasthdna (modern Multan) was established by the creator god Brahma
(who is the basis [miila] of the gods) together with a pool called Brahmakunda
frequented by pilgrims, and a temple with the icons of ‘thousand-rayed’ 183 Brahma
and his wife Savitri. Miilasthana also had another pool made by the moon, and
called after him. The yearly festival of the Brahma temple was on the seventh of the
bright half of the Magha month. The worship of Goddess Savitri at Miilasthana will
fulfil all wishes, especially absence of widowhood, as well as long life, health,
power and sons.! 84

According to most versions of the legend, Savitri was born in the Madra
country around the city of $akala, modern Sialkot in northern Pakistan, where her
father and mother (as well as she herself later) were devotees of Goddess Savitri;
this suggests that Savitri was the principal deity worshipped there, at least by the
royal family.

182 f, Awasthi 1992: 107.

183 guhasrakirana ‘thousand-rayed’ is in Mahabharata 13.428.7357 the epithet of God Savity
(= the rising sun), cf. Sérensen 1904-25: 636b; in Vedic texts (e.g. Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.6:
savitd vai prajapatih), Savitr is identified with Prajapati, who is the Vedic predecessor of
Brahma. With the considerable reinforcement it received from the arrival of the Iranian sun
worshippers, Multan was one of the foremost centres of the sun cult in South Asia (cf.
Stietencron 1966: 226ff.; Karttunen 1989: 220).

184 gyanda-Purdna 7.4.14.5-20: vedhds cakre tada tirtham svanamna kirtitam bhuvi /I brahma-
kundam iti khydtam sarvapapaharam Subham | tattire sthapayam dsa sahasrakiranam
prabhum I mitlam suranam hi kila brahma lokapitamahah | tena samsthapitam yasman
milasthanam iti smytam |/ brahmatirtham tu tad drstva candra$ cakre tatah sarah |
taddgam candrandmnad vai sarvapapaprandasanam |/ tam drstva tejasd yuktam samhrstah
surasattamah | ficus te lokasrastaram Srnusva vacanam hi nah I/ yo 'tra snanam prakurute
pitin samtarpayisyati | piijayisyati deveam miilasthanam surarsabha [/ sarvapapavinir-
mukto dhanadhanyasamanvitah | saptamyam maghamasasya Suklapakse dvijarsabhah 1l yo
"tra sndnam prakurute manavo bhaktisamyutah | miilasthanam ca devesam samsnapya
pravilepayet | pitjayisyati vastradyaih svasaktyd bhiisanais tathd Il puspadhiipadibhis caiva
naivedyena ca mdanavah | sarvan kamdn avapnoti brahmalokam sa gacchati I/ savitrim ca
tato drstva brahmana sthapitam ca vai | krtva cdyatanam divyam svam mirtim sanniveSya
ca | ndma cakre tada devyah svayam tasydh pitamahah I/ yah pasyati svayam bhakiya
krsnam drstva jagatpatim [ savitrim sa sukhi bhitva sarvan kaman avdpnuydt I/ dyur
arogyam aifvaryam putrasantanam eva ca | na daurbhdgyam bhavet tasya na daridryam na
miirkhata | na ca vyadhibhayam tasya yah pasyati vidhim narah [/ gatva samsnapayed devim
kuwrikumena susumbhakaih | samchadya vastraih sampiijya pugspair nandvidhais tatha /!
naivedyaphalatambilagrivasitrakadipakaih | sampiijya parayd bhaktya yatram ca saphalam
labhet /1 na vaidhavyam na daurbhagyam na vandhya na mrtapraja | vidhir drsto narair
yais tu kule tesam prajdyate I/ tasmat sarvaprayatnena vidhim pasyet subhdvatah | pari-
tusto bhavet kysno yatra ca saphald bhavet /| — On the ‘throat ropes’ (griva-sitraka) here
prescribed for the worship of Savitri at Miilasthana, cf. below Section 36.
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The Madra country figures in the Mahabharata to some extent, as Pandu, the
father of the five Pandava heroes, married Madri, daughter of the Madra king, who
became the mother of Nakula and Sahadeva. The mythical fathers of these two
Pandava brothers are the ASvins, the twin horseman deities connected with the
goddess of dawn, Usas, who in her turn can be linked with Savitri as both are
associated with sunrise. Madri is considered to be the incarnation of Goddess Dhrti
‘resolution’, a quality most characteristic of Savitr. She ascends the funeral pyre
together with Pandu, i.e. commits suicide as a sati. 183 (This is rather significant for
the interpretation of the Savitri legend, cf. below Section 35.)

Madri’s brother Salya, King of Madra, became the leader of the Kaurava army
after the death of Karna. He is one of the great heroes of the Mahabharata, and has
its ninth book in his name (Salya-Parvan). He has a big mace-fight with Bhima
and finally a fatal fight with Yudhisthira, who slays him with a celestial dart,!86
Salya’s name means ‘thorn, pike, dart, arrow, spear’.!87 Another name of Salya’s
is Artayani, derived from the word rta ‘cosmic order, truth’, and explained by the
fact that his ancestors (always) spoke (nothing but) truth!88, rather as in the case of
Savitri’s husband Satyavat; and certainly related to the fact that, in the legend,!8?
Savitri makes use of the powers that she has by always speaking nothing but the
truth,'%% Salya is also called ‘the manly bull of the Bahlika (= the Panjab)’, and is
considered to be the incarnation of Asura Samhriada.!'®! ‘On Salya’s standard-top
was a plough-furrow (sitam) of gold looking like the presiding goddess of corn
(Sita) producing every seed’.!92 (This again is very significant for the interpretation

185 Cf, Mahabharata 1.95.65: tatrainam citagnistham madri samanvaroha; 1.125.29: rajiiah
Sarirena saha mamapidam kalevaram | dagdhavyam supraticchannam etad drye priyam
kuru /1; Kane 1941: 626 and on Madri in general, Strensen 1904-25: 451f,

This celestial dart was ‘created by Tvas(r for the use of I§ina, and always worshipped by the
Pandavas with perfumes and garlands and excellent seats and the best kinds of viands and
drinks’ (Sérensen 1904-25; 191).

Cf. Mahabharata 8.23.45: Salyabhiitas ca Satrinam yasmat tvam bhuvi mdnada | tasmac
chalyeti te nama kathyate prthivitale; and Appendix I, 5.42-43 (after 8.25.2): tvam falya-
bhiitah Satriinam avisahyah parakrame | tatas tvam ucyase rdjan Salya ity arisiidana; cf.
Sorensen 1904-25: 189.

Cf. Mahabharata 8.198.1380: rtam eva hi pirvds te vadanti purusottamah | tasmdad arta-
yanih prokto bhavan; quoted from Sorensen 1904-25: 189.

In the SavitrT legend, Savitri makes wishes with the formula tena satyena, referring to her
habit of always speaking the truth; cf. e.g. Mahabharata 3.381.97: na smaramy uktapiarvam
vai svairesv apy anrtam giram / tena satyena tavad adya dhriyetam $vasurau mama.

190 o satyavrata, cf. Krick 1972: 503f.
191

186

187

188

189

The word samhrdda or samhldda means ‘loud noise, loud sound, tumult’, and in the epic
and the Puranas, Samhrada is the son of the Demon Hiranyaka$ipu ‘golden pillow’. Hiranya-
ka$ipu, his brother Hiranyaksa ‘golden-eyed’ and his sister Simhika ‘lioness’ were children
of the creator god Kagyapa ‘turtle’ and his wife Diti. Samhrada had three brothers, Anuhrada,
Hrada and Prahlada, and three sons called Ayusmat ‘long-lived’, Sibi (eponym of a kingdom
in the Panjab) and Baskala. Cf. Mani 1975: 679.

192 Mahabharata 7.105.3943, quoted in Sorensen 1904-25: 189,
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of the Savitri legend, as the Taittiriya-Brahmana speaks about a ‘Sita Savitti’; cf.
below, sections 21 & 33.) He has no equal in the knowledge of horses, and Karmma
wants Salya as his charioteer. Salya had horses from Sindhu, the lower Indus
Valley,!? and a heroic son called Rukmaratha ‘having a golden chariot’, perhaps a
reference to the chariot of the sun.

In the epic the people of Madra are often mentioned together with Kaikayas or
Kekayas, Gandharas, Saindhavas and Sauviras.!* This shows that they had close
relations within the Indus Valley, not only in the north but also in the south. Salya’s
horses are also from Sindhu; and Sauvira or Suvira, the country of ‘good heroes’,
is supposed to be the upper Sindh.!%5 All this agrees with the testimony of the
Savitri legend. Kaikeyas or Kekayas (from western Panjab)'®S in the epic mainly
refer to five brothers, sons of the Kekaya king, who joined the Pandava army, while
the rest of the Kaikayas fought in the Kaurava army. They were considered to be
‘five Asuras reborn’ and resembled ‘the insects called indragopakas, with red coats
of mail, red weapons, and red banners’.!"’

Madra country and the Panjab in general, called Bahlika, was the area in the
plains where the Rgvedic people first arrived from the north, and it was also the
place where Brahmanism started. The earliest Brahmana text, the Kathaka-Samhita,
was composed here, in the country of the Kathas or Kathakas, known as Kathaioi
by the historians of Alexander the Great. In the Upanisadic period, the Madra
country was still an integral part of the Vedic culture, and several Vedic ritualist-
philosophers visited Madra, among them Uddalaka Aruni, who himself was a
Kuru-Paiicala Brahmin.!?8 However, by the time of the Mahabharata, the Madra
country was already considered to be outside the Aryavarta, the area of orthodox
Vedic Brahmanism, and the habits and religion prevailing there, as among the other
countries of the Indus Valley, are criticized on many occasions in the epic. It is
evident that the number of Brahmins residing there was not very great, and that they
could not curb the ancient religion of their country which was favoured both by the
king and the people at large. In fact, they themselves seem to have been much

193 Mahabharata 9.8; cf. Sérensen 1904-25: 190.

194 ¢f Sorensen 1904-25: 451.

195 f Awasthi 1992: 104: ‘Sauvira represents the upper part of Sindh... called Ati-Sindhu, a
country of 10 thousand villages (Sk. 1.ii.39.146). It included Multan and Jahrawar..." In the
epic, the Sauviras or Suviras are usually connected with Vasitis or Vasatis (cf. Strensen
1904-25: 713), Sindhus and Sibis, but also with Maglras, Giandharas and Kekayas. Cf.
Sérensen 1904-25: 635, The Vasatis are the Ossadioi, whom Alexander met on his expedi-
tion near the junction of the tributaries of the Indus in the Panjab (cf. Awasthi 1992: 117).

196 f. Awasthi 1992: 86: ‘Kekaya... comprised the modemn Districts of Jhelum, Shahpur and
Gujrat (Western Punjab).’

197 Mahabharata 6.10.360, quoted from Sérensen 1904-25: 370.

198 Cf. Witzel 1987: 402.
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influenced by it, as the epic says that ‘the lowest of Brahmans are residing there
from very remote times, tulyakalah prajapateh, not possessing the Vedas, etc.’19?

In a discussion between the Madra king Salya and Karna in the eighth book of
the Mahabharata, Karna relates both his own experiences in the Madra country and
stories of revile he has heard from others. This longer passage (Section 30) de-
serves a more careful study than can be undertaken here, but is too important for the
interpretation of the Savitri legend to be passed over.200

In the capital city of Sakala, at the gate of the royal palace, there is a banyan tree
(vata) called Govardhana?®! and a square (catvaram)?9? called Subhanda ‘well pro-
vided with merchandise’. These Bahlika people, called Jartikas,?%3 have the despic-
able habit of eating cow’s meat together with garlic and of drinking a spirit distilled
from barley and molasses.20* Without any decency, they eat cakes, meat and fried
barley, laugh, sing and dance together with women, drunk and without clothes,
outdoors in the marketplaces of the city, decorated with garlands and paintings made
with oily paste, with various obscene and reviling songs and ruttish cries resem-
bling those of the donkey and the camel they address each other, and excited by
drink they proclaim discourses. Screaming such phrases as ‘Ha!?%% O you whose
(husband) has been slain (hate)!’, ‘Ha! This woman’s (husband) has been slain
(hata)!” ‘Ha! This woman’s lord and husband has been slain (svamibhartrhata)!’,
they dance gesticulating and miserable and without restraint on new and full moon
days.?06 — This clearly suggests a religious festival in which people bewail the fate

199 Sirensen 1904-25: 104.

200 The text is badly transmitted and corrupt, and my translations and paraphrases must be taken
as tentative for other reasons also. For this chapter, cf. also Hauer 1927: 233-237; Karitunen
1989: 216-219.

Go means ‘cow’, and vardhana means either ‘increasing’ or ‘slaughtering’. The commentator
Nilakantha opts for the latter meaning, glossing gocchedanasthanam (cf. Sorensen 1904-25:
312), which seems plausible as the Madras are in this same passage said to be consumers of
cow’s meat,

201

202 catvara means ‘a rectangular place, place in which many ways meet, cross-way’, according

to lexicographers also ‘a levelled spot of ground prepared for sacrifice’, which meaning also

seems relevant here, for it is evident that the banyan tree grows in this square; cf. also

catvara-taru ‘a tree growing on a cross-way’'. Catvara-vasini ‘living at a crossway’ is the

name of one of the ‘mothers’ attending on the war-god Skanda. (Cf. Monier-Williams 1899:

386.)

The modern caste of Panjabi peasants called Jaf descends from these Jartikas.

‘Intoxicants and dsavas (spirits distilled from molasses, flowers or herbs) are like (animal)

victims, and gratification (to the Devi) is the same as by the offering of a goat’, declares the

Kalika-Purana (71.23-24) as quoted by Kane 1958: 167f.

Exclamation of pain.

206 Nfahabharata 8.30.9-18: tatra vrddhah puravrtdh kathah kas cid dvijottamah | bahlika-
desam madras ca kutsayan vakyam abravit I/ bahiskytd himavata gangayd ca tiraskrtah /
sarasvatyd yamunaya kuruksetrena capi ye Il pasicanam sindhusasthanam nadinam ye 'ntar-
asritah | tan dharmabahyan asucin bahlikan parivarjayet !l govardhano nama vatah
subhdandam nama catvaram | etadrdjakuladvaram dkumdrah smaramy aham [/ karyendty-

203
204

205




Savitri and Resurrection 223

of a woman whose husband has died, just like Savitri. On the other hand, the
carnival character of the festival suggests that the agony of death is transitory and
changes into the joy of resurrection.

The second description gives some complementary information. Among the
indecent Bahlikas, a demoness (rdksasi) always sings on the 14th night of the dark
half month in the prosperous city of Sakala, hitting a drum at night. Or how could
one live among them, when they again sing noisy songs (gatha) in Sakala, and
satiated with cow’s meat with which they drink the strong liquor distilled from
molasses, richly decorated together with their fair-skinned and tall women, devour
also many (bits) of sheep meat (roasted on spit?) with onions, sing songs like this:
“They have been born in vain who do not eat the meat of boar, fowl, cow, donkey,
camel and sheep!’,27 and everybody including children and old people, jump
around?298 — The various kinds of meat suggest that all these animals have been
sacrificed: this and the dancing and singing really most reminds one of the Durga
festival and its §abara celebration.2%° This festival is in memory of Durga’s victory
over the buffalo demon, but its Madra variant seems to have preserved its other
aspect which is not so prominent in the ‘normal’ Durga festival, namely that the
slain (and revived) victim is also the husband of the Goddess.

A third passage which seems important for the Savitri legend is the charge that
the Bahlika women have (incestuous) sexual relationships within their (noble) fami-
lies.210

arthagadhena bdhlikesisitam mayd | tata esdm samdcarah samvasad vidito mama [/
éakalam nama nagaram dpagd ndma nimnagd | jartikd nama bahlikdas tesam vrttam
suninditam Il dhdndgauddsave pitva gomamsam lasunaih saha [ apipamamsavdfydndm
asinah Silavarjitah !/ hasanti ganti nrtyanti stribhir mattd vivasasah | nagaragdravapresu
(I choose the variant reading nagarapanadesesu) bahir malydnulepanah I/ mattavagitair
vividhaih kharostraninadopamaih | Ghur anyo'nyam uktdni prabruvana madotkatah I/ ha
hate hd hatety eva svamibhartrhateti ca | dakrofantyah pranrtyanti mandah parvasy
asamyatah /.

207 f the animal lists in the Durga-piija: see Kane 1958: 164ff.; Hiltebeitel 1988: 321; Parpola
1992.

208  Mahabharata 8.30.28-33: bahlikesv avinitesu procyamanam nibodhata I/ tatra sma raksasi
gati sada krsnacaturda$im | nagare §akale sphite ahatya ni§i dundubhim /! kada va ghosika
gdthdh punar gdsyanti $akale | gavyasya trptd mdamsasya pitva gaugam mahasavam [/
gauribhih saha naribhir brhatibhih svalamkrtah | palandugandiisayutan khddante caidakan
bahiin I vardham kaukkutam mamsam gavyam gardabham austrakam | aidam ca ye na
khadanti tesam janma nirarthakam /1 iti gdyanti ye mattah §idhund $akalavatah | sabdla-
vrddhdh kiirdantas tesu vrttam katham bhavet /1.

209 (f Kane 1958: 164f., 176. The abarotsava can be connected with such Vedic rituals as the
mahavrata, the vrityastomas and the a§vamedha (cf. e.g. Parpola 1992).

210 ¢f Mahabharata 8.30.57-59: uta $alya vijanahi hanta bhityo bravimi te | yad apy anyo ‘bra-
vid vakyam bahlikandm vikutsitam I/ sati purd hrta ka cid aratta kila dasyubhih | adharma-
ta§ copayatd sa tan abhyasapat tatah I/ baldm bandhumatim yan mam adharmenopa-
gacchatha | tasman ndryo bhavisyanti bandhakyo vai kulesu vah | na caivdsmat pra-
moksyadhvam ghorat papan naradhamdah /. With regard to bandhumatim ‘having relatives,
surrounded by relatives’, I would choose the variant reading bandhukyo for bandhakyo.
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Goddess Savitri as the principal divinity of the royal family in the Madra
country seems to have been a variant of Durga, the goddess of victory.2!! Similar
local variants of Durga are still worshipped in the nearby regions. In Kashmir,
Durgé has been worshipped as Sarada, the ‘autumnal’.2!2 But particularly relevant
in  this context is Durga as Vaisno Devi, worshipped in northwest India (Erndl
1993). Among the many later sectarian variants of the Savitri verse, there is also a
Vaisnava Gayatri.?!3 In Nepal, a northern mountain region less ‘contaminated’ by
Brahmanism, Durga is worshipped as Durga.2!4

15. INANNA-ISHTAR AND SAVITRI/ROHINI AS THE LIGHT OF
EARLY MORNING

Why should the Madra Brahmins have identified Durga, the goddess of victory,
with Savitri? To understand this, it may be usefult to consider the Near Eastern evi-
dence.

One of the most important deities of the Sumerian pantheon is Goddess Inanna,
the mistress of love and war, whose foremost symbols are the moming star, the
planet Venus, and the lion. In the post-Sumerian period she retains her position,
functions and attributes as the Akkadian goddess Ishtar, whose name and character-
istics connect her with the Canaanite goddess Astarte, known from the Bible. In a
recent comprehensive study of Inanna’s epithets, Bruschweiler (1987: 160ff. and
187ff.) underlines the importance of the morning light (difficult though it may be for
modern people to understand) as the foremost symbol for the supreme force in the
universe, at once vanquishing and creative. This is brought out in phrases like ‘the
shine of your torch that illuminates the entire sky and transforms the darkness into
light’; “the luminous Inanna, as brilliant as the sun’; ‘the pure goddess, whose light
does not cease to shine’; ‘the celestial light which flames like the fire’, and ‘she who
fills the sky with her pure radiance’.

211 One of the earliest occurrences of Durga as a name of the Goddess is Taittirfya-Aranyaka

10.2.3: durga devi, who is also the deity of the following variant of the Savitri stanza in
this same text (Taittiriya-Aranyaka 10.1.7: katydyandya vidmahe kanyakumari dhimahi tan
no durgih pracodaydt, corresponding to Maha-Nardyana-Upanisad 3.12: katydyanyai
vidmahe kanyakumdryai dhimahi tan no durga pracodayat). On these and other variants of
the SavitiT stanza found here, cf. Varenne 1960: 30-33.
212 7pe principal festival of Goddess Durga is in the autumn (§arad). In Kashmir, these festivals
are celebrated especially at the fortress (cf. durga ‘fortress’) of Sardi (< Saradi). 1 have
suggested that also the ‘autumnal forts’ (§dradi pur) that the Rgveda assigns to the Disa
enemies of the Aryans are associated with the cult of Durgi (cf. Parpola 1988: 259f.),
According to Linga-Purana 2.48, this Vaisnavi Gayatri is worded thus: nardyandya vidmahe,
vasudevdaya dhimahi | tan no vignuh pracodayat //. Cf. Dange 1986-90, II: 606 and 613f., n.
24 (12).
214 Cf. Parpola 1988: 255 and 248ff.; 1992.
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The enlivening radiance of the Sumerian goddess Inanna compares well
with the principal characteristics of Savitri (and the star Rohini with which she is
equated) as discussed in this article. It is through her purity and radiance that the
goddess has her almighty power to smash the forces of darkness and to create the
world.

For the Sumerians, a torch bringing light to darkness was also a symbol of
Inanna. In the legend, Savitri and Satyavat find their way back to the hermitage with
the help of torches lit by lightning (in Indian poetry, lightning bolts are likened to
creepers that symbolize the loving and faithful wife). Miniature torches are also
prescribed for the Vata-Savitri vow,

Millions of Hindu women still light a lamp at twilight. Worship of Savitri with
a lamp having red wicks and melted butter as fuel will bring them countless bless-
ings, i.e. not becoming a widow and having sons and grandsons.2!> A lamp is
lighted and placed on the head of a sacrificed buffalo when worshipping Durga, the
goddess of victory: this victory of the concentrated forces of light over darkness
takes place at the dawn (on ‘the tenth day of victory’).2'® For Savitri as the goddess
of victory, cf. also the epic image: ‘But the sun also slays. The warrior kills with
arrows, “like Savitr” and “like Aditya” (6.48.34f.; 106.78; R. 5.47.9, and 15f.)’
(Hopkins 1915: 85).

One should also not forget that feeding the sacred fire with sticks of fuel at
sunrise and sunset ever since being initiated (with the Savitri mantra) belongs to the
essential daily duties of a ‘twice-born’ man. From the point of view of the (lunar)
resurrection symbolism involved in the Savitri legend, it is interesting to note that

the fire kindled at the time of the upanayana was to be kept up for three days and the
fuel sticks were offered in that fire. Afterwards samidh was to be offered in the ordinary
fire (vide Baudhayana-Grhyasiitra 2.5.55-57, Apastamba-Grhyasiitra 11.22). (Kane
1941: 307.)

Satyavat went out to the forest to collect fuel just as the student was required to do
(it was prohibited to go to the forest after sunset).2!?

215 ¢f Skanda-Purina 6.192.90-94: evam tatra sthitd devi savitri parvatasrayd ! ... I/ yas tam
arcayate samyak paurnamdsyam viSesatah | sarvan kamdn avapnoti sa manovarchitams
tada I/ ya nari kurute bhaktya dipaddnam tadagratah | raktatantubhir djyena Srityatdm
tasya yat phalam /| yavan tantavas tasya dahyante dipasambhavah | muhiirtdni ca yavanti
ghrtadipa$ ca tisthati | tdvajjanmasahasrani sd sydt saubhdgyabhagini /I putrapautra-
samopetd dhanini §ilamandand { na durbhaga na vandhyd ca na kand virdpika //. Dange
(1986-90, II: 605 with n. 4) connects the red colour of the wicks with the fact that Savitr
has a red garment.

216 Cf. Kane 1958: 175 with n. 452a on Durg@-piija: ‘Lamps should be waved before the Devi
(nirdjana) from her head down to her feet. This nirdjana is mentioned in Kalika-Purana
“Saratkdle mahdastamydm durgdaydh paripiijanam | nirdjanam dasamydm tu kuryad vai bala-
vrddhaye” 88.9.

217 ¢y, Apastamba-Dharmasiitra 1.1.4.14-15: saddranyad edhdn ahrtyadho nidadhyat | ndstam-
ite samiddharo gacchet; cf. Kane 1941: 307.
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The Vedic ritual of milk oblation into the fire (agnihotra) at sunset and sunrise
is expressly mentioned in the Savitri legend in connection with Savitri’s birth,
Savitri was born as a result of her father’s agnihotra offerings, and Goddess Savitri
appears to him from the agnihotra fire. An impoverished performer of agnihotra is
also specifically mentioned as a particularly suitable person to receive the images of
Savitr1 and Brahma in the Puranic descriptions of the brahma-savitri-vrata. There-
fore, this particular sacrifice has specific significance for the understanding of this
legend and Goddess Savitri, and I believe that the following passages are among the
most important ones for understanding the deepest meaning of her nature.

According to Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.6,

the Iith at these (moments, i.e. daybreak and sunset) is Savitar and Savitar is Praja-
pa\ti2 8 and Prajapati (is identical with) all the gods... That is why the agnihotra is
sacred to Prajapati. When here at da;brcak the light appears, in this very appearance of
light Prajapati created the creatures.”!®

Jan Gonda (1986: 99) observes: ‘The association of a high or great god... with light
and that of creativity with (the light of) the early morning are too well known to be
in need of comment.’

Some declare afterwards: ‘The world named Prajapati’s Shining [vi-bhdt-], in that I
place thee together with the sacrificer.’ They say: ‘What is this world named Prajapati’s
Shining?’ They offer immediately after the sunset in the evening, and before sunrise in
the morning. That (moment) is the world named Prajapati’s Shining. He who, know-
ing thus, offers the agnihotra, wins the world named Prajapati’s Shining. (Vadhiila-
siitra 3.27, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 43.)220

If one is desirous of heaven (one should offer the agnihotra bearing in mind the
following verse:) ‘'Two impassable, wide, large oceans come and withdraw in a
revolving, alternating way like two footprints on a path.” Night and day are the two
impassable oceans. Those who offer by night enter the ocean of night and those who

218 This identification of Savitr with Prajapati may be compared to the Brihmana versions of

the Rgvedic marriage hymn 10.85 (where Savity gives Siirya away to King Soma, see
Section 20): Kaugitaki-Brahmana 18.1: ‘When Savity gave Siirya away to King Soma, or, if
she was the daughter of Prajapati, he gave to his daughter when she was married off, a
thousand...”; Aitareya-Brahmana 4.7.1: ‘Prajapati gave his daughter Siirya Savitri to King
Soma...’

Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.6: atho haisu savitaiva dyumnal | savitd vai prajapatih... tad etat
prajapatyam yad agnihotram /! atha yad etat prdatah prabhdti — etasminn vai dyumne
prajapatih prajah prajanayam cakdra / savitd vai prajapatih... (transl. Bodewitz 1976: 45;
cf. Gonda 1986: 98-99),

The verb vi-bha- means ‘to begin to shine’: the feminine present participle vibhdti is used in
the Rgveda-Samhiti often of Usas, the goddess of dawn (cf. Gonda 1986: 99). In TaittirTya-
Brahmana 1.2.1.27, (the constellation) Rohini (under which Prajapati established his fires) is
called ‘the womb (birth place, yoni) and firm standing-place of Agni’ which ‘rose up
(arohat) (to the sky)’; in the same stanza she is also Viraj, created (srstd) by Prajapati. “The
idea of virdj... being created out of the creator reaches back to RV. 10.90.5: “from him
(Purusa who coalesced with Prajapati) Viraj was born™ (Gonda 1986: 132).

219
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offer after sunrise the ocean of day. There is a crossing of these two just as if there were
a ford (7) or a connecting causeway, (viz. the moment) when the sun has set, but before
darkness, (and the moment) when the light appears, but before sunrise. (Jaiminiya-
Brahmana 1.5-6, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 45,22

Now night and day also are death. These two do not reach that deity, the Sun.222 That
deity rises over these two, while separating them; separating them he sets afterwards.
And death does not reach him who, knowing thus, offers (the agnihotra). (Vadhiilasiitra
3.27, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 157.)

AGNIHOTRA AT SUNSET AND SUNRISE:
FIRE AND NIGHT, SUN AND DAY

227

The agnihotra ritual also contains other concepts that help us to understand myths
and rituals connected with Savitri and Durga. In the following I cite only some
central passages from early Braihmana texts.?2? These underline the ever recurring
death and birth of the sun, which is considered as a prototype for human death and
birth. The sun dies in the evening because it has done something evil during the day.
The fire dies in the morning because it has done something evil during the night.
But these deaths coincide with impregnation: the dying sun or fire emits his seed
and thereby escapes death, being reborn through his seed.

(With the formula) ‘In Agni (be) light, light in Agni’ he should offer the agnihotra in
the evening. With a speech which has something [i.e. the word jyotis ‘light’] in the
interior [garbhin) he produces an embryo [garbha]; with a speech which consists of a
pair he impregnates. (With the formula) ‘Surya is the light, the light is Siirya’ (he
offers) in the morning. With a speech which has something in the interior and consists
of a 2’pair he engenders it (the embryo). The expressed and the unexpressed form a
pair. 24 That which is (recited) with a formula and that which is (recited) in thought
[i.e. the latter half of the formula accompanying the second libation made silently]
form a pair. Of the two oblations there is this variation: the evening oblation is sacred
to Agni, the morning oblation to Siirya. Agni is the one who inseminates, Siirya the
one who brings forth. After the sun has just set, he should offer the agnihotra in the
evening, just before the sunrise in the morning. Agni, having poured out the sun as
seed, impregnates the night. He engenders him in the morning with a speech which has
something in the interior and consists of a pair. Along with and as a consequence of his
being born offspring are born. He for whom the agnihotra is offered thus becomes gro—
lific with offspring and cattle. (Kathaka-Samhita 6.5, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 80£.)*43

221

222
223
224

Cf. also Kausitaki-Brahmana 2.9: ‘He should offer at twilight. Night and day are an ocean
(with low and high tide) which carries away everything. The two twilights are the fords
where one may cross the water. Even as a stretch of water may be crossed along two fordable

places, so it is when one offers at twilight.’ (Transl. Bodewitz 1976: 44.)
Cf. Savitr as the sun at the moment of his rising in Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.5-6.
For the agnihotra, see especially Bodewitz 1976.

Cf. Satapatha-Brahmana 2.3.1: ‘23. Now the second libation is made in order to produce a
couple. For a pair is a couple which produces offspring... 29. The second (libation) is offered
for the sake of progeny. He offers it silently. For that which is silently (done) is something

uncertain, and something uncertain is progeny’ (Transl. Bodewitz 1976: 151.)
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And when he (the sun) sets, then he becomes an embryo and enters Agni (the fire) as
his womb. Along with and as a consequence of his becoming an embryo all creatures
become embryos. For having come to rest they liec down without consciousness. The
reason why the night conceals (everything) here, is that embryos are also concealed as
it were. When he offers in the evening after sunset, he offers for the sake of him who is
an embryo at that moment; he acts on behalf of him (the sun) who is in the embryo
state. Because he offers for the sake of him who is in the embryo state, therefore these
embryos live without taking food. And when he offers in the morning before sunrise,
then he brings him forth at that moment... Therefore he %crfonns this offering.
(Satapatha-Brihmana 2.3.1.3-5, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 151. )2

The evil that is done in the day time, of that the sun is the cause; what is done at
night, of that fire... When the sun sets, it offers itself in the fire. Whatever evil the sun
commits in the day time, is driven away for it by the fire at night. When the sun rises,
the fire rises after it, It offers itself in the sun. Whatever evil the fire commits at night,
is driven away for it by the sun at day. As a snake frees itself from its skin, as one
pulls a rush out of its sheath, so he frees himself from all evil (sin) who, knowing thus
offers the agnihotra... (Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.9-10, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 146,
153£.)%2

DECAPITATION OF GOD BRAHMA AND HIS
RESURRECTION THROUGH SAVITRI

In Vedic texts, ‘evil’ is equated with ‘death’; an evil deed causes the death of its
doer.2?8 This eternal law can also be detected in the myths related to the Savitri
legend.

The Puranic and medieval descriptions of the savitri-vrata also mention, in

addition to the human couple figuring in the legend (Princess Savitri and Prince
Satyavat), the divine couple consisting of Goddess Savitri and her husband God
Brahma; the females of both couples have the same name. Besides, the rite descrip-
tions mention a third couple, a Brahmin and his wife, to whom the icons represent-

225
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Bodewitz (1976: 86, n. 3) comments: “The theme of night as pregnancy and daybreak as de-
livery is well-known in connection with the agnihotra. In the present passage, the role of the
sun as the one who brings forth (prajanayitr; masculine) is rather strange in view of the fact
that Agni has poured him out as seed according to the same passage (below). Most often the
sun is regarded as being born at the daybreak..." However, the rising sun is also Savity and
in this capacity identified with Prajapati, the creator, generator; cf. note 479.

Cf. also Satapatha-Brihmana 2.3.1.3 and 5: ‘When he sets, then he enters his womb, the
fire, as an embryo... When he offers in the morning before sunrise, then he generates that
(child) and it becomes a light and rises shining’ (Transl. Bodewitz 1976: 145.)

Cf. also Kausitaki-Brahmana 2.8: ‘This fire offers itself in the rising sun. Yonder sun, when
it sets, offers itself in the fire at night. The night offers (itself) in the day, the day in the
night, The exhalation offers (itself) in the inhalation, the inhalation in the exhalation.’
(Transl. Bodewitz 1976: 143.) As this extract shows, the agnihotra ritual is associated with
concepts concerning breathing. The sandhya rituals at sunrise and sunset also require the
regulation of breath. For this important theme, which falls outside the present paper, see
especially Bodewitz 1973.

See Rodhe 1946.




Savitri and Resurrection 229

ing the human and the divine couple are to be donated, and this Brahmin appears to
be a human counterpart of God Brahma. This parallellism in the cult suggests that
Goddess Savitri and her husband Brahma are likely to be the divine prototype for
the human couple of the legend.?2° If this is so, is there a myth in which God
Brahma dies and is resurrected by the efforts of his wife, Goddess Savitri?

We do indeed find such a myth in the Puranas. Savitri Kumar summarizes as
follows the story concerning the origin of the Gayatri and Sarasvati tirthas in
Skanda-Purana 3.1.40:230

Prajapati was once attracted towards his own daughter named Vak. His daughter,
seeing her father in that state felt ashamed, took the form of a female deer and tried to
cscape.nl Brahma too transformed himself into a deer and chased her. Seeing this, all
the gods talked ill of Brahm@ for doing that contemptuous deed. Siva got wild with
anger at Brahma’s misdeed and he took the form of a hunter. He took a bow and
discharged an arrow at Brahma who consequently fell down upon the earth. A bright
light came out of Brahmd's body, went up in the sky and became the constellation
called Mrgasirsa. Lord Siva too followed him as a constellation named Ardra... When
Brahma was thus killed by Siva, Brahma's wives Gayatri and Sarasvafi wished to
bring their husband back to life. So they went to the Gandhamadana mountain to
practise penance to please Siva. There they constructed two ponds by their own names.
(The ponds were later blessed by Siva and they became popular tirthas.) Siva was
pleased with their austere penance and united Brahma’s body with his head. (Kumar
1983: 31f.)

This myth is clearly derived from the Veda, the creator god Prajapati being the
Vedic predecessor of the Purdnic creator god Brahma. The theme of Prajapati’s
incest can be traced back to the Rgveda-Samhita,232 but the closest parallel to this
Puranic variant is offered by the Aitareya-Brahmana (3.33). Here Prajapati lusts
after his own daughter; she changes herself into a red female deer (rohir), while he
pursues her as a male deer or antelope (rya), to be shot by God Rudra; and the
constellations Mrgasirsa (=Prajapati), Ardra (=Rudra) and Rohini (= the daughter)
are identified with the divinities involved in this myth. The equation of Prajapati’s
daughter/wife with Rohini (= the bright red star Aldebaran) is an important point, to
which we shall return later on. (In astral terms, Prajapati appears to represent the

229 ¢f. also Hauer 1927: 238: ‘Uber die mythologische Grundlage der Savitri-Satyavat-Sage
kann gar kein Zweifel bestehen angesichts der Tatsache, dass das Fest vatasavitrivrata, das
ja der Gottin Savitri gilt, aufs engste mit der Savitri-Sage verkntipft ist.’

230 For a full translation of this chapter, see Tagare 1995: 261-266.

231 The Sanskrit text of the myth begins (Skanda-Purana 3.1.40.6ff.): prajapatih pura viprah
svam vai duhitaram mudd | vannamni kamuko bhiitva sprhayam asa mohanah I/ atha praja-
pateh putri svasmin vai tasya kamitam | vilokya lajjita bhiitva rohidripam dadhara sa !l
brahmdpi harino bhitva tayd rantumands tadd | gacchantim anuydti sma hariniriipa-
dharinim Il tam drstva devatah sarvah putrim amanasdadaram | karoty akdryam brahmayam
putrigamanalaksanam I ...

232 (f Rgveda-Samhita 1.71.5; 5.42.13. A detailed study of the Vedic variants of this pivotal
myth is provided by Deppert 1977.
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night and its lord, the ‘horned’ moon, who unites with the calendrical star rising in
the moming, when the rising sun kills the night/moon.)?33

At the end of the above-quoted Puranic myth, God Siva revives Brahma by
uniting his head with his body,234 although the foregoing story narrates that he was
killed not by decapitation but by being shot. Yet the fact that Prajapati/Brahma is
identified with the constellation called ‘a deer’s head’ (mrgasirsa) suggests that his
head was severed from the body on this occasion.23 Besides, in a well-known and
much repeated Puranic myth, Siva as Bhairava cuts off Brahma’s fifth head, which
then sticks to Siva’s hand in punishment for his murder of a Brahmin (and is carried
as the begging bowl made of a human skull by the Saiva mendicants in imitation of
their lord).23¢ The motif of Siva’s cutting off Brahma’s fifth head is clearly relevant
to the legend of Brahma's death and revival, for the origin of the fifth head is
mentioned in the variant which the Matsya-Purana (3.30-44) offers of the Brahma-
Savitri incest myth, even though no decapitation or revival is mentioned here:237

233 Cf, below Section 41. In the earliest version of the Skanda-Purina (5.37-45), Siva appeared
in the form of a disc resembling that of the sun (5.37: adityamandalakaram adySyata ca
mandalam) to chop off the fifth head of Brahma (which resembled the Mare’s Head, 5.42:
vadavamukhasamnibham) with the nail of his left thumb; cf. Adriansen, Bakker & Isaacson
1998: 69f., 137f. The nail seems to be the nail-like tip of the raising sun.

23 cf, Tagare 1995: 264: ‘36-42, O lord, ..kindly resuscitate our husband, the Four-faced
Lord... save us by giving back to us our husband... Sambhu said to Gayatri and Sarasvati,
“It will be so”. He was eager to unite the same body of Brahma with his head... Sambhu got
the body of Brahma along with his heads there itself through the Bhiitas... In a moment in
the presence of Vani (Sarasvati) and Gayatri, Sankara united those many heads with his
body. Thus joined by Hara, the Four-faced Lord of the universe got up immediately, ...as
though he was getting up from his sleep...”

235 Cf. also Hiltebeitel 1988: 373f.

236 For the brahmairascheda myth, see O'Flaherty 1973: 123-130 and Hiltebeitel 1988: 373-
382 (with further references). In the Mahabharata this myth itself is not told, but ‘Brahma’s
head’ (brahmasiras) figures prominently in the epic as a fatal weapon (cf. Hiltebeitel 1988:
425-429 and below Section 43).

I have translated the passage anew as both the old translation reprinted by Singh (1983, I:
14-16) and the summary by Kumar (1983: 32-34) that I have at hand are too inaccurate, The
Sanskrit text (in Singh 1983, I: 14-16) is as follows: savitrim lokasrstyartham hrdi kriva
samdsthitah | tatah safRjapatas tasya bhitvd deham akalmasam /! striripam ardham akarod
ardham purusaripavat | Sataripa ca sa khyata savitri ca nigadyate |! sarasvaty atha
gdyatri brahmani ca parantapa [ tatah svadehasambhitam atmajam ity akalpayat Il drstva
tam vyathitas tavat kamabandrdito vibhuh | aho ripam aho ripam iti caha prajapatih 1/
tato vafisthapramukhah bhaginim iti cukrusuh | brahma na kii cid dadrie tanmukha-
lokanad rte I/ aho ripam aho ripam iti praha punah punah | tatah pranamanamran tam
punar evabhyalokayat /| atha pradaksinam cakre sd pitur varavarnini | putrebhyo
lajjitasydsya tadriipdlokanecchayd I/ avir bhiitam tato vaktram daksinam pandugandavat |
vismayasphuradosthaii ca pascatyam udagat tatah Il caturtham abhavat pascad vamam
kamasardturam | tato 'nyad abhavat tasya kamdturaya tathd /! utpatantyds tadakara
alokanakutiihaldt [ srstyartham yat krtam tena tapah param adarunam // tat sarvam ndsam
agamat svasutopagamecchaya | tenordhvam vaktram abhavat paficamam tasya dhimatah |
avirbhavajjatabhis ca tad vaktrai cavrnot prabhuhl /! tatas tan abravid brahma putran
atmasamudbhavan | prajah syjadhvam abhitah sadevasuramanusih /I evam uktds tatah

237
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(Brahma had created mental sons, but was not quite satisfied with his work.) For the
sake of creating the world, he made Savitri in his heart. While intensely invoking her,
he split his body into two and made it into a spotless half with a woman’s shape and
into another half with a man's shape. She is also known as Satariipa, and is called as
well Savitri, Sarasvati, Gayatri, and Braihmani. As she was born of his own body, he
considered her to be his daughter. Seeing her, the lord became pained as he was
wounded by the arrow of Love. Prajapati said, ‘O what a beauty, O what a beauty!’.
Then his mental sons, headed by Vasistha, scolded him, pointing out that she was
their sister, but Brahma heeded nothing else but looking at her face. He kept repeating,
‘O what a beauty, O what a beauty!” When he was again looking at her while she was
bowing in obeisance, the woman of the best complexion circumambulated her father
sunwise. He felt shamed by his sons, but wanted to look at her, and therefore a pale-
cheeked (extra) face appeared on the right side of his (head). Then a (face) with lips
quivering with wonderment came up on the back side (of his head), then a fourth (face)
pained by Love’s arrow (appeared) on the left side. Then something else also happened
on account of his love affliction, as she flew up and he wanted to look at her beautiful
shape. Therefore a fifth face that was directed upwards appeared on him. All the fright-
ful and supreme power of asceticism that he had acquired for the sake of creation was
lost because of his desire to approach his own daughter.23 8 The Lord (being ashamed)
covered that (fifth) face with tangled locks of hair which also made their appearance,
and then Brahma said to his sons born of his body: ‘Create beings everywhere, includ-
ing gods, demons and human beings!" After they had been told so, they all created the
different kinds of beings. After his sons had departed for the sake of creation, that Soul
of the Universe approached that blameless Satariipa who was bent in obeisance. The
Lord, overpained by Love, united with her. In his dwelling-place inside the lotus
(flower), the god made love to that shy girl as long as one hundred divine years like
any other ordinary man. Then after a long time, a son was born to her, called Manu
Svayambhuva (‘man the son of self-born’)...

18. VEDIC CREATOR GOD PRAJAPATI AS THE DYING AND
REVIVED PRIMEVAL MAN

The beheading and revival of Brahma/Prajapati in the above-cited Purdanic myth
recalls the central role of Prajapati in the religion of the Vedic Brahmana texts as the
dying and revived creator. This topic has recently been discussed by Brian K. Smith
in an important study (1989).23

The transcendent prototype of the universe (‘this all’, idam sarvam: the prin-
ciple of unity and uniformity) is Purusa or Prajapati, the primeval cosmic being,
who is all-encompassing, comprizing both space (the universe) and time (the year)
in their entirety. Being transcendent means that this prototype is unlimited (apari-

sarve sasrjur vividhah prajah | gatesu tesu srstyartham pranamavanatam imam /| upayeme
sa vifvatma S$atardpdm aninditam | sambabhiiva tayd sirdham atikamaturo vibhuh |/
salajjan cakame devah kamalodaramandire / yavad abdasatam divyam yathanyah prakrto
Jjanah | tatah kdlena mahatd tasyah putro "bhuvan manuh I/ svayambhuva iti khydtah...

238 | have moved this sentence behind the preceding one.

239 | have elsewhere (Parpola, in press 1) summarized the main points made by Smith, and
reproduce here some passages from my review article that are relevant in the present context.
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mita) and unexpressed or undefined (anirukta), an undifferentiated unity. (Smith
1989: 54-57.)

The creation of the world or a being is a twofold process. The first stage in
creation takes place through emission (srsti: this term is used of the emission of
seed): the cosmic being emanates the creatures from himself. Therewith the unmani-
fested cosmic being becomes the manifest universe: the unified one becomes the
dispersed many (bahu). But this procreative emanation does not result in a ‘cosmos’,
that is, an ordered and orderly whole, but rather in a chaotic and problematic
condition, which is symbolized in myths by the sickness that takes hold of the
creator or the created. The creatures may be indistinct or undifferentiated (i.e. overly
similar), or they may be overly diverse and become totally dispersed: the verb ex-
pressing the cosmic emission often has the prefix vi- expressing dispersion (vi-srj-),
In the creation myths the created sometimes ‘run away’ from their creator: they
resist the superiority of Prajapati, and there is no (hierarchical) order. After the
creative emission, Prajapati is ‘drained’, ‘exhausted’, ‘milked out’, ‘diseased’, ‘dis-
Jjointed’, or ‘fallen into pieces’. He is about to die. The universe has no firm founda-
tion, Prajapati as time is ‘out of joint’, and the year is about to be discontinued.
Prajapati is the year, and the joints of his body are the junctures of day and night,
the waxing and waning half-month, and the seasons. (Smith 1989: 57-62.)

Cosmogony, the production of an ordered universe, follows only through the
sacrifice which is performed by Prajapati or by the gods after the initial creative act.
This is the second stage in creation. The sacrifice repairs the created universe by
putting it together (sam-s-kr-, sam-pad-, sam-yuj-), by constructing a unified whole
of it. This is done by putting the parts of the whole into a hierarchical order. Praja-
pati ‘saw that agnisfoma soma sacrifice and performed it. Thereupon the creatures
yielded to his superiority’ (Paficavim$a-Brahmana 6.3.9). Or: ‘The gods said:
“There is no other firm foundation apart from Prajapati. Let us restore father
Prajapati; he will be a firm foundation for us”’ (Satapatha-Brahmana 7.1.2.2). The
ritual reunites the dispersed creation into a unity: Prajapati becomes whole and com-
plete (sarva) and thereby healthy (Latin salvus). Humpty-dumpty is put together
again. (Smith 1989: 62-66.)

Thus the sacrifice/sacrificer is equated with Prajapati, and the individual parts
of the sacrifice are equated with the parts of Prajapati’s (or the sacrificer’s) body,
which is put together (sam-s-kr-) or ‘re-made’. The domestic rites of passage
(samskara), such as the birth-rite (jata-karma) performed on the new-born baby,
construct a proper body for a person, making him or her into an integrated being.
(Smith 1989: 82-94.)
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19. ‘ASURA’ ORIGIN OF BEHEADING AND REVIVAL

Prajapati goes back to the primeval man (purusa) praised in hymn 10.90 of the
Rgveda-Samhita, who is said to have been sacrificed in the beginning by the gods
and whose dismembered body became this universe.

Agnicayana, or the ‘piling’ of an altar of fire, is an impressive and complicated
ritual, where the body of the exhausted Prajapati as the year is put together again by
means of 10,800 bricks, representing the 30 x 360 = 10,800 moments of the

year.240

In building the great fireplace one restores and reintegrates Prajapati, whose dismem-
berment had been the creation of the universe, and makes him whole and complete. At
the same time and by means of the same ritual acts the sacrificer, who is identified
with Prajapati (cf. [Satapatha-Brahmana] 7.4.1.15), constructs himself a new sacral
personality and secures the continuance of his existence (amptam). (Gonda 1986: 16f.)

Thus Prajapati... ensures the sacrificer who knows and 2performs these rites safety from
death, enables him to defeat Mytyu (Gonda 1986: 16).%4!

According to Satapatha-Brahmana 14.1.1.6ff., the head the sacrifice (identified
with Visnu and with Aditya, the sun god, and called ‘great hero’, mahavira) was
cut off and on falling it became the sun. In the pravargya ritual, the headless trunk of
the sacrifice is rejoined with its head, symbolized by a heated clay pot in which hot
milk is boiled.4?

240 (Op the technicalities of the agnicayana ritual, see Weber 1873 and Staal 1983; on the agni-
cayana and Prajapati, cf. Gonda 1984; 1986: 16, 166-175, 193f.

241 \When Naciketas asks Yama about the mystery of death, the secret which the god of death
reveals to the youth in reply is to build an altar of fire. The story of Naciketas told in the
Katha-Upanisad is in some ways parallel to the Savitri legend, for like Savitri, Naciketas is a
human being who receives boons from Yama and is allowed to return from his realm to life.
In this case Naciketas had come to Yama's house because he had been given to Yama by his
father when he renounced all his possessions; but because Yama happened to be away and
Naciketas therefore was not received with the rites of hospitality for three days, Yama made
this good for him with boons. The three days also remind us of Savitri’s three-day fast, and
of her connection with the moon, who is revived after a three days’ ‘death’ (invisibility).
This parallellism between the two stories is likely to be more than a resemblance, for besides
a special ‘fire-altar of Naciketas’ there is also a sd@vitra agnicayana (cf. Taittiriya-Brahmana
3.10).

242 The Vedic texts identify the sun-charm of Pravargya with the agnihotra-offering of heated
milk at sunset and sunrise: “The agnihotra pot is identical with the kettle of milk which is
put on the fire in the suncharm of the Pravargya ritual’ (Kathaka-Sarhitd 6.3, transl.
Bodewitz 1976: 65). ‘An indomitable Pravargya milk-offering is put on the fire every day in
the form of the agnihotra milk’ (T aittiriya-Brahmana 2.1.3.2, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 66).
Offering milk in a heated clay pot as a solar ritual could be of Dravidian origin. The Vedic
pravargya can be compared to Tamil ponkal, the cooking of milk-rice in a new pot until it
‘boils over’ (poriku, cf. Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 395, no. 4469) thereby indicating what
the coming year will be like. This is the main ritual of the festival celebrated on the first day
of the Tamil year (cf. Kane 1958: 222) and is therefore connected with the sun. The Indus
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On several other occasions, too, the Vedic texts refer to the ‘head of the sacri-
fice’, which is severed and restored. Jan Heesterman comments:

At first sight... one would be inclined to think of the head of the sacrificial victim,
But... there cannot be any question of the victim’s head; the victim is explicitly not
beheaded; it is even forbidden to make offerings of the victim’s head. Thus we find
that standard elements and acts of the ritual are referred to as the head of the sacrifice,
their installation or performance signifying the severing and/or restoration of the head,
The sacrificial cake is called the head... (Heesterman 1967: 23.)

The Vedic texts make it clear, however, that beheading is exactly what the Asuras
(the ‘demoniac’ enemies of the Vedic Aryans) did. In Satapatha-BrEhmana 3.8.3.28-
29 it is said:

Now the Asuras, in the beginning, seized a victim. The gods, from fear, did not go

near it... The Asuras then made portions of the head, the shoulders, the neck, and the
hind-thighs... (Transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, II: 207.).

Severing and restoring the head of the sacrificial victim, then, must have had so
central a place in the ritual of the Asuras that its symbolism could not be avoided
even in its ‘purified’ variant, the Vedic $rauta ritual. We shall come back to this
question (in Section 43) after we have first pursued some other clues to the Savitii
legend.

20. SAVITRI, THE VEDIC MARRIAGE HYMN,
AND RESURRECTION OF THE MOON

In the Savitri legend, the heroine is the archetype of what a good married
woman should be: entirely devoted to her husband. The legend, moreover,
underlines Savitri’s solar character by stressing her radiant beauty. A solar goddess
Siirya appears as the prototypal bride in the famous marriage hymn of the Rgveda
(RS 10.85), which is still recited as an integral part of high caste weddings in India.
She is here called Siirya, which is the feminine form corresponding to Siirya ‘the
sun’. In the Mahabharata, Savitri is called ‘the daughter of the sun’ (siryasya
duhita).2*3 Siirya’s identification with Savitri is plain from the fact that her father is
called Savitr in the verse that speaks of his giving the bride away to her husband
Soma.?** Lommel (1955-58: 98), who has already suggested that this marriage

people, however, almost certainly celebrated the new year at the vernal equinox, while the
Tamil celebration of the posikal festival at the sun’s entrance in the zodiacal sign of
Capricorn (makara-samkranti, Kane 1958: 21 1ff.) cannot be older than the introduction of
the system of zodiacal signs (rdsi) in the Hellenistic period.

243 Mahabharata 12.265.9449, quoted from Sérensen 1904-25: 636a.

244 RS 10.85.9: somo vadhiyur abhavad asvindsiam ubhd vard | siryam yat patye Samsantim
manasd savitadaddt /.
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hymn is closely connected with the Savitri legend, points out that it recurs in the
Atharvaveda-Samhita with additions, including a verse that expressly mentions
Siirya Savitri (AS 14.2.30).24

Soma in the Rgveda is usually the divine Soma plant and the drink offered to
the gods that is made of that plant. This marriage hymn is the earliest text place
where Soma in addition denotes the moon, which is a common meaning of the San-
skrit word soma in later texts. In this marriage hymn, the meaning ‘moon’ is made
certain by verse 2, which speaks of Soma as set ‘in the lap of these [calendrical]
stars’,246 and from verse 19, according to which

he becomes new and again new as he is born, going in front of the dawns as the banner
of the days... The moon stretches out the long span of life. (Transl. O'Flaherty 1981:
269.)

Every month the moon seems to be born, to grow into an adult, and then wane
away and die, to be reborn after being invisible for three nights. The moon, the hus-
band of Goddess Siirya/Savitri, is an archetype of the dying and resurrected god. 247
According to Rgvidhana (1.21.2ff; cf. 1.31.2), worship of the new moon every
month with the recitation of the Rgvedic hymn 1.91 destroys death (cf. Gonda
1980: 459). The votary of savitri-vrata should eat the fourth day after completing a
three-day fast and wake, and after having given the ceremony of guest reception to
the moon (see Section 3).248 According to the majority of the texts, the savitri-vrata
fast should coincide with the new moon.24? The new moon day also marks the
union of the sun and the moon,25° the consummation of their marriage. In the Vedic

245 AS 14.2.30: rukmaprastaranam vahyam visva rapdni bibhratam / drohat sirya savitri
brhate saubhagdya kam [[. “The gold-cushioned (?-prastarana) vehicle, bearing all forms,
did Siiryd, Savitar's daughter, mount, in order to great good fortune’ (transl. Whitney 1905,
11: 759). This verse is used when the bride mounts the bridal car (Kausikasitra 76.25).

246 This marriage hymn (RS 10.85) is the most ancient text to make explicit mention of the
stellar calendar which is extensively used in later Vedic texts.

247 This too has already been pointed out by Lommel (1955-58: 99), who quotes several eth-
nographic parallels (pp. 99-101), especially a most instructive one from southern Rhodesia,
but also the Isis/Osiris myth from Egypt and the Tammuz/Ishtar myth from Mesopotamia.
One could add that in the Bible, too, we have the resurrection of Jesus on the third day after
his death.

Skanda-Purana quoted by Hemadri: trirdtram larighayitva ca caturthe divase hy aham [
candraydrghyam pradattvd... bhoksye...

249 cf. Satapatha-Brahmana 11.1.1.4: one should fast on the day on which the moon is not

visible.

250 1 the Tamil Draupadi cult, for example, this is spelled out. One of Krsna's tricks is to
move the new moon day up by a day or so. ‘First he asks the Brahman purohitas, or
chaplains, to come and consult their almanacs. With little trouble he convinces them that the
Amivasya is today, not tomorrow, and encourages them to publicize this and to perform the
ancestral offerings (farppanam) that are called for on that day. When the sun and moon (the
gods Siirya and Candra) see the Brahmans performing their offerings a day early, they come
together, amid great celestial fanfare, to find out why. Krsna tells them that as the definition

248
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sacrifice of man (purusamedha) or horse (asvamedha) involving a sham-consum-
mation of the victim’s ‘sacred marriage” with the chief queen of the sacrificing king,
the priests ask and solve cosmogonic riddles (brahmodya), including the followin g

‘Who is it that is born again?’ - it is the moon, doubtless, that is born again (and
again). (Satapatha-Brahmana 13.2.6.9-11, transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 314-315.)251

21. SITA SAVITRI, THE MOON, AND THE FOREHEAD MARK
OF MARRIED WOMEN

In the savitri-vrata, the icon of the Goddess Savitri and her husband Brahmi are to
be dressed in red and white cloths respectively. In the prayer addressed to Goddess
Savitri in this ritual, she is, moreover, said to be the halo around the circle of the
moon.2>2 When a Brahmin receives the images as a gift, he blesses the donor
woman that she will be happy together with her husband as long as the sun and the
moon.?%3 All this seems to emphasize the solar and lunar character of Savitri and
Brahma. The Taittiriya-Brahmana (2.3.10) is in fact quite explicit in telling that Sita
Savitri, daughter of the creator god Prajapati, won Soma the moon as her hus-
band.23* Interestingly, this myth also associates her with one of the principal sym-
bols of the married Hindu woman, the ornament made on the forehead:255

of the Amavasya is the ‘coming together’ of the sun and the moon, their joint appearance
settles the question.., Stirya and Candra laugh appreciatively and return to their stations.’
(Hiltebeitel 1988: 323f.)

a5l Satapatha-Brahmana 13.2.6.11: ka u SVij jdyate punar iti / candrama vai jayate punar...

252 Skanda-Purana quoted by Hemaidri (p. 276.1-4): atha savitriprarthanamantrah | savitri

brahmagayatri sarvada priyabhdsini /... tvam prabhd candramandale / ...
Skanda-Purana quoted by Hemadri (p. 277.21-278.1): athe pratigrahamantrah | maya grhi-
ta savitri tvaya dattd suobhand | yavac candras ca sirya$ ca saha bhartrd sukhi bhava /1.

254 This myth has already been connected with the Savitrf legend by Lommel (1955-58: 102).
255

253

Taittiriya-Brahmana 2.3.10: prajdpatih somarth rajanam asrjata | tam trayo veda anvasyj-
yanta | tan haste 'kuruta | atha ha sitd savitri | somarth rdjanam cakame | §raddham u sa
cakame | sd ha pitaram prajapatim upasasdra. tamh hovdca | namas te astu bhagavah | upa
tvayani | pra tva padye | somath vai rdjanam kamaye | Sraddham u sa kamayata iti | tasyd
u ha sthagaram alamkaram kalpayitva | dasahotdram purastad vyakhyaya |/ caturhotaram
daksinatah | paiicahotdram pascat | saddhotdaram uttaratah | saptahotaram uparistat /
sambharais ca patnibhis ca mukhe 'lamkrtya | asydrdham vavrdja | tar hodiksyovaca | upa
ma vartasveti | tarh hovdca | bhogam tu ma dcaksva | etan ma dcaksva | yat te panav iti /
tasyd u ha trin vedan pradadau | tasmad u ha striyo bhogam aiva hdrayante | sa yah
kamayeta priyah syam iti | yam va kamayeta priyah syad iti | tasma etarh Sthagaram
alamkaram kalpayitva | dasahotaram purastad vyakhyaya | caturhotaram daksinatah |
pancahotdram pascdt | saddhotdram uttaratah | saptahotaram uparistat | sambhdrais ca
patnibhi§ ca mukhe 'lamkrtya | dsydrdham vrajet | priyo haiva bhavati I/ - Cf. also
Apastamba-Srautasiitra 14.15.2 and Hiranyakesi-Srautasiitra 10.7.24.
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(The creator god) Prajapati created King Soma (the moon). The three Vedas were cre-
ated after him. He (Soma) took them in his hand (i.e. he took possession of them by
learning them by heart). Then Sita Savitri (was created by Prajapati). She desired King
Soma. But he desired Sraddha (Faith, another daughter of Prajapati). She approached
her father Prajapati, saying: ‘Homage be to you, Sir. 1 would like to apply to you. I
resort to you. I love King Soma. But he loves Sraddha.’ He (Prajapati) prepared an
adornment (for the forehead) with the fragrant powder of the scented sthagara wood230;
he recited the ten-hotar formulae on (her) eastern side, the four-hotar formulae on (her)
southern side, the five-hotar formulae on (her) western side, the six-hotar formulae on
(her) northern side, the seven-hotar formulae above (her); with the materials formulae
and the formulae relating to the wives (of the gods), he put this (forehead) adornment
on (her) face; then she went to his (Soma’s) place. Having seen her, he said: Come to
me (as my wife). She said to him: ‘Acquaint me with an object of enjoyment; acquaint
me with what (you are holding) in your hand!’ He handed over to her the three Vedas.
Therefore women cause objects of enjoyment to be given to them. He who wants to be
dear (to a woman) or whom one wants to be dear (to a woman), for him he should pre-
pare this adornment (for the forehead) with the fragrant powder of the scented sthagara
wood: he should recite the ten-hotar formula on (his) eastern side... he should go to his
place. He indeed becomes dear (to her}.zs?

In chapter 1.7.1 of the relatively late Agnivesya-Grhyasiitra closely related to

the archaic Vadhiila school of the Taittiriya branch of the Black Yajurveda, this
procedure (sthagara adornment) is part of the marriage ceremony.2® After the new-

256

257
258

Sanskrit sthagara, sthakara or tagara(ka), tagara-valli, tagada-valli (whence Pali tagara,
takara, Prakrit tagara, tayara, Sinhalese tuvara, tora, tuvarald) denotes the shrub Tabernae-
montana coronaria or Cassia auriculata and the fragrant powder obtained from it; cf. Tumer
1966: nos. 5622, 5624. The word appears to be of Dravidian etymology, cf. Burrow &
Emeneau 1984: nos. 3002 (Tamil takaram ‘wax-flower dog-bane, Tabernaemontana; aromat-
ic unguent for the hair, fragrance’, Malayalam takaram, Kannada tagara ‘T. comonaria’) and
3003 (Tamil takarai ‘fetid cassia, Cassia tora’, and cognates in Malayalam, Kannada, Tulu,
Telugu; and Sanskrit faravata, Marathi tarvad, tarod ‘Cassia auriculata or tora’, etc., Turner
1966: no. 5705). The fragrant powder was prepared by pounding; according to Gobhila-
Grhyasiitra 4.2.29 this is done by the wife (sthagaram pinasti) (the context here is the
anvastakya rite, where also collyrium, salves and garlands are presented to the ancestors and
their wives). — Note that the Sanskrit word valli ‘creeper’ —a symbol of a loving woman — is
also of Dravidian origin, from Proto-Dravidian *val/i ‘creeper’ (cf. Burrow & Emeneau
1984: 480, no. 5316), with North and Central Dravidian | from Proto-Dravidian *]. Cf. also
below Section 34.

This is my translation. For a paraphrase, see Srimannarayana Murti 1988: 13f.

Agnivesya-Grhyasiitra 1.7.1: athdtah sthagaram alarikdram vaksydmah | adarsam cafijanam
cahatam vasah sarvasurabhitam vrihin drsadupale ity ete 'sya sambhara upakipta
bhavanti | panigrahanad firdhvam $vobhiite $vasrir $vasuro va syalo va gomayena
gocarmamadtram  catura$ram sthandilam upalipya proksya laksanam ullikhyadbhir
abhyuksya $uci $uklam andrdram dcchadya supraksalitapanipdddv apa dcamya pavitrapani
standilasyaparardhe dampati upaviSatah /| plirvardhe vrihin avakirya drsadupale prati-
sthapyahatena vdsasa parivestayati |/ gandhapugspadhiipadipaih  yavaksatatandulair
abharcya purastad dasahotdram sagrham japati cittih srug iti, caturhotdaram daksinatah
prthiviti, paficahotdram pascad agnir hoteti, saddhotdram uttaratah siryam te caksur iti,
saptahotaram uparistan mahahavir hoteti | etasmin kale varasya bhaginy aparena
drsadupalabhyam pran upavisya sarvasurabhitam pistva devatabhyo nivedyafijanenarnkte /
ddarsam aveksa(yi)iva Sesena duhitaram alarikrtya mukhe 'gnir yajurbhih senendrasyeti
pascdj jamdtaram (alarikaroti) | yac catra striya dhus tat kurvanti | sa priyd bhavati | priyo
haiva bhavati iti brahmanam (Taittiriya-Brahmana 2.3.10, see note 255).
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ly married couple has been covered with a new garment, the ten-, four-, five-, six-
and seven-hotar formulae are recited around them. While this recitation is going on,
the sister of the groom sits down west of the couple facing east and grinds the
fragrant substance with grindstones, offers it to the deities, and smears collyrium on
(the eyes of) the couple. Then the mother of the bride takes the leftovers (of the
offering made to the gods with the fragrant substance) and adorns with it the face of
her daughter while making her look in the mirror, and with the mantras ‘Agni
with yajus formulae...” and ‘Sena (is the wife) of Indra...’; thereafter (she likewise
adorns) her son-in-law. And here they do whatever the women tell (to be done).
She will become dear (to her husband), for the TaittirTya-Brahmana (2.3.10.4) says,
‘he will become dear’.2%9

Jan Gonda quotes this passage as an example of the author’s ‘strong tendency
to incorporate rites that are foreign to the siitra tradition or have at least no parallels
in the older grhya works’ (Gonda 1977: 594). He has not noticed that the ritual is
described in the Taittiriya-Brahmana (albeit not as part of the marriage but as a
kamya practice). Moreover, though it is a very important part of the marriage
ceremonies nowadays, the other Grhyasiitras do not describe the adornment of the
foreheads of the newly wed (which suggests that the practice is of non-Aryan
origin). Yet there is a parallel in the marriage section of the Kau§ikasiitra belonging
to the unorthodox Atharvaveda: KauSikasitra 76.12 prescribes that a piece of gold
should be placed on the bride’s forehead. The Kausikasiitra 35.21 also prescribes
the use of the sthakara (ms. D: sthakala) paste along with some other substances
for one who wishes to win the love of a woman: the ingredients should be crushed
between two pieces of wood, taken from a tree and from a creeper that has grown
around it, mixed with ghee and the paste prepared while chanting several spells
from the Atharvaveda-Sambhita is to be applied on the woman desired.2°? The vari-
ant form tagara is attested in the same text in a charm for victory in battle.26!

This evidence on the bridal forehead mark from Taittiriya-Brahmana 2.3.10
and Agnive$ya-Grhyasiitra 1.7.1 ties up remarkably with other arguments that I have
adduced earlier in support of a thesis that the red spot on the forehead as a mark of a
married woman has been inherited from the Indus Civilization (Parpola 1994a:

259 1 have paraphrased and translated the most important parts of the passage; for a (slightly
different) translation of the entire passage, see Gonda 1977: 594.

260 gaugikasiitra 35.21: yathedam bhimya adhi (AS 2.30.1) yathd vrksam (AS 6.8.1) vasica me
(AS 6.9.1) yathayam vaha (AS 6.102.1) iti samsprstayor vrksalibujayoh $akaldntaresu
sthakaranjanakusthamadugharesmamathitatynam djyena samniya samsrsati,

According to KauSikasiitra 16.1, powder made of ragara and ufira is to be applied on all the
war drums by the king's house priest after he has washed them and poured the remnants of
ghee libations on them, whereafter he hits them three times with appropriate hymns of the
Atharvaveda and gives them to the musicians: uccair ghosa (AS 5.20.1) §vdsayeti (AS
6.126.1) sarvavaditrani praksalya tagaroSirena samdhdvya sampdtavanti trir dhatya
prayacchati.

261
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Section 14). In that connection I discussed evidence relating to Rohini, and it is to
her I must now turn.262

22. ROHINI AND THE MOON

In the myth cited earlier from the Skanda-Purana and adopted there from the
Aitareya-Brahmana, Prajapati/Brahma’s wife Savitri is identified with the red star
Rohini (Section 17). We have seen above that Savitri is considered to be the wife
of Soma, the moon (sections 20-21). In another myth known from the oldest
Brahmanas, 263 Rohin is the favoured wife of the moon:

Soma was married to the naksatras, the lunar marker stars, but he favoured
only one of them, Rohini; the others, neglected, returned home. Soma went after
them, but their father Prajapati did not return them until Soma had promised to treat
them equally. Because the moon again favoured only Rohini, he was punished with
the disease of consumption that causes him to wane.

The star Rohini is praised as ‘the very best of women and a goddess up in the
heavens’, as she ‘is never seen an instant separated from the moon’, her husband
(Ramayana, 2.110.11);264 the preceding verse lauds Savitri and Arundhati for their
marital faithfulness, through which they have reached the heavens.>* In the cultic
ritual, too, the Rohini star is worshipped together with the moon. Thus a vow called
rohini-candra-Sayana-vrata is celebrated on the full moon day that falls on a Mon-
day (the day of the moon), or when the moon rises full in the Rohini constellation
(called here Brahma’s naksatra) (Matsya-Purana 57; Padma-Purana 1.26). It in-
cludes the votive offering of golden images of Rohini and the moon and of a bed
($ayana), given to a Brahmin and his wife with a prayer for a happy married life.

In many Grhyasiitras, Rohint is the first to be mentioned among the constella-
fions auspicious for marriage.266 According to the Old Tamil poem preserved in
Akananiiru 136, the marriage took place ‘as omens fell together favourably, as the
broad sky shone with clear light, and as there was an unjeopardized conjunction of
the moon and cakatam [= the constellation Rohini]’ (transl. Hart 1975: 72). In
Akananiiru 86.5-7, too, the moon and ‘the faultless [Rohini] star of excellent fame’
are connected with marriage.

262 Ag | cannot assume that every reader of this article has read my book, it has seemed me use-
ful to repeat some material presented there, freely using and adapting my earlier formulations
(Parpola 1994a, especially Section 14); more documentation can be found through the
bibliographical notes given at the end of the book.

263 gee Kathaka-Samhita 11.3; Maitriyani-Samhita 2.2.7; Taittirfya-Samhita 2.3.5.

264 Ramayana (crit. ed.) 2.110.11: varistha sarvanarinam esa ca divi devatd | rohini na vina
candram muhiirtam api dr$yatell. The translation cited is Pollock’s (1986: 319).

265 Ramayana (crit. ed., with the correction made by Pollock 1986: 524) 2.110.10: savirr?
patisusriisam krtva svarge mahiyate | tathaivarundhati yata patisurisaya divam /1.

266y, Baudhayana-Grhyasiitra 1.1.20; Manava-Grhyasiitra 1.7.5; Kdthaka-Grhyasiitra 14.10.
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23. ROHINI AND THE RISING SUN (Rohita)

The first constellation of the Vedic star calendar is the Pleiades (krttikah), and it ig
under this naksatra that the Brahmana texts recommend a Brahmin to establish the
sacred fires in the spring.267 It seems that the birth of the sacred fire, Agni, was
made to coincide with the yearly birth of the sun. As the spring was considered to
be the beginning of the year, and the calendar begins with the Pleiades, it has been
plausibly suggested and fairly largely agreed that the star calendar was probably
compiled around the 23rd century BC, since the heliacal rise of the Pleiades at the
vernal equinox took place ¢. 2240 BC. This time coincides with the peak of the
Indus Civilization which, as all other early urban cultures, needed a luni-solar calen-
dar. In Mesopotamia, the star calendar is based on the observation of the heliacal
rise of the marker star, i.e. the star rising in the eastern horizon just before sunrise,
As the time for making this observation is short, the compilers of the naksatra
calendar resorted to defining the heliacal rise of a star by observing the conjunction
of the diametrically opposite star with the full moon.268

The Brahmana texts give, however, alternatives for the establishment of the
sacred fires:

He may also set up his fires under (the asterism of) Rohini. For under Rohinf it was
that Prajapati, when desirous of progeny (or cmatures%, set up his fires. (Satapatha-
Brahmana 2.1.2.6, transl. Eggeling 18821900, I: 283).269

The myths of Rohini as the favoured mate of the moon probably refer to the times
preceding the compilation of the naksatra calendar, when Rohini was not the second
but the first naksatra, i.e., when Aldebaran rose with the sun at the vernal equinox,
which took place ¢. 3054 BC. This would take us to Early Harappan times. The
Mahabharata (3.219.10) in fact speaks of the time before the Pleiades rose to the
heavens, when ‘Rohini was the first’. In the Ramayana (5.31.6), too, Rohini is
called ‘the first of the stars’ (jyotisam agrya).2’® Albrecht Weber (1862) pointed to

267 ¢y, Satapatha-Briahmana 2.1.2.1: ‘He may set up the two fires (that is, the Garhapatya and
Ahavaniya, the two principal fires) under the Krttikas; for they, the Kyttikis, are doubtless
Agni’s asterism..."; 2.1.3.5: ‘The spring is the priesthood, the summer the nobility, and the
rainy season the common people: a Brahman therefore should set up his fires in spring, since
the spring is the priesthood...” (Transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, I: 282, 290.)

268 gee Parpola 1994a: Chapters 11.2 & 11.3 with further literature in the bibliographical notes.

269 Eggeling adds in note 1: ‘In Taittirffya Brahmana 1.1.2.2, it is stated that Prajapati created
Agni under (the asterism) of Rohini, and that the gods then set up that fire under the same
asterism.’

The critical edition reads Ramayana 5.31.5-6 as follows: kim nu candramasa hinda patita
vibudhalayat | rohini jyotisam §restha Srestha sarvagunanvitda I/l kopad va yadi va mohad
bhartaram asiteksanda / vasistham kopayitva tavam ndsi kalyany arundhati //. 1 am, how-
ever, preferring the reading rohini jyotisam agryd sSresthd... which is found in three manu-
scripts and in Gorresio’s edition (3.31.5). Cf. also the reading of one further manuscript:
rohini jyotir agryd ca §restha...

270
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a structural feature in the naksatra calendar that seems to bear out this interpretation:
one variant2?! of the oldest naksatra list contains two lunar houses which are both
called rohini, namely the 2nd and the 16th (in other lists, the second rohini is called
jyestha ‘the oldest, the pre-eminent’); from the fact that these two stars oppose each
other 180°, Weber concluded that the two halves of the calendrical cycle had once
begun with the same name. Conjunction of the full moon with Rohini coincided
with the heliacal rise of the other Rohini. The vata-savitri-vrata is to be performed
at the new or full moon of the Jyestha month: this timing would link it with the
‘rebirth of the sun’ at the oldest reconstructable Indian new year date.272

In the very earliest, rudimentary phase of Indian astronomy, the beginning of
the new year would have been observed from the heliacal rise of Rohini, which can
be assumed to have been at that time more or less the only calendrical star of im-
portance. The shift to lunar observation (the star’s conjunction with the full moon)
took place later, when the naksatra calendar was compiled. This later shift appears to
be reflected in the story of Rohini’s being the favoured mate of the moon, for it is
evidently she who is said to have been the wife of Brhaspati before she was ap-
propriated by Soma (the moon) in a myth told in many Puranas (e.g., Visnu-Purana
4.6), though this astral goddess is here simply called Tara, ‘star’:

Soma, the moon, performed the Vedic rite of royal consecration. He became
arrogant and abducted Tara, the wife of Brhaspati, the priest and teacher of the gods
(identified with the planet Jupiter). The gods declared the war of stars, in which the
Asuras (demons) and their teacher Usanas Kavya (identified with the planet Venus),
fought on the side of the moon. After Tara was restored to her husband, she was
found to be pregnant. At first Brhaspati wished to have the child abandoned, but
after the birth of a splendid son, both Brhaspati and Soma claimed paternity. When
Tara, threatened by her son, finally declared Soma to be the father, the moon named
the child Budha, ‘wise’ (identified with the planet Mercury).

This myth is very ancient, being referred to as early as the Rgveda (10.109),
around 1000 BC. Brhaspati is later the golden planet Jupiter, but in this myth he is
undoubtedly the rising sun. In the Jaiminiya-Upanisad-Brahmana (4.27), Savitr (the
rising sun) and his mate Savitri form the archetypal ‘couple’ (mithuna); the later
state of affairs is reflected in the marriage hymn of the Rgveda (RS 10.85), where
Savitri is the bride of the moon. The Atharvaveda (13.1.22), too, supports this
hypothesis by making the goddess Rohini the mate of the rising sun and, signifi-
cantly, a goddess of war:

271 See Taittiriya-Samhita 4.4.10.1-3; cf. also Taittiriya-Brahmana 1.5.1.4.

272 This timing in the Jyestha month should not be stressed too much, however, for as the
example of the brahma-savitri-vrata shows, the dates can change over the course of a long
period of time.
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Devoted to Rohita is Rohini his mistress, with beautiful colour (complexion), great,
and lustrous: through her may we conquer hoog}r of every description, through her win
every battle! (Transl. Bloomfield 1897: 210.)273

Rohita means ‘the red [masculine] one’, and Rohini ‘the red [female] one’. Rohini
is the sun’s mate in the yearly cycle as the red star Aldebaran, which is in conjunc-
tion with the sun at the new year, but in the daily cycle she accompanies the sun’s
rise and setting as the red dawn/twilight associated with the daily recitation of the
SavitrT stanza. In the Vedic myth of Prajapati’s incest with his own daughter, she is
said to be, by some, the dawn (Aitareya-Brahmana 3.33).

24. THE RED FOREHEAD MARK, THE SUN, AND ROHINI

According to the passage of Taittiriya-Brahmana quoted earlier (in Section 21),
Savitri (=Rohini) won her husband the moon by means of the ornament she put on
her forehead. The red forehead mark is called by many names, the Dravidian word
pottu being current in South India, while in North India, among the most common
terms are Sanskrit bindu ‘drop’, tilaka ‘mark on the forehead; small mole on the
skin’ (from fila ‘sesame seed, small particle’), and fika.2’# In its most common
function, it is an indispensable attribute of a married Hindu woman whose husband
is alive. Texts like Tryambakayajvan’s Stridharma-paddhati, which details the duties
of the ‘perfect wife’, prescribe putting the auspicious tilaka mark on the forehead as
a necessary part of the wife’s daily toilette. The traditional verses quoted in this
connection stress that this should not be forgotten by the devoted wife (pati-vrata)
who wishes her husband to live long:

The sectarian marks so important for men are deemed irrelevant to their wives... The...
references to tilaka have no relation to either Visnu or Siva. The mark is made with...
[saffron or reddish paste, called] kurikuma, the sign of a woman’s marital happiness or
saubhdgya. For the tilaka is the visible symbol of a woman’s religious allegiance as
distinct from that of men. It declares first that her husband is her deity; secondly, that
he is still alive to receive her daily service and worship. As we have seen, the bulk of
the rulings on a woman’s appearance carry the same message: her husband lives; all
religious devotion must be directed to him alone. A man without his sectarian mark is
aman without a god; a woman without her tilaka is one whose god is dead. (Leslie
1989: 96-101.)

The time of celebration (marriage under the Rohini star) and her appearance as
the prototypal bride in the myths of her marriage with the moon are not the only
things that connect Rohini with brides and marriage. The Sanskrit word rohini also

273 AS 13.1.22: anuvrata rohini rohitasya sirih suvarnd brhati suvarcah | tayd vdjan
vi§varipam jayema taya visvah prtanda abhi syama /.

274 The Sanskrit word tikaltika ‘forehead mark’, for which there was previously no etymology,
seems to come from a relatively late erroneous analysis (cf. Persian-derived /dld ‘red’) of
Sanskrit (Panini) lalatika ‘forehead mark’ < laldta ‘forehead’ (cf. Parpola 1994a; Chapter 14).
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denotes a marriageable young virgin in general. According to Parasara-Smyti 7.7.4,
rohini is a marriageable young girl who is nine years old.?’> The Grhyasamgraha
(2.18) in turn defines rohini as follows: ‘the girl is “red” (rohini) after she has
attained menstruation.” This meaning is associated with that of ‘the Rohini star’ in
the Vedic myth where the star Rohini is the firstborn daughter of the creator-god
Prajapati (Aitareya-Brahmana 3.33). In that primeval act of incest (which according
to the Matsya-Purana pasage cited in Section 17 actually took place), Rohinl was
approached by her own father, but the father was killed in punishment for his sinful
behaviour.

One function of this myth seems to have been to warn of the dire consequences
of incest and to enforce the sacred law which states:

Out of fear of the appearance of the menses let the father marry his daughter while she
still runs about naked. For if she stays (in the house) after the age of puberty, sin falls
on the father. (Vasistha-Dharmasastra 17.70.)

In the Savitri legend itself, King A§vapati sends his daughter to choose her own
husband, because he knows the law; Bhavisya-Purana quotes in this context a
verse, which equates the father’s sin to the murder of a Brahmin (brahmahatya) if
an unmarried girl sees menses in her father’s house.?’S Here brahmahatya also
seems to hint at the killing of God Brahma in the myth of his incest and not only at
the father’s being a ‘foetus-killer’ (bhriinahd) by being instrumental in letting the
fructification of the girl’s womb miss (cf. Skanda-Purdna 4.40.34-35 and Dange
1990, V: 1597).

I suspect that the very mention of this rule in connection with Savitri’s belated
marriage implies an incestuous relationship between Savitri and her father,2”7
especially as the Bahlika women are said to indulge in (incestuous) sexual relation-
ships within their (noble) families, due to a curse by a maiden (still) surrounded by
her relatives who was unlawfully abused.2’® Asvapati ‘lord of horses’, is likely to
denote Varuna, to whom the sacrificed horse victim of the aSvamedha originally
belonged and whom it represented, before Varuna was ousted from this position by
the Brahmanical Prajapati. Varuna represents the sun which has set, i.e. night and
death (he is a multiform of Yama, both having pdsa, the noose of death, as their
attribute). Night is the ‘demon’ killed by the light of the morning (Savitri) who is

275 paragara-Smrti 7.7.4: astavarsa bhaved gauri navavarsa tu rohini | dasavarsa bhavet kanya
ata firdhvam rajasvald [/ — According to Brahmavaivarta-Purina (Prakrti-Khanda 26.2),
Savitri was twelve years old at the death of her husband: yama uvdca // kanya dvadaia-
varsiyd vatse tvam vayasadhund / ...

276 Bhayisya-Purina 4.102.18 and Skanda-Purina 7.1.166.19: pitur grhe tu ya kanya rajah
pasyaty asamskrta | brahmahatya pitus tatra sa kanya vrsali smrta Il

277 yamison (1996: 246f.), too, seems to sense something fishy in A§vapati’s relationship to his
daughter.

278 Cf, Mahabharata 8.30.57-59 (see above Section 14).
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born from the body of the darkness as his daughter, and night and light ‘join’ at the
dawn. In addition we have the myth of the would-be incest between Yama and hig
twin-sister Yami: as this was the primeval pair, Yami could also be considered
Yama’s daughter, as Ida is in the case of Manu, Yama’'s double as the first man. In
Rgveda 1.121.2b, Indra is said to have desired his own daughter in the shape of a
water buffalo (anu svajam mahisa$ caksata vram): here Indra has temporarily
adopted features of his rival, Varuna, the mightiest Asura, to whom buffalo sac-
rifices were due (cf. Maitrayani-Samhita 3.14.10 and Vajasaneyi-Sambhita 24.28),
the predecessor of both Prajapati and Mahisa Asura (cf. Parpola 1992: 293-298),
Moreover, in the Mahabharata (3.277.32) Asvapati asks Savitri to find a husband
equal to herself (sadr§am drmanah) as no wooer is forthcoming, while in the
Skanda-Purana (7.1.166.16) Aévapati says that he cannot find a groom equal to
himself (vicarayan na pasyami varam tulyam ihatmanah). This recalls Megasthenes
(c. 300 BC) reporting of Queen Pandaie that she was married at an early age by her
own father Heracles, as he could not find any other worthy groom, and that was the
beginning of the (Pandya) dynasty of kings.279

219 ¢t Megasthenes F 13a (Jacoby) in Arrian, Indica 9.2-3: xoi brép todtov Aeydpevov Adyov
elvan nopd 'IvBoiow. 'Hpakhéo, oyiydvou ol yevopévng tig mondde, émel te 8h éyylg
fnobev Eovtd fodoav thv tehevtiv, odk Exovia Ot dvdpl Exkdd thv noido Ewvtod
énakie, adtov pryiven 1fi noudl éntaétel éodoy, g yévog €€ od te kdxeivng brodeineoBon
'vé@v Pacihéag. notfjoar dv adthy 'Hpoxhéa Gpainv ydpov: kel éx todde dmov 10
yévog tolito dtov 7 Moavdoin énfip€e, todrov todto yépoug Exewv mapd "Hpaxhéog. “There
is a story about this among the Indians, that Heracles, whose daughter was born to him late
in life, realizing that his own end was near, and having no man of his own worth to whom
he might give his daughter, copulated with her himself when she was seven, so that their
progeny might be left behind as Indian kings. Thus Heracles made her marriageable, and
thenceforward the whole of this line which began with Pandaea inherited this very same
privilege from Heracles.” (Ed. & transl. Brunt 1983: 330-331.) - As Megasthenes says of
Heracles that he is worshipped by Sirasenas in Mathurd, the vast majority of scholars
(including myself) have taken his identity with Krsna as a matter of course (cf. Karttunen
1989: 211f.). The evidence now under discussion, however, makes me find the old identifi-
cation of Heracles with Bala-Rama (suggested by Tod in 1835, and quoted without mention-
ing his source by McCrindle in 1896, cf. Karttunen 1989: 212) as not only possible but
most plausible, because Savitri is also called Sita (cf. Section 21), and it is Bala-Rama who
appears to have been her original husband (cf. Section 33). Oskar von Hiniiber (Wirth &
Hiniiber 1985: 1110) has pointed out that the name Pandaie might well represent *Pandeya
‘daughter of Pandu’ (cf. Karttunen 1989: 204), and the name Pdndu in turn denotes ‘white,
whitish, yellow, pale’, being a word of Dravidian origin (cf. Parpola 1984: 455; Karttunen
1989: 203), and thus agrees with the colour characteristic of Bala-Rama. Moreover, there is a
great probability that Queen Pandaie is Goddess Minaksi of Madurai (cf. Parpola 1984:
458f, and Karttunen 1989: 204 with further references), who through the myth of her third
breast is related to the fierce three-breasted Kuveni (Pali Kuvanna) of Sri Lanka, a yaksini
who unites with Vijaya, the ‘first king’ of the island (cf. Shulman 1980: 202-205). Vijaya
was a north Indian adventurer belonging to the Pandu clan who came from Gujarat around
the fifth century BC (cf. Parpola 1984: 451ff.; Karttunen 1989: 204). This could explain also
S1ta's association with Sri Lanka. If Kuveni and Minaksi are forms of Sita Savitri, they pro-
vide important evidence of her warrior nature and identity with Durga (cf. the myths in
Shulman 1980: 202-205).
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To continue the argument started before this digression on incest, the ex-
pression ‘red girl’ (rohini) appears to get its meaning from the fertile red blood
(rohita) in her womb. The following considerations lead to the same conclusion.
Unmarried girls traditionally have a black forehead mark, the red mark being re-
served for married women alone. Moreover, a woman is not to wear the auspicious
red mark on her forehead when she menstruates, but is instead supposed to put a
black mark for three days. During this time, sexual intercourse is prohibited. On the
fourth day she is again available to her husband, and puts on the red mark.280 If a
woman becomes a widow or her husband is away, she is not entitled to wear the red
tilaka mark.

The wife devoted to her husband has Savitri and Rohini as her models. If the
dot on her forehead symbolizes her husband, then it should depict the sun, because
Savitri and Rohini most originally seem to have been the wives of Savity and Rohita
respectively, who both stand for the (rising) sun. This would be in agreement with
the red and circular form of the mark and the testimony of C. D. Maclean, whose
Glossary of the Madras Presidency (1893), under the word ‘Pottoo (bortu, Telugu;
pottu, Tamil)’, records that ‘the dot is the mark of the sun’. The Ramayana (3.15.8)
compares the northern direction, which is without the sun, to a woman who lacks
the tilaka,28!
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Fig. I (= Parpola 1994a: fig. 14.39). Hindu forehead marks. After Moor 1810: pl. II, nos. 75-83.

One of the most extensive and detailed collections of Hindu forehead marks
was published by Edward Moor in his book The Hindu Pantheon in 1810. The
astral nature of the ‘crescents, variously accompanied’ in nos. 75-83 of Moor’s
catalogue (see fig. 1) is clear from his comments:

This lunar hieroglyphic seems exclusively the distinction of MAHADEVA and his
family: I do not, in this instance, find any exception, Nos. 75. and 76... the Shivanites
paint... on the forehead in yellow, as emblems of SIVA and PARVATI — the Sun and
Moon. In all my pictures the crescents are white. (Moor 1810: 408.)

This interpretation agrees with classical Hindu mythology, according to which
$iva has the crescent of the moon as a diadem on his forehead, and a sun-like third
eye on his brow.

280 1 is undoubtedly this custom that is reflected in giving the Goddess Durga her forehead
mark on the fourth day of the yearly navaratri festival,

281 Ramayana 3.15.8: vihinatilakeva siri nottara dik prakdsate.
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But if the ‘eye’ above the crescent is the sun (and the sun is the ‘eye’ of
various Vedic gods already), what is the dot beneath the crescent in nos. 78, 80 and
83 of Moor’s catalogue? We find an explanation in B. A. Gupte’s article ‘Notes on
female tattoo designs in India’, published in 1902:

1. The mole is a well-known protection from the Evil Eye. It is also an emblem of the
Chandani, corresponding to Venus, whose approach to the Moon, a personified male
(as distinguished from the female of the West) is a natural phenomenon held to re-
present the meeting of a loving pair. The Moon is called Raktipati or Taraganapati,
‘King of the Night’, ‘Husband of the Stars’.

2. Rohini is his favourite wife, and she is represented thus * , while a crescent shows
the Moon. A dot between the horns 2~ represents the face of the Moon, which is
often, however, drawn like the human face in profile ~2= with another dot below it
to repzrggent his loving consort. It is an emblem of conjugal happiness. (Gupte 1902:
293.)

Thus the red dot on the forehead, with or without the lunar crescent, seems to
have denoted both ‘the sun’ and ‘the star Rohini’.

Originally, it seems to me, the red mark on the forehead was done with the
blood of the sacrificed victim. This is still the case, for example, in the navaratri
festival of Goddess Durga.?83 Early evidence of a forehead mark made with blood
at sunrise can be seen in the Brahmana texts explaining the origins of the agnihotra
sacrifice:

Prajapati alone was here (in the beginning)... Then Prajapati created the creatures
among whom Agni was the first. Now Agni is Death. He pursued Prajapati in the form
of someone who would eat him. He (Agni) made a rush at him. (Out of fear) for him
he wiped off (the sweat of his forehead), Therefore there is no hair on the forehead...
(Vadhilasitra 3.19, transl. Bodewitz 1976: 18.)

(In the beginning) Prajapati existed here. From him Agni (Fire) was emitted, He
rushed upwards from his head. He (Prajapati) wiped off the blood (lohita) left on it...
He wiped off (the blood?) from here (i.e. from his forehead). (Kafhaka-Samhita 6.1,
transl. Bodewitz 1976: 14.)

The lunar crescent on the forehead is also an attribute of both Durga28¢ and
Savitri; 283 it seems to represent Savitri’s resurrected lunar husband.

282 Here Gupte does not specify the placement of these tattoo marks, but other reports do.
According to Paupa Rao Naidu, History of Railway Thieves, 1900 (quoted in Thurston
1906: 377), ‘both men and women of the Korava class wear tattoo marks of circular or
semicircular form on their foreheads and forearms’, while ‘many Pulayan men in Travancore
are tattooed on the forehead with a crescent and circular spot’ (Thurston 1906: 378).

283 Cf. Kane 1958: 166f., and further e.g, Silva 1955,

284 ¢y, Kane 1958: 163. This is an early attribute; ‘On a coin of the late Kusana king Kaneshko
the reverse shows the figure of a goddess with a lunar crescent seated full face on a lion..."
(Kane 1958: 186).

Cf. Skanda-Purdna 5.3.200.7: bald bdlendusadysi raktavastranulepand | usahkdale tu dhya-
tavya samdhydsamdhana uttame, which Dange (1986-90, 1I: 605) renders ‘Savitri... is to be
contemplated as a bald (i.e. of about sixteen years in age) having red wearing, at the dawn or

285
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25. ROHINI AS THE STAR OF GODDESS DURGA

According to the Rohini-(somanatha-)tirtha-mahatmya included in the Skanda-
Puréna (5.3.108), Rohini won the love of her husband after propitiating the goddess
who killed the Buffalo demon.?8¢ That Rohini is the star of Goddess Durga is also
suggested by the fact that Tara remains one of Durga’s names:

The wise seers call her Ugra-tard, for Ambika always protects her devotees against
danger, however terrible it may be (Kilika-Purana 63.61, transl. Kooij 1972).

Tara, whose name originally denotes ‘star’ (tdrd < *stard- < Indo-European *ster-),
is worshipped as a most popular tutelary goddess in Tibetan Buddhism. Tradition
takes her name to mean ‘saviouress’ (from the Sanskrit verb tdarayati ‘takes across,
saves, protects’), but the astral meaning is implied in the earliest known reference to
l this Buddhist deity, Subandhu’s Vasavadatta (c. AD 650):

“The Lady Twilight was seen, devoted to the stars and clad in red sky, as a Buddhist
nun [is devoted to Tard and is clad in red garments.]’ The pun centers on the
ambivalence of two words: t@rd as either ‘star’ or ‘Tara’, and ambara as either ‘sky’ or
‘garment’. (Beyer 1973: 7.)

In the Mahabharata (2.11.25), Savitri too has the epithet durga-tarani ‘she
who saves from difficulties or dangers’. Savitri’s identity with Durga is suggested
also by the worship of the cat that is prescribed for the vata-savitri-vrata (cf.
Section 3a).

We have seen that Rohini probably was the oldest marking star of both the
vernal and the autumnal equinox. The two great festivals of Durga are celebrated
around these two dates, in the spring and in the autumn. Before starting out on a
war expedition on the ‘tenth day of victory’ that concludes the autumnal navaratri
festival, a Rajput king traditionally lustrates his army. On the appearance of the first

morning twilight'. This translation, however, omits the descriptions ‘looking like the young
moon’ and ‘having red ointment (as a forehead mark)".

286 f. Skanda-Purdna 5.3.108.10ff.: daksasydpi tatha jatah paficasad duhitaro 'nagha I/
dadau sa dasa dharmdya kasyapdya trayoda$a | tathaiva sa mahabhagah saptavimsatim
indave /I rohini ndma yd tasam madhye tasya narddhipa | anista sarvandarinam bhartus
caiva visesatah I/ tatah s paramam krtva vairagyam nrpasattama | dgatya narmadatire
cacdra vipulam tapah I/ ekardtrais triratrai$ ca saddvadasabhir eva ca | paksamasopa-
vasai§ ca karsayanti kalevaram I/ aradhayanti satatam mahisasurandsinim | devim bhaga-
vatim tdta sarvartivinivaranim /| snarvd sndtva jale nityam narmaddydh Sucismita | tatas
tustd mahdabhdga devi nardyani nrpa I/ prasannd te mahabhdge vratena niyamena ca | etac
chrutva tu vacanam rohint $afinah priya !l yatha bhavami nacirdt tatha bhavatu mdnade |
evam astv iti sd coktd bhavani bhaktavatsala || stiyamdnd muniganais tatraivantar
adhiyata | tadaprabhrti tattirtham rohini $asinah priya Il samjata sarvakalam tu vallabha
nrpasattama | tatra tirthe tu ya ndri naro va sndti bhaktitah // vallabha jdyate sa tu
bhartur vai rohini yathd / tatra tirthe tu yah ka$ cit pranatyagam karoti vai /I sapta
Jjanmdni dampatyaviyogo na bhavet kva cit /.
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star (Biardeau 1981: 226), he parades to worship the goddess of victory and her tree
(Sami, a hard tree used together with the pipal fig in the kindling of fire). According
to Dharmasindhu, the king is to go to the northeast and to pray: ‘May Apargjita..,
bestow victory on me!’ Northeast is the ‘invincible (apardjita) direction’ (Aitareya-
Brahmana 1.14) of the dawn and the rising star.

The northeastern direction also figures prominently in the marriage ceremony.

The most important and essential rite in the marriage ceremonies is the ‘seven steps’
(saptapadi) taken by bride and bridegroom in the north-eastern direction, the quarter of
victory, by which they enter into a bond of union_with one another: BG. 1.1.29; HG.
1.21.1F; ASvG. 1.7.19, etc. (Gonda 1980: 38).287

The planet Venus as the brightest morning and evening star would appear to be
anatural symbol for the Goddess as ‘the light-bringer’. The planet Venus has this
symbolism not only in the ancient Near East (Section 15), but also in clearly
independent ethnographic parallels, like the rather impressive one quoted from
southern Rhodesia by Herman Lommel (1955-58: 99-100): this made Lommel
(p. 102-103) suspect that Savitri, too, might be the planet Venus. Why then is the
goddess of love and victory, otherwise so similar to her Mesopotamian counterpart
Inanna-Ishtar, not represented in India by Venus?#2 but by Aldebaran. One reason
obviously is the calendrical role of Aldebaran as the traditional new year star, and
another her red colour. But it seems that one important reason is also the fact that the
planet Venus seems to have been reserved in India for another role.

According to the Satapatha-Brahmana, Agni cohabited with the cow, placing
his white seed into it: that became the milk. ‘...Therefore, whether it is in a black or
in a red (cow), it is ever white and resplendent like fire.” (Satapatha-Brahmana
2.2.4.15.)?89 The white milk in this legend seems to represent the ‘white’ or ‘bright’
(Sukra) planet Venus as the morning star (the ‘milk’ of the red cow) and the eve-
ning star (the ‘milk’ of the black cow): it represents the seed of Agni (the setting
sun) and Sirya (the rising sun) respectively. In Sanskrit, Sukra means ‘white’ or
‘bright’, ‘seminal fluid’ and ‘planet Venus’, and all these meanings are shared by
the Dravidian word velli, which seems to occur in the Indus inscriptions (see
Parpola 1994a: Chapter 13).

287 In the vata-savitri-vrata, according to one source, the marriage of SavitrT and Satyavat is
celebrated on the morning following Satyavat’s death and revival. The morning is when the
sun is ‘reborn’ after its nightly ‘death’ and rises to the sky accompanied by Savitri, the
prayer at sunrise, to be muttered facing east.

Later, after the introduction of the Near Eastern/Hellenistic astrology to India, Friday, the
weekday associated with the planet Venus, is one of the principal days of the Goddess.

288

289 Sawapatha-Brahmana 2.2.4.15: tam u hdgnir abhidadhyau | mithuny anayd syam iti tah

sambabhiiva tasydrh retah prasificat tat payo 'bhavat tasmad etad amaydm gavi satydr
Srtam agner hi retas tasmdad yadi krsnayam yadi rohinyam Suklam eva bhavaty agni-
samkasam agner hi retas tasmat prathamadugdham usnam bhavaty agner hi retah.
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In Hindu mythology, Sukra or the planet Venus is the chief priest (purohita) of
the Asuras (i.e., originally, the pre-Vedic inhabitants of the Indus Valley). The
white colour associated with him points to the priestly class, as white is the sym-
bolic colour of the Brahmins. There is also one Hindu deity who appears to be of
Harappan-Dravidian origin, and who is associated with the colour white, namely
Bala-Rama.2%° Bala-Rama is the god of ploughing, an activity that requires seed-
grain, something that has been ‘left over’ from the previous harvest. Such connota-
tions are associated with the name of the white serpent who is said to be Bala-
Rama’s incarnation or vice versa, namely Sesa, ‘remainder’.

26. HARAPPAN AND DRAVIDIAN ORIGIN OF
THE RED FOREHEAD MARK

One of the most famous Indus seals (see fig. 2) depicts a horned deity standing
inside a fig tree, and a human-looking worshipper who wears a similar horned
head-dress and kneels in front of the tree with hands raised in respectful salutation
or prayer. The worshipper, probably the chief priest of the deity who possessed this
seal, is flanked by a human-faced markhor goat, and, beneath the tree, a low altar or
table on which is placed a human head, identifiable as that of a warrior from its
‘double-bun’ hairstyle which recurs elsewhere in fighting scenes and is of Mesopo-
tamian origin. At the bottom is a row of seven anthropomorphic beings, apparently
female, because they wear their hair in just one long plait, which still is the most
common hairstyle of women in South Asia.

The tree is probably the banyan fig, and the deity inside it a predecessor of
Durga, the goddess of victory and love,! to whom a human sacrifice of a brave
warrior has been made. The decapitated victim is likely to have been the groom in a
‘sacred marriage’ performed at the new year festival, and to have personified the
predecessor of Rudra/Skanda/Rohita/Agni (Section 42). The seven females at the
bottom probably represent the ‘Seven Mothers’ of this war-god, the stars of the
Pleiades, which became the constellation of the new year when the naksatra calendar

290 Bala-Rama is called in Tamil Valiyon ‘the white one’, from the root val ‘white’ (Burrow &
Emeneau 1984: 485f., no. 5364, which includes Telugu valu-cukka ‘the planet Venus’). As
this word does not occur in other Dravidian languages except Tamil, Malayalam and Telugu,
it might go back to Proto-Dravidian pal ‘milk’ (Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 364, no. 4096),
and, taking into consideration the Proto-Dravidian alternation found e.g. in kan ‘to see’ and
kan ‘eye’, one could speculate that originally the word for ‘tooth’, pal (Burrow & Emeneau
1984: 355, no. 3986) as ‘a white thing’ might be of the same origin. In any case all these
concepts are connected with Bala-Rama (for a connection between ‘tooth’ and ‘plough’, see
Section 33).

291 Both female and male divinities have been associated with the banyan tree in South Asia.
Besides Goddess Durga or Kali, the most important other deity is the god of death, Yama
(cf. Section 3a), also called Kala ‘the black one’ as the husband of Goddess Kalt (cf. Section
3b). See further Parpola 1994a: Chapter 14.
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Fig. 2 (= Parpola 1994a: fig. 14.35). The ‘fig-deity seal’
from Mohenjo-daro (M-1186). The iconography of this
seal is briefly explained in the following on the basis of
the more extensive argumentation in Parpola 1994a:
Chapter 14.3.

was compiled around the 23rd century BC. The markhor goat (§arabha in Sanskrit)
is a symbol of Agni in Vedic texts; according to the Kalika-Purana, the Goddess
most appreciates man as a sacrificial victim, but next to a human victim she likes
best the $arabha. The human face of this beast in the seal may indicate that a ritual of
head exchange was practised (cf. Section 43).

In addition to this pictorial scene, which could convey the message of the seal
even to an illiterate viewer, there is an inscription, which I have assumed to repeat
the same message, stating the owner of the seal to be the high priest of the deity
depicted. Obviously I cannot here give any comprehensive account of how the
Indus script, in my view, is to be deciphered (again the reader must consult my
book, Parpola 1994a), but I would like to briefly present my interpretation of the
three last signs in the upper row (to be read from right to left in the impression of
the seal). The last sign (half worn away) is a picture of ‘man’, and I read it in Proto-
Dravidian as *a] ‘man’, in Tamil also ‘servant (of a deity)’. The preceding sign, by
far the most commonly occurring one in the entire script, seems to depict a frontal
image of a cow with hors and ears, to judge from more less simplified parallels on
Early Harappan pottery at Rahman Dheri; I read it in Proto-Dravidian as *q ‘cow’,
here used as a rebus for *-a ‘of, belonging to’, the nominal suffix of the possessive
case.
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In this interpretation the sign preceding this suffix sign, the third from the end,
" stands for the deity whose ‘man’ or ‘servant’ possessed this seal. It is a sign
put together of two components, one of which is the picture of ‘fish’ (this is proved
by Harappan iconography showing identically drawn fish swimming around a gavi-
al, or in the jaws of this fish-eating crocodilian of South Asia). In Proto-Dravidian,
the word for “fish’, *min, was homophone with the word *min ‘star’. In the Indus
inscriptions the plain fish sign often forms compounds with a preceding numeral
sign, so that the resulting compound always corresponds to star names actually at-
tested in Old Tamil texts (Old Tamil aru-min ‘Pleiades’, literally ‘six-star’; elu-min
‘Ursa Major’, literally ‘seven-star’, and so forth). Plain or compounded fish signs
constitute approximately ten percent of the total of signs occurring in the Indus
inscriptions, which are mostly seal texts, yet fish are never mentioned on the con-
temporary Mesopotamian seals (though they are in economic texts), which were
used in the same way as the Indus seals, for stamping bales of goods. Therefore, it
is likely that the ‘fish’ signs in the Indus inscriptions do not usually denote ‘fish’,
but something else that was commonly mentioned in seals that can be assumed to
have contained mainly proper names and (priestly) titles. Names of deities, often
forming components of human proper names in the ancient Near East as well as in
historical South Asia, are a likely meaning for the ‘fish’ signs. In the ancient Near
East, the deities had an astral aspect and could be expressed through their stellar
symbol, for example, Inanna-Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, through the planet
Venus, or Nergal, the male god of war, through the planet Mars, In ancient India,
people were given astral names according to their birth star or planet, and the birth
stars were guarded by particular deities.

In the “fig-deity’ seal, the ‘fish’ sign assumed to stand for the goddess of love
and war, the Harappan protoform of Durgd, is most likely to represent the star
Rohini, on the basis of what has been presented in this article. It consists of a ‘dot’
or ‘drop’, in Proto-Dravidian *poftu, in the ‘stomach’ (pottu) of a ‘fish’ (min): 2.
This interpretation of the sign yields the Dravidian compound potfu-min, which has
been recorded as occurring with the meaning of ‘rohita fish’ i.e., the carp, in Central
Dravidian. The red scales of the carp itself are prescribed for making the forehead
mark in marriage ceremonies. Rohita is the masculine form of the same word for
‘red’ that occurs in feminine in the name Rohini, so the rohita fish may be assumed
to have originally symbolized the red star RohinT rather than the $akula fish men-
tioned as the symbol of the star Rohini in one astronomical text; both the rohita and
the §akula fish figure prominently in the cult of the Goddess. As we have seen,
Rohini is spoken of as a goddess of victory in the Atharvaveda, and the ‘red dot put
on the forehead’, portu in Dravidian, has a central role in the marriage ceremony as
well as in the cult of the Goddess (this is the mark put on their forehead by the
visitors to the temples of the Goddess). The Tamil goddess of Madurai, who
according to the local legend was raised up like a warrior and conquered the whole
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world, has eyes shaped like the red carp, which is also implied by the shape of
the Indus sign 'Q . The red forehead mark of a warrior, too, according to medieval
sources, should have the form of a fish (mina). While the star on the forehead of the
Mesopotamian bull figurines has been assumed to represent the star Aldebaran
(=Rohini), as the eye of the constellation Taurus, Vedic and epic-Purdnic texts
connect the forehead mark directly with Savitri/Rohini. Vedic texts connect the
forehead-mark of the victim of the horse sacrifice with the asterism of the Pleiades
and with the eye, but comparison with the symbols traditionally associated with the
naksatras proves its original connection with Rohini.

27. THE BANYAN TREE AND ITS ASSOCIATION
WITH YAMA AND VARUNA

According to the Indus iconography (see fig. 2), the holy fig tree held a very im-
portant position in the Harappan religion.2%2 As indicated already by the name of
the fast, vata-savitri-vrata, the Savitri ritual is intimately connected with the vata
tree, the holy banyan fig (Ficus indica L. = Ficus bengalensis L.), and it was
actually this association that originally interested me in the study of the Savitri
legend and vow. According to the texts, the woman observing the vata-savitri-vrata
should sprinkle water at the root of the banyan tree every month during the entire
preceding year. In the mantra with which the watering of the banyan tree is to be
done, it is called ‘eternal banyan tree’ (aksayo vatah) and identified with Yama.
Curiously, the banyan tree is not even mentioned in the polished literary ver-
sion of the Mahabharata, but it does figure fairly prominently in several Puranic
versions of the legend (see Section 2) and especially in the more elaborate descrip-
tions of the vrata ritual (see above Section 3 & fig. 3).29% A closer study of this tree
and its symbolism makes it is possible to connect Savitrl with yet another prominent
model of wifely chastity in ancient India, namely Arundhati, a star in the constella-
tion of Ursa Major which is pointed out to the bride in the Vedic as well as the Old

292 1, my 1994 book I have extensively dealt with the following évidence which makes it to
appear quite likely that the Savitri legend and the ritual associated with it go back to the
Indus Civilization. I first thought of omitting all this discussion in the present article, be-
cause it is so long and because I have already published it, but then decided to repeat (with a
few modications) all essential parts of it here anyway, because otherwise my understanding
of the Savitr1 legend and ritual would be left badly incomplete for many readers,

293 This was noted already by Allen in 1901, and stressed again by Dange 1963 and 1987: 60,
63. In Dange’s opinion, the Mah@bharata in its omission of any reference to the banyan tree
represents the more original version of the Savitri legend, while the Pur@nas have added to it
a theme of pre-Aryan religion. My own view is that the Purdnas are more conservative here,
and the Mahabhérata represents a refined literary version that has innovated by leaving out
this popular detail. This is apparent from the fact that the Mahabharata has otherwise kept
the related key phrases intact, cf. Mahabharata 3.281.103: vrksasakhavalambinam, and
Skanda-Purana 7.166.50: vatasakhavalambitah (variant reading: varasakhavalambanam).
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Fig. 3 (= Parpola 1994a: fig. 14.1). Vata-Savitri in a picture drawn after
traditional models by Mrs Gupte about 1905 (after Gupte 1906, plate nos. 15,
22, 40). The dying Satyavat, shown beneath a banyan fig, holds one of the air-
roots of the tree, while his faithful wife Savitr holds another air-root in her right
hand. In her left hand and over her head, Savitri has a miniature banyan with
three branches, each ending in a single leaf; this is identical with the ‘three-
branched fig tree’ motif of Harappan pottery and the Indus script (see Parpola
1994a: fig 13.16).

Tamil marriage ritual. A woman performing the vata-savitri-vrata rite should look
at this star Arundhati and worship it as the faithful wife of Sage Vasistha (Section
3a).

But let us first note that the banyan tree is associated with death and the god of
death, Yama, even outside the Savitri legend and the savitri-vrata. The Rgveda-
Samhita (10.135.1) mentions ‘a tree with good or beautiful leaves’ (vrksé supaldasé)
where Yama drinks with the gods. In the Ramayana (3.33.36), a sacred banyan tree
called Subhadra is characterized by the claw marks left on it by the bird Suparna
who stole the nectar of immortality (suparnakrtalaksanam... nyagrodham): the bird
suparna (‘having beautiful feathers’) appears to have been connected with the
banyan because this word also describes this tree (‘having beautiful leaves’). The
Atharvaveda-Samhita (5.4.3) is more specific in saying that the gods abide in an
a$vattha fig in the third heaven. I have proposed that Yama is partly identical with
Varuna (originally an Asura deity), who is likewise associated with a heavenly fig
tree, in particular the banyan tree. But why should the god of death have a special
relationship to the banyan tree? In very early times, it seems, the dead were disposed
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of by suspending them from trees to expose them; texts like the Vetala-Paficavimsga.
tika speak of corpses hanging from trees in cemeteries (cf. Section 37). A special
reason for connecting the banyan tree with death is provided by the hanging air-
roots of this tree, on which people committing suicide hang themselves in Indian
narrative literature. They are likely to be the reality behind the pdsa or ‘noose’,
which is an emblem of both Varuna and Yama. It is with such a noose that Yama
seizes the soul of Satyavat in the SavitrT legend after he has fallen down under the
banyan tree.

28. DRAVIDIAN vata ‘BANYAN TREE’ AND
vata-min ‘NORTH STAR’

It is true that the word vata has generally been considered an Indo-Aryan word, a
‘Prakritic’ form derived from Sanskrit vrta ‘surrounded, covered’. However, the
Sanskrit word vrta is never used in the meaning ‘banyan tree’. Secondly, the Aryan
nomads did not bring this tree to the subcontinent, but encountered it first there, so
adoption of the tree’s earlier native appellation would be a natural process. A non-
Aryan origin is also likely because the word vata is not known from the Vedic texts
but only from the Mahabharata onwards. The banyan tree is called vatam in a
number of Dravidian languages, and this name seems to be ultimately derived from
the Proto-Dravidian word *vatam/*vati ‘rope, cord’. The rope-like hanging aerial
roots are most characteristic of the banyan, and it would be natural to call it in Proto-
Dravidian (as in Tamil) vata-maram ‘rope-tree’, whence vatam for short.

The Dravidian explanation of the banyan’s name vata as ‘rope-tree’ makes it
possible to find a Dravidian homophone eminently fitting the astral meaning that can
be assumed for the sequence of two pictographic signs that occurs several times in
the Indus inscriptions. These two signs can be shown to represent ‘fig tree’ and
‘fish’ respectively. In Dravidian, the word vata also means ‘north’, and in Old
Tamil literature the compound vata-min, ‘star of the north’, occurs many times
(e.g. in Purananiiru 122.8) as the symbol of conjugal fidelity (karpu or tiram).

According to the Satapatha-Brahmana (2.1.2.3-4), the six stars of the Pleiades
(krttikah) were separated from their husbands, the seven stars of the Ursa Major
representing the ‘Seven Sages’ (sapta rsayah), on account of their infidelity, as they
had had sexual intercourse with Agni in the absence of their husbands. Other texts
specify that only one of the seven wives, Arundhati, remained faithful, and she was
therefore allowed to stay with her husband Vasistha: she is identified with the small
star Alcor in Ursa Major, next to Mizar, the central star of the ‘tail’ of the ‘Great
Bear’ representing Vasistha. This myth is known as early as the Katha-Samhita
(8.1) and the Maitrayani-Samhita (1.6.9), which speak of ‘the seven Pleiades’,
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including Arundhati. As noted above, they are likely to be the seven human and evi-
dently female figures represented in a row on Harappan seals and amulets (fig, 2).
The ancient commentators of the Old Tamil texts unanimously identify vata-
min with Arundhati, the chaste wife of Sage Vasistha. According to the first canto
of Cilappatikaram, vata-min was pointed out to the bride by the groom some 1500
years ago, as is still done in South India. In the Vedic marriage ritual, the groom
similarly shows the Arundhati star to the bride, after having first shown her the star
called dhruva ‘steadfast, firm, fixed’, i.e. the pole star. According to later explana-
tions, the pole star is shown to the bride first because it is easier to see than the
small star Alcor; it has become an example or ‘maxim’ (nydya) of ‘gradual instruc-
tion’.294 However, two Grhyasiitras?®> prescribe only the pole star to be shown, as
does Kalidasa,2% while one Grhyasiitra prescribes the pole star and Arundhati*®?,
and other Grhyasiitras add even other stars, especially the Seven Sages.?® There
can be no doubt that both Arundhati and the pole star are here models for the wife:

To the pole star she addresses, looking at it, the formula: ‘Thou art the pole-star
(dhruva, firm), may 1 become firm (i.e. fixed) in the house of my husband So-and-so’,
uttering the name of her husband (instead of ‘So-and-s0'), and at the end of the formula
her own name in the nominative case. On Arundhati she looks with the formula:
¢ Arundhati, may I be held fast [ruddhd) by my husband So-and-so’, uttering the name
of her husband and at the end of the formula her own name. (Jaiminiya-Grhyasiitra
1.21, transl, Caland 1922: 39.)

It would seem logical to assume that originally there was just one star sym-
bolizing marital faithfulness, and that it was the ‘steadfast’ pole-star. In 2780 BC,
the star Thuban (alpha Draconis) was only 0°6 degrees distant from the heavenly
pole. Thuban is the only star that could really be called ‘unmoving’ or ‘fixed’
(dhruva) before our own pole star Polaris. Many scholars have therefore drawn the
conclusion that the notion of a ‘fixed’ pole star in India must date from the third
millennium. This date links it with the Harappan tradition.

294 f, Sankara on Uttara-Mimamsa-Siitra 1.1.8 and 1.1.12.

295 paraskara-Grhyasiitra 1.8.19; Sankhayana-Grhyasitra 1. 17.3-4.

296 Kilidasa, Kumarasambhava 7.85.

Just the pole star and Arundhati are mentioned in Gobhila-Grhyasiitra 2.3.8-12.

298 Jiiminiya-Grhyasitra 1.21; Aévalayana-Grhyasiitra 1.8.22; Hiranyakesi-Grhyasitra 1.22.14.
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29. ARUNDHATI, cem-min AND ROHINI

What is the meaning of the name Arundhati used of Sage Vasistha’s chaste wife? In
the Atharvaveda, the word arundhati denotes a climbing creeper, which has healing
properties due to its red-coloured lac. In Indian poetics, creeper plants winding
themselves around trees are prominent symbols of loving wives. The red colour of
the lac also seems to be implied in the name, the literal import of which has not been
satisfactorily explained.?9?

The redness and ascent of the arundhati plant are punningly referred to with
words associating it with Rohini: réhany asi rohini ‘you are a grower, O red one!’
(Atharvaveda-Samhita 4.12.1). Their shared association with both conjugal fidelity
and the colour red suggests the ultimate identity of Arundhati and Rohini, at least as
far as the star names are concerned. Besides vata-min, Arundhati is called cem-min
in Old Tamil. Cem-min can mean both ‘the star of straightness or propriety (i.e.
conjugal fidelity)’ and ‘the red star’. In the latter meaning, which is undoubtedly
primary for a star, cem-min would be fully synonymous with Sanskrit rohini ‘the
red (star)’. The colour red agrees with Aldebaran, but not with Alcor. Another con-
sideration points to the same conclusion. According to an old Indian dictum,

he who does not smell the odour of an outblown lamp, hear the words of a friend, or
see Arundhati, is about to die (Ramayana 3.59.16).

This belief concerning Arundhati (found as early as Latyayana-Srautasiitra 3.3.6-7)
implies that the star was normally easily visible, which is certainly true of Alde-
baran, but not of Alcor. A myth preserved in the Skanda-Purana (7.1.129.5-33)
makes Arundhati the daughter of a low-caste Candala,>®® whom the Vedic sages
asked for food during a drought. Food was given after the chief sage Vasistha had
married the girl called Aksamala (‘garland of dice/eyes’). She practised austerity and
became so brilliant that her lustre obstructed the sun (arkabimbam arundhata),
whence her new name Arundhati. This legend is referred to in Manu-Smrti 9.23:

299 Traditionally, of course, arundhati has been connected with the root ru(n)dh- ‘to obstruct,
prevent, keep back’ (thus also in the passages cited above and below from the Jaiminiya-
Grhyasiitra and the Skanda-Purana); but for a negated feminine present participle one would
expect a-rudhati-, and what precisely would be the import of ‘non-obstructing’? Arundhati
begins like aruna ‘red, ruddy, the dawn (personified as the charioteer of the sun), the sun’,
and arusa ‘red, reddish; the sun’; indeed, the first syllable, aru-, is recorded by lexicogra-
phers as a masculine noun meaning ‘sun’ and ‘red-blossomed khadira tree’. As a healing
plant, arundhati- might originally mean ‘holding the wound’, arun-dhati-, comparable to
aru(s)srana- n. ‘a kind of medical preparation for wounds’ (AS 2.3.3 and 5), from arus- n.
‘wound’ (also mfn. ‘wounded, sore’), which in compounds occurs in the here attested form,
cf. arum-tuda- ‘beating or hurting a wound, causing torments, painful’ (Panini 3.2.35 and
6.3.67; Manu 2.161, etc.); the latter part could be the feminine present participle from the
root dha- (2. dhati).

For Arundhati’s possible origin from Dravidian vajli ‘climber, creeper’, in Tamil the low-
caste bride of God Murukan, cf, Section 34; note also tagara-valli in Section 21.

300
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Aksamala, a woman of the lowest birth, being united to Vasistha,... became worthy of
honour (transl. Bithler 1886: 331).

At the very earliest stage of Indian astronomy and calendar, as noted above, the
new year star is likely to have been Aldebaran, Rohini in Sanskrit, the ‘faithful wife’
of the sun (and later the moon). At some stage Rohini as a symbol of faithfulness
was apparently mythically identified with the ‘steadfast’ pole star. Due to preces-
sion, the beginning of the new year at the vernal equinox shifted by around 2500 BC
from Rohini (Aldebaran) to the next constellation, the Pleiades, and the myth of the
Pleiades as the mothers of the young sun (Rohita, Rudra, Agni) came into being. At
this later stage, the stars of the Pleiades were conceived of as the wives of the Seven
Sages, six of them separated from their husbands due to unfaithfulness; thus Alcor
became the ‘faithful’ wife of Vasistha who remained with her husband.’®! The
passage in Mahabharata 1.188.14 seems to relate to the earlier phase and to the pole
star. In reply to King Drupada’s question, ‘How can one woman be the wife of
many men and yet the Law be not broken’, Yudhisthira defends the polyandrous
marriage of the Pandavas by mentioning this precedent: “We hear in the ancient Lore
that a Gautami by the name of Jatila lay with the Seven Seers’.

30. POLE STAR AND THE HEAVENLY BANYAN TREE

The name Jatila for the common wife of the Seven Sages, probably the pole star, is
highly interesting, for the Sanskrit word jatila means ‘wearing the hair in twisted
locks’. As this is the traditional hair-style of ascetics, this name well suits Arundhati
leading an ascetic life in the forest hermitage of the Seven Sages. But as pointed out
by M. B. Emeneau (1949: 363), the word has also another meaning not recorded in
dictionaries, ‘possessing aerial roots (jatd)’, used with reference to the banyan and
plaksa figs.32 This association between Arundhati and the banyan tree in the name
Jatila is doubled in the proper name arundhati-vata, mentioned as a place of pil-
grimage in the Mahabharata (3.84.8019). With reference to the following, I would
also like to remind the reader how Brahm@/Prajapati, in the myth of his incest cited
carlier (Section 17) from the third chapter of the Matsya-Purana, out of shame
covered his fifth, upwards looking face with the matted locks (jata) of a hermit or
ascetic.

Many sacred localities (including Allahabad and Bodh Gaya) have had an
aksaya-vata ‘eternal banyan’.30% Banyan trees are extremely long-lived, but this

301 The “faithful' Rohini, in her position as the star next to the six Pleiades = the six Krttikas,
can represent the ‘seventh Kritikd' equally well as Arundhati in her position in the

: constellation of Ursa Major.

302 of Hemacandra, Trisasti¢alakapurusacarita 1.5.559, 1.6.405, 1.3.128; Kalidasa, Raghu-
vaméa 13.71.

303 gee especially Gode 1957 and Dubey 1986.
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epithet obviously also has a cosmic dimension, for many texts speak of a heavenly
pipal fig (asvattha) which is called ‘etenal’3%4 In the Atharvaveda (5.4.3), as noted
above, a pipal fig is the seat of the gods in the third heaven from here. That the fig
tree had an astral aspect in the Harappan religion is suggested by an Indus tablet
from Harappa, where a star is depicted on either side of a fig tree inhabited by an
anthropomorphic deity; these stars are placed in the loops of the tree.

As early as in the Rgveda (1.24.7), mention is made of a banyan tree in the
middle of the sky:

King Varuna holds up the crown of the (heavenly banyan) tree in the bottomless space;
up is tl;gsbasis of its (aerial roots) which hang down: may these beams of light be fixed
on us!

The cosmological descriptions in the Puranas ask: Why do the stars remain in the
sky and not fall down?, and reply to it by explaining that the stars and planets are
fixed to the pole star with invisible ‘ropes of wind’ (vata-rasmi).3%¢ The idea that
the stars are bound to the pole star seems to be implied as early as the Rgveda,
which states that

those stars, which, being fixed to what is high up (nihitdsa ucca), were to be seen in
the night, have gone somewhere in daytime (RS 1.24.10).

As this same hymn speaks of the heavenly fig tree and of its high-fixed air-roots as
beams of light, it does not seem farfetched to think that the poet linked this heavenly
banyan tree with the pole star. In the Rgveda, the heavenly banyan tree belongs to
King Varuna,?%7 and so also apparently did the pole star, for in some Grhyasiitras
the groom (and not the bride) should address the pole star with a long mantra,308

304 ¢f. Katha-Upanisad 6.1; Taittiriya-Aranyaka 1.11.5; Maitri-Upanisad 6.4; and Bhagavad-
Gita 15.1.

Rgveda-Samhita 1.24.7: abudhne rdaja varuno vanasyordhvam stipam dadate piitadaksah /
nicindh sthur upari budhna esam asme antar nihitah ketavah syuh /.

306 ¢f, e.g. Visnu-Purdna 2.9 and 12; Matsya-Purdna 127.12-14; Bharthari 3.91. The oldest
certain reference for invisible ‘cords of wind’ holding up stars seems to be Maitri-Upanigad
1.4, but even the Rgveda speaks of ‘ascetics having ropes of the wind’ (munayo vata-
rafanah), whom the traditional index of the Rgveda identifies with the Seven Sages (i.c.
Ursa Major), while in Taittirfya-Aranyaka 1.23ff. ‘sages having ropes of the wind’ (vita-
rafand rsayah) are identified with ‘red beams of light’ (arunah ketavah), which came into
being together with the sun and rule the cardinal directions. The aerial roots of the banyan
tree are reddish, and the word ketu seems to refer to them as well; cf. also Section 39, and
note 431.

According to the Gobhila-Grhyasiitra (4.7.24), too, ‘the banyan is Varuna's tree’.

308 ¢f. Hiranyakesi-Grhyasiitra 1.22.14-1.23.1: “Then he worships the polar star with (the
formula):
“Firm dwelling, firm origin. The firm one art thou, standing on the side of firmness.
Thou art the pillar of the stars; thus protect me against the adversary...
I know thee as the nave of the universe. May I become the nave of this country.
I know thee as the centre of the universe. May I become the centre of this country.

305

307




Savitri and Resurrection 259

whose original context clearly is the royal consecration, called “Varuna’s sacrifice’.
The pole star is in this mantra spoken of as ‘firm dwelling’, which phrase demands
comparison with Rgveda-Samhita 8.41.9:

Fixed is Varuna's dwelling-place (varunasya dhruvam sadah); (there) he governs the
seven (= the Seven Sages near the pole star?) (RS 8.41.9).

The likely connection between Varuna and the pole star and its characterization as
‘the string that holds the universe’ supports the interpretation of Varuna’s heavenly
banyan tree in accordance with the Puranic cosmology.

Proto-Dravidian homophony, linking vata ‘rope’, vata ‘banyan tree’ and vafa
‘north’, provides a natural explanation for such a cosmological conception. It is also
worth noting that Tamil vata-min cannot be a translation from Sanskrit, for the San-
skrit sources do not have a term meaning ‘northern star’, But the Sanskrit tradition
has preserved another tradition which seems relevant here and which can be under-
stood against the linguistic background of the assumed Harappan-Dravidian sub-
stratum. According to the Purana texts, four mountains arise at the four cardinal
points around the golden Mount Meru in the centre, and on the top of each moun-
tain grows an enormous tree, different in each direction. The tree growing in the
north is the banyan fig, which is called either vata (thus in most sources)’%® or
nyagrodha.

31. SIVA’S CASTRATION AT THE HERMITAGE OF THE
SEVEN SAGES

The Savitri legend and ritual is by no means the only Indian counterpart to the Near
Eastern theme of the sacred marriage and death and resurrection of the youthful god
of fertility. Reference has already been made to the Old Tamil epic Cilappatikaram
and the associated Pattini cult (Section 7). But there are several other parallels, too,
including some of the most central ones of Hindu mythology.?1?

Siva is mainly worshipped in his phallic form all over India: in the sanctum
sanctorum of most Saiva temples he is represented by the liriga or erect phallus as
the ‘characteristic mark’ of the male gender. The Puranas trace the origin of the linga

I know thee as the string that holds the universe. May I become the string that holds
this country.

I know thee as the pillar of the universe. May I become the pillar of this country

[ know thee as the navel of the universe. May I become the navel of this country...”’

309 ¢g. Visnu-Purina. 2.2; Agni-Purana 108.11-12; Matsya-Purana 113.47; 264.15-16.

310 Eor an important discussion of the theme ‘death and revival’ in South Asia, particularly in
the present-day folk cults of South India (occasioned by the episode in which the sons of
Draupadi and the five Pandavas are slain and revived in the Tamil dramatic performances of
the Mahabharata in the Draupadi cult), see Hiltebeitel 1991: 339-380; cf. also Hiltebeitel
1997.
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cult to the castration of Siva through the curse of the Seven Sages, after Siva had
had sexual intercourse with their wives (excepting Arundhati). One of the natura]
phenomena behind this myth is the conjunction of the sun (Rohita/Rudra/Agni) with
the Pleiades at the new year (vernal equinox) (Section 23). The castrated Siva cor-
responds to the beheaded virginal youth (kumdra) who seems to have personified
the divine youth (Kumara, Rudra) in the human/horse sacrifice of the Veda (Section
42). This myth clearly related to the Savitri/Rohini theme is well known,*!! and I
pass over to a less recognized variant of it, where the resurrection theme is para-
mount.

32. THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF KAMA

Like her ancient Near Eastern counterparts typified by Inanna/Ishtar (cf. Brusch-
weiler 1987), Durga/Kali, the Indian goddess of victory, has an erotic side besides
the martial one:

After abandoning her sword when it is time for love (kdma), she spontaneously seizes
her garland; when she has abandoned love, she holds her sword (Kalika-Purana 60.57).

Indeed, the Goddess ‘has no equal to her in giving sexual enjoyment (kdma)’
(Kalika-Purana 63.97-98). In her erotic aspect, the Goddess is called Kamakhya,
especially in her most famous manifestation in Assam. The Kalika-Purana (64.2),
while explaining this name, makes an interesting reference to the male god of love,
Kama:
As she gives love, is a loving woman, is love, is beloved, gives the god of love his
body and destroys it, therefore she is called Kamakhya (Kalika-Purana 64.2).

According to the most famous myth concerning Kama, the god of love was
reduced to ashes by Siva’s fiery third eye. In this myth Siva is the prototype of the
ascetic, and the myth can be understood as illustrating the ascetic’s necessity to
subdue his own sexual passion (kama). But Siva is said to have got his third eye
from the Goddess, and in another version of the myth it was rather the Goddess
who burnt Kama/Siva/Mahisa to ashes with her third eye.>12

Many variants of the myth and cult both in the ancient Near East and in South
Asia stress the purity and virginity of the Goddess, who is often a virginal widow.
These characteristics are epitomized by the enlivening radiance of the Sumerian

311 gee especially O'Flaherty 1973; Parpola 1985 (Index).

312 ¢f, also the Tantric image of the corpse of Siva (§iva-Sava) as the reanimated and sexually
aroused partner of Goddess Kili, who as a widow dances a mad dance of destruction over
Siva at the funeral of the cosmos (cf. Hiltebeitel 1991: 364, and below Section 35 on Savitri
as the prototypal sati widow). — The ‘third eye’ is the rising sun, and, as pointed out below,
the celestial light of the morning can be conceived as a masculine or a feminine force.
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goddess Inanna, symbolized by the morning star (the planet Venus).3!® Her chastity
and purity provide the Goddess with her almighty power to destroy and to revive
her paradoxical enemy/lover,>!4 who often appears as a demon or is otherwise
sinful (cf. Brahma’s incest in the Savitri myth).

And when Durgi battled her demon-lover Mahisasura, at least one story insists that the
demon tried to escape by taking the form of a (vanni) tree. However, the goddess
discovered this ruse, and cut the tree down... The possible symbolic linkage between
such tree trunks and the male penis can hardly go unnoticed. Similarly the burning and
cutting themes suggest an idea of castration... Sir Walter Elliott (...between 1821 and
1860) has provided the text of a myth, very like the account of Mariyamman's
marriage with an untouchable... In Elliot’s version, however, the angry goddess, upon
the discovery of her lover's deceit, is said to have castrated him (as well as beheaded
him) and then to have thrust the severed sexual organ into the victim’s own mouth.
This story, as Hiltebeitel astutely notes, helps account for why the right foreleg of
sacrificed goats (and buffaloes) is even today cut off and placed in the mouth of the
beheaded victim...2 ! The tree specifically said to represent the goddess’s husband,
then, can be seen to bear a heavy burden of diffuse meaning. It can be linked to the
genitals, to lust, and the sacrifice or burning of that lust... (Beck 1981: 121f.)

Kama has rightly been seen as an aspect of Siva himself:

It has been suggested that the burning and resuscitation of Kama has its basis in a
fertility ritual in which either Kima’s image or a tree is burnt... The myth of the
burning of Kama by Siva may stem from the... rite of burning the tree that symbolizes
the demon of fertility, a rite which was later replaced by the self-castration of the god.
In this context, Siva’s burning of Kama (equated in folk-legend with the castration of
Kama by Siva) is equivalent to the [seven] sages’ castration of Siva, and the revival of
Kama is a multiform of the restoration of Siva himself. Siva is ‘rebom’ as a tree...just
as Siva’s self-castration is ultimately procreative, so his burning of Kama is ultimately
conducive to fertility...

Nathurdim, a folk deity considered to be a form of Kama, is also bumnt in effigy
as a tree. He is ‘a phallic fetish’ whose image is made ‘of a most disgusting shape’, a
god who is said to have seduced a number of women until he was put to death, where-

313 . Bruschweiler 1987: 160ff., 187ff., and above Section 15.

314 On this important theme, which I cannot claborate further here, see Hiltebeitel 1991: 362ff.
with further references. Touching the pure, virginal goddess is fatal to her lover (cf. also
Alster 1985: 144-146).

315 The custom of cutting off the right foreleg of the sacrificial victim seems to be attested in
one of the oldest Yajurvedic texts. Maitriyani-Samhita 3.10.1 states that ‘the omentum
(vapa) is the foremost part of the animal’ (agram vai etat pasiinam yad vapa). This is in
accordance with the normal ritual of the Vedic animal sacrifice (pasubandha), where the
omentum is extracted immediately after the animal has been killed, and is then roasted, cut
off or divided (ava-do-) into four or five portions and sacrificed (cf. Hillebrandt 1897: 122f.).
But in this passage there is also a reference to the practice of ‘the descendants of Daksa’: the
Daksdyanas say that one should take the cut-off portion from the right foreleg, for by doing
so one has taken the cut-off portion from the entire animal (daksinasya piirvapadasyava-
deyam iti hi smahur daksdyands tathasya sarvasya pasor avattam bhavatiti). In the $akha-
pasu, Vedic animal sacrifice performed on domestic occasions, a ‘cut-off portion’ (avadana)
is taken of eleven parts of the animal: from the heart, tongue, chest, etc. (cf. Gonda 1980:
434).
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upon he became a ghost who can only be appeased by ‘indecent songs and gestures
performed by women’. The description of Nathuram'’s activities could apply to the
myth of Siva in the Pine Forest as well as to Kama: he annoys the women until he is
killed (castrated), and then continues to plague them until he is worshipped as a
phallus. (O'Flaherty 1973: 160.)

It is also significant that the Saiva devotees smear their forchead with ashes,
just as the devotees of the Goddess put a tilaka on their forehead. Siva’s ashes con-
nect him with Kama (and with Brahma)?!6:

That Kama should be reborn after having been burnt to death is quite natural in the
context of Hindu mythology, in which rebirth from fire is a generally accepted theme.
In Indian folklore also, rejuvenation by burning and resuscitation from ashes are
recurrent motifs... Siva says to Parvati, ‘Kama who was burnt by me lives in the form
of ashes on my body, acting against me and trying to burn me in your presence. Draw
me out of Kdma as if out of fire, and save me with the Soma of your body.” The ashes
upon Siva’s body are sometimes said to arise from a different but related source: when
Saii has burnt herself, Siva smears his limbs with her ashes. The model for this
episode is the mourning of Rati, who takes the ashes of her husband Kama and smears
them upon her body, preserving them in order to revive him later, and at last present-
ing them to Siva so that he may produce Kama from them. (O'Flaherty 1973: 161.)

A few words may be added to strengthen the connection between Siva and
Kama discussed above and Brahma, the husband of Goddess Savitri. Greg Bailey,
while examining Brahma’s role as the creator, emphasizes his sexuality in several
myths (1983: 117-121).

When Brahma's creation did not thrive he became anxious and distressed. A voice

from the sky said, ‘Create by copulation!” So he resolved to do this... (Siva-Purana

3.3.2-29.317

In the myth of Brahma’s incest with his own daughter (Section 17),

316 sranda-Purdna 3.1.14 relates the origin of the pilgrimage site Brahmakunda to the myth of
Brahma's contest with Visnu about their mutual superiority, both claiming to be the creator
of the universe, Brahma on his return from his flight up in the form of a goose, lied that he
had seen the top of the fiery linga. Then Siva cursed Brahma on account of his lie: people
would cease to worship Brahma, while Visnu would be worshipped as much as Siva,
because he had told the truth by confessing his inability to find the bottom of the linga,
which he had sought in the shape of a boar. Brahma repented, and Siva told him to perform
sacrifices on Mount Gandhamédana to expiate his sin. After this had gone on for 88,000
years, Siva relented, and absolved Brahma of his sin; he would be worshipped in $rauta and
smdrta rites, but not in idol form. And whosoever would bathe at Brahmakunda, and apply
on his forehead ashes from Brahma's sacrificial firepit (kunda), would attain salvation and
never suffer from evil spirits. — The late Vedic Vaikhdnasa-Srautasiitra (2.1-11, cf. Srauta-
ko$a 1.1, Engl, transl., p. 125) enjoins that one should take ashes from the gdrhapatya
fireplace and draw with it vertical pundra marks looking like flames of fire upon the fore-
head, heart, belly, arms and throat (cf. Kumar 1983: 23-26); also the late passage Sankha-
yana-Grhyasiitra 2.10.7 prescribes making the tripupdra mark on the forehead, etc. with
ashes, cf. Kane 1941: 674.

317 The passage is summarized by Bailey 1983: 117.
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Brahma's sexuality is taken to the extreme... From the earliest appearance of this motif
in Indian literature the incestuous father has always been a creator god. So there is
considerable justification for understanding the incest motif in terms of sexuality as a
means of creation taken to its extreme. (Bailey 1983: 118-119.)

In another myth, Brahma is the priest celebrating the marriage of Siva and his wife
Sati:

Brahma's uncontrollable sexuality is depicted here in the strongest possible terms.
Even at a sensitive occasion such as a wedding at which he is the officiant, he is sim-
ply unable to control his illicit lust for another god’s wife. (Bailey 1983: 120-121.)

33. SITA AND RAMA, AND SITA SAVITRI AND BALA-RAMA

Sita is best known as the wife of King Rama in the Ramayana. She is also one of
the most important models of marital chastity for Hindu women, and in this regard
closely akin to Savitri. It is hardly accidental that the two names are both borne by
the heroine in the myth of Sita Savitri’s marriage with the moon, told in Taittiriya-
Brahmana 2.3.10 (see above Section 21). Therefore, the story of the Ramayana, just
like the Savitri legend, is likely to have a mythical and symbolic background.

Sita’s father in the Ramayana is King Janaka. In the early Upanisads there are
historical kings called Janaka ruling in the upper Gangetic Valley around the sixth
century BC, i.e. when and where we have all reason to expect the Ramayana epic to
have started to develop.’!8 That, however, does not prevent the name having
mythical implications in the epic. Janaka means ‘generating, begetting, progenitor,
father’, and strongly recalls the main function of Sita Savitri’s father, Prajapati, the
god of creation and offspring.3'? In fact, Janaka occurs among the names used of
God Brahma in the Purinas.?20

Sita’s own name means ‘furrow’, and at the end of the epic, she disappears in
a furrow. Sita as personified furrow is a very ancient agricultural deity, to some
extent known to us from the Vedic Grhyasiitras. It is this Sita who was depicted on
the standard of Salya, king of the Madra country, which was Savitri’s domicile (cf.
Section 14). In an elaborate bali ritual offered to Sita, the furrow where it is per-
formed is supposed to be protected by four demons sitting around it in the east,
south, west and north; the balis which these demons receive consist of food diffe-
rent from sacrificial food, and the accompanying oblations are made by women
‘because such is the custom’ (Paraskara-Grhyasiitra 2.17).32! The cardinal direc-

318 gee above Section 13 for some consideration concerning Valmiki’s Rimayana.

319 The Indo-Aryan speaking inhabitants of the Gangetic Valley have originally come from the
west, and in the course of time, their appellation of the creator god can be expected to have
changed.

320 . Bailey 1983: 123, quoting Siva-Purana 2.2.8.33 and Brahmavaivarta-Purana 1.25.5.
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tions clearly identify Sita with the four-cornered earth. She is here said to be the
wife of Indra, the chief god of the Vedic pantheon. Agriculture, however, was of
marginal import in the Vedic culture compared to the Indus Civilization, where it
was the main basis of the economy. Sita ‘furrow’ as the name of the Goddess is
likely to an Indo-Aryan translation of Proto-Dravidian *cal ‘furrow in plough-
ing’.*22 The homonymous Proto-Dravidian root *cal meaning ‘to be able,323 (o pe
capable, to be sufficient, to be suitable’ and (these meanings being attested from
South Dravidian only) ‘to be excellent, to be noble, to be abundant, to be full’324 is
used of the large and highly decorated water pots (cal karakam) that represent the
Goddess in present-day Tamil folk rituals (cf. Hiltebeitel 1991: 64 and 523, s.v.
karakam).

In the epic, Sita’s husband is called Rama. The word rdma has many mean-
ings, among them ‘charming, lovely, beautiful’, with sexual undertones (the root
ram- means ‘to stop, stand still or overnight, rest, be glad or pleased, rejoice, dally,
have sexual intercourse’). The hero of the Ramayana is also called Ramacandra
‘lovely moon’, which tallies with Sita Savitri’s husband, King Soma, i.e. the moon.

In the Hindu mythology, however, there is also another Rama,’?5 namely Bala-
Rama, ‘the strong Rama’, whose main attribute is the plough, and who is therefore
also called Halayudha, Haladhara, Halabhyt, Langalin, Sankarsana ‘plougher’, and
S0 on. Plough is an appropriate symbol for the husband of furrow. The Gobhila-
Grhyasiitra prescribes that at the time of ploughing, an offering should be made to
Goddess Sita,326

Bala-Rama is considered to be white in skin colour and to be the elder brother
of Krsna, who in contrast has a dark skin colour. It is tempting to connect the two
brothers with the two halves of the lunar month, The elder brother would be the
‘bright’ or ‘white’ half-month (Sukla-paksa), which starts with the new moon,
represented by the crescent moon’s sickle; the younger brother would be the ‘dark’
or ‘black’ half-month (krsna-paksa), which starts with the round full-moon. The
full moon reminds us of Krsna’s ‘circular’ dances in the light of the full moon, and
of his characterization as the ‘full’ incarnation of Visnu. Bala-Rama’s attribute, the
plough, can also be connected with the sickle of new moon, but this requires some
further explanation.

Among the Sanskrit words denoting ‘plough’ is the word eka-danta, which
literally means ‘having (just) one tooth’. It also refers to Visnu’s ‘one-tusked’327

321" See also Gonda 1980: 57, 200f, 297,306, 418, 428 (with further Vedic references).
22 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 216, no. 2471.

323 Cf. the Goddess as fakti ‘ability, power’, especially the power to manifest and create.
324 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 2 16, no. 2470,

325 Bala-Rama is occasionally called just Rama, cf, e.8. Ramanuja ‘younger brother of Rima’ as
aname of Krsna in the Mahabhirata (5.2741 quoted in Sérensen 1904-25: 423),

326 Gobhila-Grhyasiitra 4.4.27-29: athdtah haldbhiyogah... sitam... ca yajeta.
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incarnation as a wild boar (vardha), who dove to the bottom of the ocean to fetch
his wife Bhiimi, the earth, who had sunk there?8 unable to bear any longer the
heavy of load of people’s sins; in the course of this rescue operation, however, the
boar accidentally wounded his wife with his single tusk. This is a very transparent
myth, based on the pig’s habit of digging up earth with its tusks while searching for
edible roots, and obviously refers to the ploughing of flooded fields. “The boar-
incarnation is not Visnu’s in the older Ramayana but Brahman’s (R 2.110.3)’,3%°
and indeed the boar is identified with Prajapati in the Veda. Satapatha-Brahmana
14.1.2.11 prescribes as one ingredient for making the pravargya pot ‘earth torn up
by a boar’, which is to be taken up with the mantra ‘Only thus large was she in the
beginning...” (Vajasaneyi-Samhita 37.5), explaining this as follows:

For, indeed, only so large was this earth in the beginning, of the size of a span. A boar,
called Emiisa, raised her up, and he was her lord Prajapati: with that mate, his heart’s
delight, he thus supplies and completes him. (Transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 451,)330

The name Emiisa comes from emusam ‘injuring, dangerous’3! which in Rgveda-
Samhita 8.77.10 qualifies the word varaham ‘boar’; from later Vedic texts it ap-
pears that this boar originally belonged to the Asuras, the enemies of the (Rg)Vedic
Aryans.332 At Puskara, the principal pilgrimage site connected with Brahma, the
boar has been worshipped since the 8th century AD as Yajfia-Varaha ‘boar sym-
bolizing sacrifice’.333 In Dravidian languages, one and the same root is used both

327 This conception is found as early as the Mahibharata (3.272. 55), where ‘the boar-form is
that of a monstruous beast ten by one hundred leagues in size, having one tusk and red eyes;
in this account earth is submerged by a flood, not by sinners..." (Hopkins 1915: 210).

328 Actually she is said to have sunk into Patala (Hopkins 1915: 210), which links this myth
even more with Bala-Rama and the lower Indus Valley, see further on below.

Hopkins 1915: 197, where it is further stated that ‘the gods do not at first recognize the
boar-form of Visnu at all (3.142.50). RG. 2.119.3 says that Brahman the boar is “Visnu”, a
later version.” (Hopkins 1915: 210, n. 1.)

In his note 1 Eggeling points out that in Taittiriya-Brahmana 1.10.8, ‘the earth is said to
have been uplifted by a black boar with a thousand arms’. Satapatha-Brihmana 14.1.2.11:
atha vardhavihatam | iyaty agra dsid ifiyatt ha va iyam agre prthivy dsa pradeSamdtri tam
emiisa iti vardha wjjaghdna so 'syah patih prajapatis tenaivainam etan mithunena priyena
dhamnd samardhayati krtsnam karoti... — In Taittiriya-Samhita 7.1.5.1ff: Prajapati moves
as wind over the primeval ocean, finds the earth, becomes a boar and lifts her up. Extensive
discussion of the boar in Vedic texts and its symbolism in Krick 1982: 145-155 with further
literature. Cf. Parpola 1992: 294f.

Emugam is an aberrant accusative of the perfect participle emivams from the root am- ‘to
injure’ (cf. Bohtlingk & Roth 1855: 367, 1098).

Rgveda-Samhita 8.77.10: visvet ta visnur abharad urukramas tvesitah | Satam mahisan
ksirapdkam odanam vardham indra emugam ‘sent by you, O Indra, the wide-stepping Visnu
brought all these things (for you to eat), a hundred buffaloes, rice gruel cooked in milk, and
the dangerous boar’. According to Maitrayani-Samhita 3.8.3, Visnu brought the rice gruel
from the inaccessible place (fort) of the Asuras, where it was their sacrificial food, while
Indra shot the boar Emusa in the inaccessible (fort) that had 3 x 7 walls. The boar was thus
originally a god of the Asuras.

329

330

331

in
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for ‘ploughing’ and for ‘digging up’ like a pig.>** The Dravidian word for ‘hog,
swine, pig’ is *panti333, derived from *pal ‘tooth’, which in Tamil, Kannada and
Telugu is also found in the names of ‘toothed harrow, drill-plough’.336

Another animal systematically depicted as ‘one-tusked’ in Hindu iconography
is the elephant-headed Ganapati, a god of fertility who is related to the creator god
Prajapati through the mantra gananam ganapatim tva... addressed to the victim
in the Vedic human or horse sacrifice (see sections 42-43). One of the Purinic
myths explaining why Ganapati is called ekadanta says that he broke off one tusk to
throw it at the moon, who laughed at seeing Ganapati’s belly burst from eating too
many sweets. There is thus a connection between the tusk-shaped new moon and
the plough.337

The purposely one-tusked animals of Hindu iconography just mentioned de-
mand comparison with the purposely one-horned bull which is the principal icon-
ographic motif of the Indus seals. The idea of a single-horned bull may have been
borrowed from the Near Eastern glyptics, where it occurs much earlier, but there
can be no doubt that this animal differs from all the many other animals on Indus
seals, which are usually depicted with two horns; there is now even a three-dimen-
sional figurine of this bull from Harappa, also with a single horn. It is quite likely
that the later Indian legend of Réyasmiga goes back to this Harappan prototype.338
Réyasmiga was an ascetic who had a single horn (§r7iga) of an antelope (rsya)
growing from his forehead. Having lived alone in the forest he had never seen any
woman, and had accumulated huge powers of fertility. The country was suffering
from severe drought, and in order to produce rain the king released the powers of

333 Cf. Malik 1993: 41-44. The worship was started by the Gurjara-Pratihdra king Nagabhata I,
who is said to have in vain chased a boar coming from the Puskara region. The king suffered
from leprosy, which was cured when he washed his hands in the spring to which the boar
had led him.

334 Cf. Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 67, no. 688, Tamil ulu ‘to plough, dig up, root up (as pigs),
scratch, incise (as bees a flower)’. The word is found throughout the Dravidian language
family, including the northern branch with Kurukh (uing ‘to plough’) and Malto (use ‘to
turn up the soil, as pigs do’). Lexicographers also record the meaning ‘plough’ for the
Sanskrit word potra ‘snout of a hog’.

Burrow & Emencau 1984: 360, no. 4039; the dictionary gives no crossreference to pal
‘tooth’.

336 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 355, no. 3986(a).

337 The boar is not depicted in the seals of the Indus Civilization until the Late Harappan pe-
riod, when it is found in the Jhukar-type seals of Chanhu-daro. The boar worship, therefore,
may have become important only with the arrival of the Bactrian Bronze Age culture (with
several eminent representations of the boar) in the Indus Valley c. 20th century BC; I have
suggested identifying these Bactrians with (Indo-Aryan speaking) Dasas and Vratyas (Parpola
1988: 249(f.). But the elephant, an animal even more notable for its tusk, physical power,
and rut, is found on Harappan seals fairly frequently.

Cf. O’Flaherty (1973: 50), who has further suggested a historical link between the Réyasmga
myth and the Mesopotamian myth of the bull-man Enkidu’s seduction by a prostitute. This
link has since been made very likely by Della Casa (1986).
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this virginal youth through having him seduced by a courtesan.?*® Réya was the
animal form in which Prajapati/Brahma had intercourse with his own daughter
Savitri/Rohini (cf. Section 17). Prajapati as the god of generation and fertility
would, of course, be an appropriate divinity for ploughing and fructifying the
furrow.

In the Rgveda, one of the principal adversaries of God Indra is a demon called
Vala, the brother of Indra’s ancient arch-enemy Vrtra who is responsible for
drought. According to the Padma-Purana, the demon Vala was a Brahmanical
ascetic: Indra cut this demon into two pieces with his thunderbolt when Vala was
praying on the seashore at his evening worship, ‘shining with the radiance of celi-
bacy and the divine rod and deer-hide’ 34 In the Mahabharata and the Puranas, the
Vedic demon Vala is usually called Bala, and he is said to have been very strong
(ati-bala).?*' T am inclined to identify him with the ‘strong god’ Bala-deva alias
Bala-Rama, who is called ‘strong’ because he is ‘endowed with might capable of
uplifting the whole earth’342, Vedic Vala could render the original Dravidian name
of this god, for Proto-Dravidian valam ‘strength, power’34? corresponds to San-
skrit balam ‘strength, power’.

In the Mahabharata, there is a long description of Bala-Rama’s visit to all the
sacred places of pilgrimage along the Sarasvati river,>4* which is one of the main
areas of the agriculturally-based Indus Civilization. Besides the plough, his other
emblem is the wine-palm (tdla), and he is much addicted to drinking wine. The wine
palm is a characteristic of the region of the Indus delta, and was already so at the
time of Alexander’s expedition; the Greeks expressly mention the word tala,**3
which is of Dravidian etymology.>4¢ Bala-Rama is further considered to be an in-
carnation of the white snake Sesa or Ananta, which forms the couch upon which
Visnu is often depicted floating in the cosmic ocean. Large snakes floating in the
ocean at the mouth of the Indus is another characteristic of the Indus delta region
noted in the Greek texts, which likewise mention Patala or Potala as its capital city.
In Hindu mythology, Patala is the netherworld that is the realm of the snakes. Patala
is also associated with the ocean, and Sesa lives there. Eleven seals discovered at the

339 For Réyasrnga, see e.g. O'Flaherty 1973: 42ff.

340 Padma-Purina, Bhiimi-Khanda, cited from Mani 1975: 822,

341 Mahabharata 7.118.4698: vaktram cikarta dehat | yathd purd vajradharah prasahya balasya
samkhye ’tibalasya rdjan, cited from Sorensen 1904-25: 105.

342 gsrensen 1904-25: 108 from the Mahdbharata. Compare the above-discussed boar-husband of
the earth uplifting his wife from the ocean.

343 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 476, no. 5276 Tamil valam ‘strength, power, right side’, valan-
kai ‘right hand’, etc. The etymon is found in all branches of the Dravidian language family.

344 Cf, Sérensen 1904-25: 106-107.

345 Cf, also Karttunen 1989: 191.

346 ©f, Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 276f., no. 3180, Tamil tal ‘palmyra or toddy palm, Borassus
flabelliformis’, etc.
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Harappan town of Chanhu-daro in the Indus delta region have a pictogram that is
known from this Indus site alone and which, often occurring alone on a separate
line, most probably expresses the name of this town. It can be interpreted as a
schematic representation of ‘the lowest of three worlds’, i.e. Patala.347 Bala-Rama’s
affinity to the Sita Savitri myth is underlined by the fact that his mother’s name is
Rohini.

The two divine brothers, Bala-Rama and Krsna, may therefore go back to the
Harappan pantheon. Besides the lunar symbolism, these deities would, of course,
have conveyed other meanings too, not least social. The ‘elder’ one would seem to
stand for settled agriculturists, the ‘younger’ for pastoralists and more dark-skinned
aboriginal populations.>#8

34. SAVITRI AND SRADDHA AS THE ELDER AND YOUNGER
WIVES OF THE MOON

The relationship between the elder ‘white’ brother Bala-Rama and the ‘black’
younger brother Krsna can be compared with the relationship between God
Brahma’s two wives in the myth of Brahma’s sacrifice (Section 5), the ‘elder’,
Brahmin wife Savitri, and the less officially married ‘younger’ wife Gayatri be-
longing to the Abhira cowherds.

In the Dravidian-speaking South India, the Tamil god Murukan likewise has
two wives, Brahmanical Devasena and the tribal Valli.34° In the Dravidian kinship

347 gee Parpola 1975.

348 The Keralan folk deity Kufticcattan, particularly in his variant called Karinikutti ‘black boy’,
provides interesting insight into some characteristics of Krsna and the process of his
adoption to the pantheon of higher deities. Like Krsna, Kuiticcittan/Karinkufti is a black-
skinned cowherd-boy, but while Krsna’s ‘tricks’ are relatively innocent pranks of a pampered
child, Kutticcattan does more serious ‘mischief’ (upadrava). Both are brought up in tribal
surroundings by a ‘fostermother’, while their ‘real mother’ is maintained to be a member of
the higher society or a deity of the Hindu pantheon. See Parpola, in press 2.

See the thorough and penetrating discussion of Shulman (1980: 267-294, ‘The double
bride), including the myth of Savitri and Gayatri. Shulman observes: ‘In its account of the
marriage at Puskara, the Padmapurana lavishes attention on the figure of Gayatri, the gopa-
kanya with her fresh load of butter, thick soured milk, and buttermilk to sell, who suddenly
finds herself elevated to the status of wife of the Creator. Unlike Savitri, the senior wife,
Gayatri is thoroughly located in the site; her kinsmen come to seek their stolen child, and in
an exchange of much humor and beauty she tries to explain to them her joy at being married
to the elegant stranger. The whole force of the passage suggests that Gayari is rather more
important and possesses greater prestige than her prim, orthodox rival, despite the humble
origins of the parvenue. Here bhakti, with its preference for the unconventional, the socially
inferior, the inversion of values, intrudes upon the scheme of the double marriage. Precisely
the same pattern obtains in the most important of all Tamil myths of the second marriage,
the story of Murukan’s courtship and union with the daughter of the hunters, Valli. In the
Sanskrit tradition, Skanda is either an eternal brahmacdrin or the husband of the Army of
the Gods, Devasend. But in Tamil the earliest reference to a bride of Murukan is to Valli,

349
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terms, a clear hierarchical distinction is made between ‘elder’ and ‘younger’ broth-
ers and sisters, while Indo-European languages (including Sanskrit) have only the
terms ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ without any such distinction.

This conception of two wives exists as early as the Brahmana texts and prob-
ably goes back to the pre-Vedic, ‘Proto-Epic’ religion of the plains of North India.
In the Taittiriya-Brahmana (2.3.10), Sita Savitri as well as Sraddha are two
daughters of Prajapati,>>® who both love King Soma. In the Satapatha-Brahmana
(12.7.3.11),35! Sraddha is the daughter of Siirya, who helped King Soma to
grow.352 Sraddha ‘faith’ has dark associations, as Sraddha denotes rites performed
for the dead. Chaya ‘shadow’, who as a wife of the sun appears as Sraddha’s
double, shares this dark connotation.

At sunset, milk is offered to Agni, the fire, and at sunrise to Siirya, the sun
(cf. sections 15-16). Agni cohabited with the cow, placing his white seed into it: that
became the milk.

...Therefore, whether it is in a black or in a red (cow), it is ever white and resplendent
like fire (Satapatha-Brahmana 2.2.4.15.)3%3

From this it would appear that Agni had two wives, one represented by a red cow
(rohini) = the dawn, and another represented by a black cow (krsnad) = the evening
dusk. This agrees with the Puranic myth of Brahma having two wives, the elder one
(associated with the moming dawn) being Savitri, and the younger one (associated

and there can be no doubt that Va]li is the more popular and important of Murukan’s two
brides in the Tamil area today...’ — It seems possible that the name of Valli, which is
Dravidian and means ‘climber, creeper’ (cf. Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 480, no. 5316) is the
root for the concept of Arundhati ‘creeper’ being the devoted wife of Vasistha. Shulman
(1980: 281) points out that ‘the image of creeper and tree representing the union of lovers is
conventional, and in the myths women sometimes embrace trees as a means of conceiving a
child (n. 56: Mahabharata 3.115.23-24; Elmore, pp. 81-82. The Tamil myth may suggest an
implicit gloss on valli, ‘creeper’)’. It is noteworthy that Arundhati, too, is supposed to be of
very low, Candala origin (cf. Dange 1986-90, I: 38f. and above Section 29). Cf. also tagara-
valli in Section 21.

The Taittiriya-Brahmana explicitly says of Sita Savitri alone that she is the daughter of
Prajapati, but the medieval commentator states this of Sraddha as well.

350

Satapatha-Brahmana 12.7.3.11: pundti te parisrutam iti | samyddhikamasya punati sam-
rddhyai somam stiryasya duhiteti §raddhd vai siryasya duhita §raddhayaisa somo bhavati
Sraddhayaivainah somam karoti, ‘With (Vajasaneyi-Samhita 29.4) “She purifieth thy
liquor”, he, for prosperity, purifies (the Surd) in the case of one wishing for prosperity; — “to
Soma, she, the daughter of Siirya”: the daughter of Siirya (the sun) assuredly is Faith, and
by faith that (liquor) becomes Soma-juice, and by faith he makes it to be Soma-juice...’
(transl. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: 226).

352 Cf. Lommel 1955-58: 101-2, with all these references.

333 Satapatha-Brahmana 2.2.4.15: tam u hdgnir abhidadhyau | mithuny anaya syam iti rarh
sambabhiiva tasydrh retah prdsificat tat payo 'bhavat tasmad etad amdyam gavi satyar
§rtam agner hi retas tasmad yadi krspayam yadi rohinyam Suklam eva bhavaty agni-
samkdsam agner hi retas tasmat prathamadugdham usnam bhavaty agner hi retah.
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with the evening dusk) being Gayatri, a black-hued cowherd girl of low birth,
Siva praises Gayatri’s sex appeal, and assures her that she will always be liked by
Brahma, that she will remain at the left side of Brahma, while Savitri is to Brahma’s
right. Gayatri will also be ‘in the altar of the sacrifices, and stay at the royal gates,
sacred places and at the confluence of rivers’ (Padma-Purana 1.17.303-33 1). On the
basis of the colours and their positions on right and left, I suggest identifying the
red wife of morning with Durga, the goddess of victory, and the black evening wife
with Kali, the goddess of destruction. The colour red, which we have seen syste-
matically as the original colour of Savitri, also suggests that in pre-Vedic times she
did not belong to the Brahmin class (whose symbolic colour is white) but to the
class of the nobility. In the epic legend she indeed is a princess.

Kali is a murderous bride,>3* armed with a billhook, with which she decapi-
tates her husband, the sun, and also castrates him, by cutting his right arm (or in the
case of animal victims, the right foreleg), which is thrust into the mouth of the
severed head (cf. Section 32 with note 315). As the dusk is also a time for counting
evening prayers (the number of recited Gayatri stanzas), she has a rosary,355 but
made of human heads. In olden times, when offerings of human victims to Kali
were possibly made every day,>5¢ as the sun dies each evening, great numbers of
human heads accumulated at her sacred tree. The severed arms are also collected and
hung as her skirt in the iconography, while aprons and other ritual dresses made of
human bone are known from Sakta Tantrism and Vajrayana Buddhism.

As the ‘elder sister’, Savitri would be mahisi, the king’s most senior wife,
who in the human/horse sacrifice of the Veda is the female partner in the ‘sacred
marriage’, while the male partner represents the dying husband, Prajapati, the Vedic
predecessor of Goddess Savitri’s husband Brahma (and originally the Asura king
Varuna, the model of the sacrificing king, with whom the victim is also identi-
fied).?37 In the agnicayana ritual, the mahisi is equated with Earth, and she bakes
a brick called ‘invincible’ (asddha), which associates her with Durga.3%8 As
mahisi she will also be the wife of mahisa, literally ‘the great (animal)’, ie. the
water buffalo, the Asura vanquished by Durga: this demon is not only the enemy
but also the lover/husband of the Goddess.359 The water buffalo is the vehicle and
symbol of Yama, the god of death, a double of King Varuna, the greatest Asura, the
lord of the night.

354 On this theme, cf. Shulman 1980: 176ff.

355 This is possibly the reason why Arundhati, sage Vasistha's low caste wife, is called Aksa-
mila,

From the nineteenth century, there are reports of regular weekly human sacrifices to the
Goddess on Fridays, both from Calcutta and from Thanjavur in South India.

357 Cf. Parpola 1992: 299

358 Cf. parpola 1992: 281.

339 Cf. Parpola 1992: 300.
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35. SAVITRI AS PROTOTYPAL SATI

In the Savitri legend and the descriptions of the savitri-vrata, the heroine is often
called sadhvi ‘good’ and sati ‘true, good’, sometimes also mahd-sati ‘great sati’.
The word sati is, of course, best known in the meaning of ‘widow who lets herself
be burned on the funeral pyre of her dead husband’. Anglicized as suttee, the term
has in English come to denote the act of ‘widow-burning’, though the correct San-
skrit name of the rite is sahamarana or sahagamana ‘(wife’s) dying or going
together (with her husband)’. In the later parts of the Mahabharata, this is actually
expected of a satl or sadhvi: ‘A sadhvi follows her dead husband’ as ‘the general
rule’.360

The earliest accounts of sati come from the historians of Alexander’s expedi-
tion, including Aristoboulos, who was in India himself (cited by Strabo, p. 714) and
who reported that among some Indian tribes women out of their own free will let
themselves be burned together with their husbands’ bodies, and those who do not
do so are looked down upon by others. Strabo (p. 699) and Diodorus (17.91)
specifically mention Kathaioi (living in northern Panjab, around Lahore) as having
this custom. Diodorus (19.33f.) describes in detail a case from the year 316 BC,
when Keteus, the commander of the Indian troops, died in a battle between
Eumenes and Antigonus in Asia Minor. His two wives vied with each other for the
honour of being bumnt with Keteus. The elder, who was pregnant, was precluded on
account of Indian law,36! and burst into tears, while the younger was jubilant over
her victory, arrived to the funeral festively adomed and accompanied by friends
who sang songs in her praise. After having divided her ornaments among relatives
she ascended the pyre, guided by her brother. The army circumambulated the pyre
three times before it was lighted. She leaned against her husband and gave no cry of
pain or fear even in the flames. Some of the Greeks pitied her, some praised her, but
many considered the practise cruel and inhuman.362

The sati custom has prevailed up to the present time, although it was legally
prohibited by the Portuguese in 1510 and by the British in 1829.36? In most cases,
including that witnessed by the Greeks, the sati has concerned families of kings and
military aristocracy, and been geographically limited mainly to the areas in western
India, in more recent times particularly Rajasthan.*6* The concept of heroism

360 \Mahabharata 1.74.46 (mrtam bhartaram sadhvy anugacchati) quoted by Hopkins 1889: 315,
n. 1. — For sati/sahamarana in general, see Winternitz 1920: 55-85; Kane 1941: 624-636.

361 Sucha prescription is found e.g. in Naradiya-Smrti: baldpatyas ca garbhinyah adystartavas
tathd | rajasvald rdjasute narohanti citam Subhe //, thus quoted by Madhavécirya in his
commentary on Para$ara-Smyti 4.31 (Tarkalankara 1899, I1: 49).

362 winternitz 1920: 70; cf. Lommel 1955-58: 103.
363 f, Winternitz 1920: 79f.
364 cf Winternitz 1920; 63-81; Lommel 1955-58: 103-104.
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prevalent in these circles is apparent from a proverb in the collection of Canakya,
according to which

Brahmins fearing cold, soldiers fearing battle and a lady fearing fire will not attain
heaven (Bohtlingk 1870-73: no. 6466),567

Herman Lommel (1955-58: 103-109) has plausibly suggested that the Savitii
legend provides the mythical model for the sati practice, although this is not directly
expressed.>®® In the Savitri legend, the husband has died and the faithful wife is
prepared for the supreme sacrifice: she is ready to follow him to Yama’s realm,
trying to save him by her own virtue. In fact she does follow Yama and her
husband.367 After Satyavat is revived, she gathers her hair, which she has worn
loose like women wailing for the dead.

In the Brahmanical literature there is no clear reference to the sati practice until
the more recent layer of legal texts, where statements like the following are found:

Even if he has entered Hell bound with the most terrible chains, and has been brought
to the judgement hall by Yama’s servants and stands there powerless and pitiable,
enveloped by his own deeds, even then she forcefully pulls her husband out like a
snake catcher fearlessly draws a snake from its hole, and goes together with him to
heaven. Such a wife entirely devoted to her husband, always praised by hosts of
heavenly singer maidens, will sport in heaven as long as fourteen Indras rule there. Be
her husband a Brahmin-murderer, a forgetter of favours done to him, or a friend-
deceiver, l;e is purified by his wife, if she does not become a widow but dies together
with him.

Because the early Iranian texts do describe funeral practices but make no refer-
ence to anything like sati, and because the early Buddhist literature, too, is complete-
ly silent about the sati practice, Lommel (1955-58: 105-106) assumed that it had
been adopted in India from earlier inhabitants speaking non-Aryan languages.36°

365 Cited by Wintemnitz 1920: 65f. and Lommel 1955-58: 106.

366 Winternitz (1920: 58) did not think of this possibility, but was in fact of the opposite opin-
ion: ‘In den dltesten Bestandteilen der volkstiimlichen Epen Mahabharata und Rémayana
verbrennen sich die Witwen nicht... Savitri, diese herrlichste Frauengestalt des Epos, denkt
nicht daran, mit ihrem Gatten zu sterben, sondern sie folgt ihm in die Unterwelt und ringt
dem Todesgott das Leben des teuren Gatten ab.’

Savitri’s following Yama and her husband can be compared to Inanna-Ishtar’s descent to the
netherworld.

Vyasa-Smyti quoted by Madhavicarya in his commentary on Parasara-Smrti 4.31 (Tarkalan-
karah 1899, II: 47f.): yadi pravisto narakam baddhah pasaih sudarunaili | samprapto
ydtandsthanam grhito yamakinkaraih /i tisthate vivaso dino vestyamdnah svakarmabhih |
vyalagrahi yatha vydlam balad grhndty asanikitah I/ tadvad bhartaram ddaya divam ydti ca
sd balat | sa bhartyparama nityam stityamanapsaroganaih /| kridate pating sdardham yavad
indra$ caturdasa | brahmaghno va krtaghno va mitraghno va bhavet patih Il pundty
avidhava nart tam dddya mytd tu yd / — Similar stanzas occur in Hitopadesa 3.29-30 and
elsewhere, see Winternitz 1920: 60ff.; cf. Lommel 1955-58: 106f,

Lommel says that in assuming a non-Aryan origin for the sati practice he follows the opin-
ion of J. Kohler, for which Winternitz (1920: 84) found no foundation.

367

368
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He also points to its parallelism with the religious suicide committed mainly by men,
especially by religious ascetics, concluding a life fully devoted to piety and difficult
vows. Alexander’s Greeks witnessed the suicide of Sage Kalanos (= Sanskrit
Kalyana), who burnt himself to death.

I think Lommel is right in connecting the Savitri legend with the practice of
satf, but I would like to modify his thesis with some corrections and additional
arguments. According to Lommel, there are no references to the sati practice in the
old parts of either the Mahabharata or the Ramayana. In the Ramayana, however,
there is something reminiscent of the sati that plays a very prominent part in the
epic. After Rama has conquered Ravana’s capital and liberated Sita, her purity is
doubted. Rama agrees to have her marital faithfulness publicly tested. Sita ascends a
pyre which is lighted, but the fire does not touch her, leaving her unscathed and her
fidelity proven. This is even repeated in the later additions to the Ramayana. From
such a public testing of marital fidelity by means of fire, the step is very short to the
sati’s proving her marital fidelity on the funeral pyre of her husband. There are
many descriptions of sati cases, some of them quoted by Wintemitz and Lommel,
where the faithful and determined wife shows no signs of pain, though she has her
fingers or arms burned before the actual funeral takes place: it is as if she did not
feel the fire.

It also seems significant that though the Mah@bharata has very few references
to the sati practice, it does state that Madri, daughter of the Madra king like Savitri
(cf. above Section 14), and four wives of Vasudeva including Bala-Rama’s mother
Rohini and Krsna’s mother Devaki burnt themselves on the husband’s funeral
pyre, and that the same was done by many wives of Krsna (this is also said in the
Visnu-Purana).370

I disagree with Lommel when he says (1955-58: 104f.) that the entire Vedic
literature from the Rgveda down to the most detailed descriptions of mortuary prac-
tices is completely silent about widow-burning. In fact Lommel’s source here,
Winternitz (1920: 57), already pointed out that the Rgvedic Aryans did know the
practice of widow-burning but did not approve of it. Cf. also Gonda (1980: 203):

The widow is placed to the north of the dead body of her husband when it is being
cremated, but her brother-in-law, a pupil (who is an inmate), or an aged servant... cause
her to arise (A§valayana-Grhyasiitra 2.4.16;18) with Rgveda 10.18.8 which on the one
hand seems to point to the widow's remarrying and on the other may be reminiscent of
an older practice of bumning the widow together with her husband.

There is also evidence that among other Indo-European-speaking peoples (Greeks,
Germanic, Slavic and Scythians speaking an early Iranian language) either wives or
concubines followed their deceased chieftains to the world beyond (cf. Winternitz
1920: 56). Moreover, the Harappans did not dispose of their dead by cremation, but
by burial.

370 Mahabharata, Mausala-Parvan 7.18 and 73-74; Visnu-Purana 5.38.2; cf. Kane 1941: 626.
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It would seem to me that at the assumed fusion of the ‘Rgvedic’ and ‘Proto-
Epic’ traditions (cf. sections 12-13), the satl practice prevalent in the pre-Yajurvedic
Indus Valley was deliberately and totally abandoned by the unified Vedic culture,
and did not surface again in Sanskrit literature until much later, However, it
continued to be practised in the Greater Indus Valley (including Rajasthan and
Gujarat) outside the Vedic sphere, where the oral tradition was not fixed as in the
Vedic and Buddhist faiths, but remained in the fluid and ahistorical form of the
Puranas. In the Greater Indus Valley, the sati practice may have come into being as
a combination of non-Vedic Aryan traditions including cremation of the dead,37!
and possibly providing chieftains with wives to accompany them to the afterlife, and
of Harappan traditions associated with the Savitri legend.

36. Aksaya-vata: DEATH IN A SACRED BANYAN TREE

With regard to the probably Harappan heritage of the sati practice, I should like to
underline the importance of the banyan tree in the Harappan religion and in the
Savitr legend and vow, where it is the tree of Death. The ‘imperishable banyan
trees’ (aksaya-vata) at various pilgrimage sites have been notorious for the religious
suicides committed at them.372 The Khairha plates of Yasahkarnadeva (dated
Kalacuri samvat 823, i.e. AD 1073) narrate that king Gangeya ‘obtained release
along with his one hundred wives at the famous banyan tree of Prayaga.’37> The
aksayya vata in Prayaga (Allahabad), according to the Skanda-Purana (5.2.58.21),
has [a temple of] Savitri established close by.37# There was a sacred banyan tree

371 In the Indus Valley, inhumation, which was the prevalent Harappan mode of disposing of
the dead, gave way to cremation with the introduction of the Late/Post-Harappan Cemetery
H Culture with its painted burial urns (for an attempt to interpret the painted motifs of these
urns, see Parpola 1985: 71). The Cemetery H culture extended from the Pakistani Panjab to
the Yamuna-Ganga doab, and can be dated to c. 1900-1300 BC. It is my primary candidate
for being the ‘Proto-Epic’ culture. Another early Indo-Aryan-speaking community of the pre-
Vedic Indus Valley is that of Sindh (Sibri, Quetta Hoard, Jhukar), which is related to the
Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (both with inhumation burials), and probably also
with the Gangetic Copper Hoards; this is likely to be the origin of the later Magadhi speak-
ers of eastern India (cf. Parpola 1988: 206f., 251ff.).

372 Cf. Chattopadhyaya 1937; Dubey 1986; Thakur 1963: 84, 89, 92f., 97. In historical times,
people have usually committed suicide by jumping down from a high branch of the banyan
tree. The North Indian suicide at the ‘eternal banyan trees’ — which have a prototype in
Varuna's ‘cosmic banyan’ in the middle of the sky, probably associated with the ‘north-star’
(Tamil vata-min) — might be related with the Old Tamil suicide by fasting to death by
‘sitting turned towards north’ (vatakk’ iruttal), which George Hart (1975: 88-93) is inclined
to consider a native Dravidian tradition.

373 Kane 1941: 925 with n. 2135, and Thakur 1963: 97, both quoting Epigraphia Indica 12: 205
at p. 211: prapte prayagavatamilanivesabandhau sardham S$atena grhinibhir amutra
muktim,
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called Govardhana at the gate of the royal palace in Sakala, Savitri’s hometown
(Section 14); and a banyan tree was also ‘the highest abode’ of God Brahma,
Goddess Savitri’s husband, at Puskara, his most important tirtha.3”> Arundhati-
vata ‘the banyan tree of Arundhati’, mentioned in the Mahabharata (3.82.37),%76 is
another place of pilgrimage associated through its name with one of the foremost
paragons of marital faithfulness.

In the very short description of the vata-savitri-vrata contained in the Agni-
Purana (194.4-7) there is a hitherto misunderstood passage, which supports the
connection of the suicides committed at the aksaya-vatas with the Savitri legend. In
all other respects, excepting the date, the account agrees with the long description of
the Skanda-Purana cited above (in Section 3a):

I shall tell (the vow of) the new-moon day of Savitri that is auspicious and bestows
enjoyment and emancipation. On the fifteenth (new moon) day of (the dark half of) the
Jyestha month, after fasting for three (days and) nights, a woman who has made the
vow should worship the great chaste woman (mahd-sati, i.e. Savitri) at the foot of a
banyan tree at night with seven (kinds of) grains that have sprouted and with throat-
ropes along with red saffron-powder, etc., (and%,? after having performed the suspen-
sion from the banyan, with songs and dances. 377 ar early dawn she should worship
(the images of the couple with the mantra) ‘Obeisance to Savitri and Satyavat’, and
present the offering to a Brahmin. After going to (her own) house, she should feed
Brahmins and eat herself. She should dismiss the Brahmins with this mantra: ‘May
Goddess Savitri be pleased!’, (to which they should reply:) ‘Let her attain marital
happiness and other good things.’ 7

The italicized passage has a counterpart in the Savitif legend in one version of
the Skanda-Purana,”? which contains this verse (7.166.78): kdsthabharam ksanat

374 Skanda-Puriina 5.2.58.20-21: kamikas firthardjas tu praydgah Sriyate Srutau | aham tatra
gamisydmi jiiagnam samyag bhavisyati I/ nastavedena raubhyena prapta siddhir anuttama |
savitri §rityate tatra aksayyavatasannidhau |/

375 ¢y, Visnu-Purdna 2.4.86: ‘On Puskaradvipa there is a Nyagrodha tree which is Brahma’s
highest abode. In that Brahma dwells, worshipped (piljyamanah) by gods and demons.’
(Transl. Bailey 1983: 22, n. 61.)

376  Mahabharata 3.82.37: arundhativatam gacchet tirthasevi narddhipa | samudrakam upa-
spréya trirdatroposito narah | gosahasraphalam vindet kulam caiva samuddharet //.

377 This passage has been translated by Gangadharan (1985: 519) as follows: ‘Women should
deeply embrace the banyan tree (besmearing) with saffron etc. doing dancing and singing in
the night...”

378 Agni-Purna 194.4-7 (Venkafe§vara ed., fol. 129b): vaksye savitryamavasydm bhukti-
muktikarim $ubhdm |/ paficadasydm vrati jyesthe vatamiile mahdsatim | trirdtropositd nari
saptadhdnyaih prapitjayet I/ praridhaih kanthasitrai§ ca rajanyam kurkumadibhil /
vatavalambanam krtva nrtyagitaih prabhdtake /I namah savitryai satyavate naivedyam
carpayed dvije | ve§ma gatva dvijan bhojya svayam bhuktva visarjayet | savitri priyatam
devi saubhdgyadikam apnuyat /1.

379 In the Mahabharata version (3.281,102-103), it is Savitri who after the revival of Satyavat
hangs the carrying pole with fruits from the branch of a tree, to be fetched later by Satyavat:
tam uvdcdtha savitri §vah phalaniha nesyasi... krtvd kathinabharam sa vrksa$akhava-
lambinam.
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krtva vatasakhavalambanam ‘after (Satyavat) in a moment suspended the load of
wood (which he had made) from a branch of the banyan tree’, as his last act before
laying his head on Savitri’s lap and dying. What is the import of the load of wood
in such a context? Probably it stands for the wood of the funeral pyre. Savitri sitting
with the head of her dead husband in her lap corresponds exactly to what the sati
traditionally does on the funeral pyre.380

But hanging the wood of the funeral pyre on the branches of the banyan tree
seems (o hint to an earlier practice. The passage may represent a survival of the
original sat ritual in which the woman was supposed to hang herself on the banyan
tree. The word kantha- means ‘throat’ and siitra- means ‘thread, rope’.38! It is
significant that ‘throat ropes’ (grivd-sitraka) are prescribed for the worship of
Goddess Savitri at Millasthana (see Section 14),382 According to Hiltebeitel (1991:
347), when the five young sons of the Pandavas have been murdered and revived in

380 cf. Wintemitz 1920: 73: *...Endlich besteigt sie den Scheiterhaufen. Manchmal wird die
Leiche quer iiber sie hingelegt, oder sie sitzt auf einem Stuhl mit dem Kopf der Leiche auf
ihrem Schoss.’ ]

The meaning ‘a particular mode of embracing’ recorded for the compound kantha-sitra- in
the dictionaries from Kalidisa’s Raghuvamsa (19.32) should not mislead us (cf. note 377). —
Of course kantha-siitra- could simply mean ‘collar, necklace’, but it is peculiar that just the
word siitra- denoting ‘thread, rope’ is used, not e.g. bhisana- or abharapa. Cf. further
raiijayet paftasiitraih ‘she should add some colour with silk threads’ in the brahma-savitri-
vrata (Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.87) corresponding to sutrakantaih in Bhavisya-Purina
4.102.75 (see above note 102), Sitra-kanta- is not in the dictionaries, while sutra-kantha- is
recorded from lexicographers in the meanings ‘Brahmin’ (lit. ‘having siitras in the throat
ready to be repeated’) ‘pigeon, dove’ (lit. ‘having lines on the throat’) and ‘wagtail’ (cf.
Monier-Williams 1899:1241c). See further note 382.

A woman performing the vata-savitri-vrata is also supposed to wrap a thread (siitra) around
the banyan tree every month while watering it and worshipping it as Yama, cf. Skanda-
Purana quoted by Hemadri, p. 273.4-9: Jyaisthamase tu samprapte paurnamdsyam pati-
vratd | sndtvd caiva Sucir bhiitva vatam sicya bahiidakail /I sitrena vestayed bhaktya
gandhapuspaksataih Subhaih | namo vaivasvatdyeti bhramayanti pradaksinam /! ratrau
kurvita naktam cabdam ekam samahita | tathaiva vatavrksam ca pakse pakse ca pijayet //.
It is likely that the thread is a substitute for the entrails of the sacrificed victims with which
the tree is garlanded in the cruder varieties of banyan worship (cf. Section 40)., This act could
symbolize the devotee's marriage to this tree of death (the bride and bridegroom garland each
other, cf. Baudhayana-Grhyasiitra 1,1.24), in imitation of the incestuous marriage that may
be assumed to have taken place between Savitri and her father Asvapati, whose name
connects him with Varuna, a multiform of Yama, the god of death, the lord of the banyan
tree. At Puskara, the sacred banyan tree was the abode of Goddess Savitri's husband Brahma
(Visnu-Purina 2.4,86). Indeed, in the batasavitrT (balsait) ritual celebrated in Mithila, the
banyan tree (bar) is ‘said to symbolize the husband’ of newly-wed women, who ‘praying for
a happy marriage, perform piija using rice, flowers, sandalwood, water, parched rice (lava),
elc.; carrying a ripe mango, they circumambulate the bar three times and sprinkle it with
water..." (Ishii 1993: 64). - I noticed the following references that are highly important for
the interpretation of the Savitri legend too late to be taken into regard elsewhere in this
study, but I communicate them here, According to Maitrayani-Samhita 1.5.12, Yama was
the first mortal to die, and he left behind his mourning twin sister and (incestuously
married) wife Yami, while according to Paficavim$a-Brahmana 11.10.22, Yami (by means of
the Yama-saman) brought Yama to the world of heaven,

381

382

-
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the ritual drama of the Draupadi cult, one of them wears a turmeric-dyed whip
around his neck, identical to the whip of the Goddess with the lashes of which the
other victims are awakened from their sleep-like death. The turmeric-dyed coconut-
fibre whip is associated with Potu Raja (a multiform of Mahisa Asura) in Andhra
Pradesh as well as in Tamil Nadu. ‘As Biardeau has argued, the whip has its
prototype in the rope that is used to tie the victim to the sacrificial stake’ (Hiltebeitel
1991: 150), ‘signifying its submission to sacrifice’ (p. 347).383 Why should a
throat-rope be so important in the worship of Savitii as mahd-sati ? It may symbol-
ize the air-roots of the banyan tree as an instrument of Savitri’s suicide by hanging.
The red saffron powder (kurikuma) mentioned in the Agni-Purana may have
been applied on the forehead of the SavitrT statuette, but perhaps also on the throat-
ropes with which Savitri is to be worshipped. Red saffron often is a substitute
for blood. Besmearing a tree with red powder replaces smearing it with the blood
of a sacrificial victim. Sacred trees sometimes have had red five-finger marks
(paricangulika) imprinted with a hand.38¢ These demand comparison with, for ex-
ample, the forty or so red hand-marks on gates of the Jodhpur Palace in Rajasthan,
imprinted there by sati queens while departing on their last journey (cf. Winternitz
1920: 79) and with the hand symbols carved on hundreds of memorial stones,
at least in Central India along the Narmada river (cf. Winternitz 1920: 69). Why
should a hand symbolize a sati? Perhaps on account of the homophony between the
Proto-Dravidian word for ‘hand’, *kay (Tamil kai),>®> and Proto-Dravidian *kay

‘widow’.386

383 Reference may also be made to binding the root of the pafa plant (Clypea hemandifolia)
around the neck: a person who wears this talisman becomes invincible (KauSikasiitra 38.20;
cf. Gonda 1980: 123, 326). ‘The roots of the plants belong to the Fathers or chthonian
powers’ (Gonda 1980: 123, citing J. J. Meyer).

384 Cf. Vogel 1920.

385 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 183, no. 2023

386 Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 183, no. 2028: Tamil kaintalai, kayini, kaini ‘widow’, kaimmai
‘widowhood, widow, forlorn condition’, kai-k-kilai ‘unreciprocated love'; Tulu kai-ponjavu
‘a single woman’; Parji kéral, kétal ‘widow’, kémub ‘widower’, Gadaba (Ollari) kétal
‘widow’. This etymon seems to be related (perhaps as ‘unmarried single woman’) to Proto-
Dravidian *kay ‘younger sister’, Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 261, no. 3015(a): Tamil kai,
kaiyai ‘younger sister’, tarikai, tanikaicci, tarikacci ‘younger sister (or female parallel
cousin)’, erkai, erkaicci ‘my younger sister’, urikai ‘your younger sister” (with parallels in
all branches of the Dravidian family).
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37. HUMAN SACRIFICE BENEATH THE BANYAN TREE IN THE
VETALA-PANCAVIMSATIKA

Death by hanging in a tree reminds one of the Vetala-Paficavimsatika, the 25 stories
of vetala, a *vampire or demon occupying a dead body’. There are several versions
of this ancient and very popular collection of stories, the best known being in-
cluded in Somadeva’s Kathasaritsagara, which will be used here.387 The hero is a
brave king, called Vikramaditya, the ‘sun of valour’, or (in Somadeva’s version)
Trivikramasena. A mendicant (bhiksu, §ramana) called Ksanti§ila donates a fruit
every day to the king, who without further ado gives them to his treasurer. Ten
years pass until accidentally it is found out that each fruit contains a precious jewel.
The king asks the mendicant why is he giving these presents, and the mendicant
replies that he needs the help of a hero in a magic ritual. The king immediately
promises his help, and the mendicant asks him to come to a big cemetery (§masana)
on the 14th night of the dark half of the month. The mendicant would be waiting
there beneath a banyan tree (vata).383

The king does so, wraps himself in a dark blue cloak, takes his sword, and
comes to the terrible cemetery full of human skeletons and skulls and teeming with
ghosts, dimly lit by funeral fires, and finds the mendicant drawing a magic circle
(mandala) beneath the banyan tree. He asks the king to fetch the dead body of a
man that is hanging from a sissoo tree at some distance to the south.?8® The king
agrees, and finds the corpse hanging from a tree,3°? smelling of raw flesh and burnt
by the flames of funeral fires. The king climbs the tree and lets the dead body fall

387 Somadeva’s Kathasaritsagara (=KSS), tarangas 75-99 from the beginning of the work
= Vetila-Paficavimsatika.

KSS 75.34-39: bhikso dhanavyayenaivam sevase mam kim anvaham | nedanim te grahisya-
mi phalam ydvan na vaksyasi /! ity uktavantam rdjanam bhiksus tam vijane 'bravit |
virasacivyasdpeksam mantrasadhanam asti me /| tatra virendra sahdyyam kriyamanam
tvaydrthaye [ tac chrutvd pratipede tat tathety asya sa bhiipatih I/ tatah sa Sramanas tusto
nrpam punar uvdca tam | tarhi kysnacaturdasyam dgaminyam nisigame /I ito mahd-
§masanantar vatasyadhah sthitasya me | agantavyam tvaya deva pratipalayato 'ntikam 1/
badham evam karisyamity ukte tena mahabhuja ! sa ksantisilah §ramano hrstah svanilayam
yayau /.

KSS 75.40-48: atha tam sa mahdsattvah prapya krsnacaturdasim | prarthanam prati-
panndm tam bhiksos tasya nypah smaran || pradose nilavasanas tamalakrtasekharah |
niryayau rdjadhdnitah khadgapdnir alaksitah !/ yayau ca ghoranibidadhvantavrata-
malimasam | citanalogranayanajvaladarunadarsanam /1 asamkhyanarakarikdlakapalasthi-
visarikitam | hrsyatsamnihitottalabhiitavetalavestitam /I bhairavasydaparam ripam iva
gambhirabhisanam | sphirjanmahasivaravam $masanam tadavihvalah /I vicitya catra tam
prapya bhiksum vatataror adhah | kurvanam mandalanydsam upasytya jagada sah Il eso
"ham agato bhikso brihi kim karavani te [ tac chrutva sa nypam drstva hrsto bhiksur uvaca
tam /I rajan krtah prasada$ cet tad ito daksinamukham | gatva vidiiram ekaki vidyate
Sim$apataruh I/ tasminn ullambitamrtah ko ’py ekah puruso sthitah | tam ihdnaya gatva
tvam sanathyam kuru vira me //.

390 Ks875.51: 50 'pasyal lambamdnam tam bhiitasyeva §avam taroh,

388

389
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down with the rope (by which it was hung) cut (chinnarajjus). Falling on the
ground, the corpse makes a cry. Suspecting the body to be still alive, the king out of
pity starts to stroke it, but then the body bursts into a loud laughter, from which the
king understands it to be a vampire. When he says, ‘Why do you laugh? Let’s go!’,
the corpse flies back to the tree. With much trouble the king again climbs the tree
and fetches the body, puts it on his shoulder and keeping silent, starts taking it to the
banyan tree.3%1

Now the vampire tells a story to entertain the king on the road. The story ends
in a riddling question, and the vampire threatens the king that if he knows the an-
swer and does not say it, then his head will burst asunder into a hundred pieces.39
The king replies to the query, but when he breaks the silence, the body flies back to
the tree again. The same thing happens over and over again, until the vampire asks
such a question that the king cannot answer and therefore goes on in silence. Now
the vampire declares to the king that he is satisfied with his courage, determination
and smart replies, reveals the real intention of the mendicant, and advises the king
how to deal with him.3%3

The king arrives at the banyan tree and sees that the mendicant has smeared the
ground with blood and drawn a magic circle on it with white powder made of
ground human bone, placed a pot filled with blood at each of the cardinal directions
around it, and nearby a sacrificial fire flames high from rich libations of the ‘great
oil’ (made of the fat of human victims), while all the sacrificial implements are col-
lected in readiness for worshipping the mendicant’s chosen divinity.3** The mendi-
cant is overjoyed at the king’s arrival and takes the dead body down from his
shoulder, bathes it, binds a garland (around its neck), places the corpse inside the
circle, applies sacred ashes on his own limbs, puts on a sacrificial thread made of
human hair, puts on the funeral clothes of a dead person, meditates a moment, and
with the power of mantras makes the vampire enter into the corpse. Then he wor-
ships the vampire by offering it guest water from a human skull with carefully
cleaned human teeth (as his offering ladles), then gives flowers, incense and oint-
ment, fumigates with human eyes, and makes a bali offering with pieces of (human)
flesh. Then he asks the king to prostratrate himself on the ground so that eight parts

391 kss 75.49-57.

392 KsS 75 (Vetdla 1).188: jandnas ca na ced rajan mama tattvam vadisyasi | tad esa Satadha
miirdhd niscitam te sphutisyati //. — Cf. Brhaddevata (shorter version) 4.106ab: Satadha
bhidyate miirdhd, with the following parallels collected by Tokunaga (1996: 224): Rgveda
Khila 2.1.6cd: Satadhd bhidyate mirdhni §im$avrksaphalam yathd; SadguruSisya on
Sarvianukramani 1.68.35; 1.158.47; 7.121.22, 27, 39; 7.169.10; Ramayana 4.45.15.

393 KsSS 98 (Vetala 24).60-74.

394 KSS 99 (Vetdla 25).1-4: tatas tasyantikam bhiksoh ksantisilasya bhipatih | sa trivikrama-
seno 'tra prdpa skandhe §avam vahan I/ dadarfa tam ca Sramanam margabhimukham
ekakam | krsnapaksaksaparaudre §masane tarumilagam I/ asrgliptast<h>ale gaurenasthi-
ciirnena nirmite | mandale diksu vinyastapiirnasonitakumbhake /! mahadtailapradipadhye
hutaparsvasthavahnini | sambhrtocitasambhare svestadaivatapiijane I/.




280 ASKO PARPOLA

of his body will touch the earth, in adoration of the overlord of spells who is
present, so that the deity will be pleased to give as a boon the success that the
mendicant has been praying for the king.3?3

The king, following the advice given by the vampire, replies that he does not
know how the prostration is to be done, and asks the mendicant to show him first.
When the mendicant prostrates himself, the king chops his head off with a strike of
his sword. He also pulls out the heart-lotus (4rt-padma) that he has torn from the
mendicant’s stomach, and gives the head and the heart-lotus to the vampire. While
pleased hosts of ghosts applaud, the satisfied vampire says to the king from the
corpse: “The overlordship of the (deities called) “wisdom carriers” (vidyddhara)
coveted by this mendicant will be yours at the end of your enjoyment of your
imperial rule on the earth. As you have been troubled by me, please choose a boon
whatever you wish.” The king asks for the stories told by the vampire to be told and
held in honour on the earth. The vampire grants the wish, saying that whoever tells
or hears even one verse of these stories with respect, will be released from sin and
obtain immunity from all sorts of demons and ghosts, including Yaksas, Vetalas,
Kiismandas, Dakinis, and Raksasas.3%6

395 KSS 99 (Vetala 25).5-16: updgdc ca sa tam rdaja so ’'pi bhiksur vilokya tam | anitamatakam
harsad utthayovaca samstuvan I/ duskaro me mahdrdja vihito 'nugrahas tvayd | tvadrsah
kva kva cesteyam desakalau kva cedrSau /I niskampam satyam evahur mukhyam tvam kula-
bhitbhrtam | evam atmanapeksena pardrtho yena sadhyate /! etad eva mahattvam ca
mahatam ucyate budhail | pratipannad acalanam pranandm atyaye 'pi yat I/ iti bruvan sa
siddhdrthamani bhiksur mahipateh | tasyavatarayam dsa skandhdt tam matakam tada 1/
snapayitva samalabhya baddhamalyam vidhdya ca | matakam mandalasyantah sthapayam
dsa tasya tat /! bhasmoddhilitagdtra$ ca kesayajiiopavitabhrt | pravrtapretavasano bhiitva
dhyanasthitah ksanam /! tasmin mantrabaldhiitam pravesya nrkalevare | tam vetalavaram
bhiksuh piijayam dsa sa kramat I/ dadau tasmai kapdalarghapdtrenarghyam sunirmalaih /
naradantais tatah puspam sugandhi ca vilepanam I/ dattvd mdnugsanetrais ca dhipam
mamsair balim tatha | samdpya ca pijam rdjanam tam uvdca sa pdrivagam /! rdjann
ihdsya mantradhirdjasya krtasamnidheh | prandmam arigair astabhir nipatya kuru bhi-
tale /! yenabhipretasiddhim te dasyaty esa varapradah /.

396 Kss 99 (Vetala 25).16-30: Srutvaitar smytavetalavaca rdjabravit sa tam I/ ndham janami
tat ptirvam pradarfayatu me bhavdn | tatas tathaiva tad aham karisye bhagavann iti |/
tato darfayitum yavat sa bhiksuh patito bhuvi | tdvat khadgaprahdrena sa rajasya §iro
‘cchinat /I dcakarsa ca hrtpadmam udarad asya patitam | vetdldya ca tasmai tac-
chirohrtkamalam dadau /! sadhuvade tato datte pritair bhiitaganais tatah | tusto ’bravit sa
vetdlo nypam tam kalevarat /! rdjan vidyadharendratvam bhiksor dsid yad ipsitam | tat
tavad bhiimisamrdjyabhogante te bhavisyati // kleSito 'si mayd yat tvam tad abhistam varam
vrnu | ity uktavantam vetalam sa rdja tam abhdsata /I tvam cet prasannah ko nama na
siddho ' bhimato varah | tathapy amoghavacanad idam tvatto ' ham arthaye /I adyah prasna-
katha etd nanakhyanamanoramah | caturvim$atir esd ca paicavims$i samaptigd I/ sarvah
khyata bhavantv etdh piijaniyds$ ca bhiitale | iti tendrthito rdjiia vetdlo nijagida sah /l evam
astu visesam ca Srnu vacmy atra bhitale | yas caturvim$atih piirva yaisa caika samapini 1/
kathavaliyam vetalaparicavims$atikakhyaya | khydta jagati piijya ca §iva caiva bhavisyati I/
yah Slokamatram apy asydh kathayisyati sadarah | yo va $rosyati tau sadyo muktapapau
bhavisyatah I/ yaksavetalakismandadakiniraksasadayah | na tatra prabhavisyanti yatraisa
kirtayisyate I/ ity uktvda sa yayau tasman nirgatya nrkalevardt | yathabhirucitam dhima
vetdlo yogamdyaya //.
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38. THE SACRIFICED VICTIM AND THE SUN

The above paraphrased and partially translated frame story of the Vetala-Pafica-
vimsatika provides some crucial clues for understanding the Savitri legend and
savitri-vrata. First of all, this is one of the very few texts which have preserved
reminiscences of the disposal of the dead by hanging them on trees, besides the
Savitri legend. The king’s carrying on his shoulder a corpse that had been hanging
from a rope in a tree calls to mind the Hindu myth of God Siva’s carrying on his
shoulder the dead body of his wife Sati, who had committed suicide when his father
Daksa did not invite her husband to his sacrifice.3*” This might be a reminiscence
of a ritual practice once belonging to the ‘sacred marriage’ ceremony: in the Vetala,
the corpse was to be worshipped as a deity under the banyan like the image of
Savitri, and Satis are worshipped as deities.

Daksa is a multiform of Brahma and shares some of his common epithets such as
lokapitamaha, ‘Grandfather of the worlds’, and Srasir, ‘Creator’.3%8

There is a myth about an incestuous relationship between Brahma and Siva’s wife
Sati, whom he has just married as the officiating priest:

After they were married Brahma... saw Sati’s feet and his mind immediately became
filled with passion... he made the sacrificial fire smoky and whilst all the gods were
distracted, he looked at her face. When he saw her face he became helpless (avasa) and
his semen spilt onto the ground. He became silent and covered up the semen so that no
one would know what had happened. However, by using his divine eye Siva dis-
covered what Brahma had done and was very angry. He resolved to kill him...3

Further, the frame story of the Vetala-Paficavimsatika describes a ritual per-
formed in a consecrated circular area called mandala beneath a banyan tree, as is
done in the vata-savitri-vrata. The king is supposed to prostrate himself on the
ground so that eight parts of his body (i.e. the forehead, the palms of the hands, the
feet, the knees and the chest) touch the earth.#®® Such a prostration is the most

397 For the myth of Daksa’s sacrifice and Sati’s suicide, cf. e.g. O’Flaherty 1973: 298f. (with
references).

398 Bailey 1983: 118, n. 27, quoting Mahbhérata 1.70.4 and 6.64.5.

399 Summary of Siva-Purina 2.2.19.1-27 given by Bailey 1983: 120-121. This myth is clearly a
variant of the brahmasirascheda myth discussed in Section 17 (cf. O'Flaherty 1973: 128-
130), thereby identifying Sati as the daughter of Brahm3/Prajapati, i.e. Savitri/Rohini. This
family relationship is also directly expressed by stating that Sati is the daughter of Daksa
= Brahma.

400 while doing the prostration with eight parts of the body, the worshipper should also fix his
mind, voice and eyes on the object of worship. Cf. Vyasa quoted in Kane 1941: 735, n.
1752: dorbhyam padbhyam ca janubhyam wurasd Sirasd tathd | manasa vacasd drstyd
prandamo 'stanga iritah //. As Kane notes, there are also different definitions of the asfanga-
prandma. — Could there be any connection with the arigapiijd in the savitri-vrata?l
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important part of the widely practised siiryanamaskara while worshipping the sun
at sandhyd;*®! the number symbolism also points to the sun, which goes around the
eight directions of space. The disk of the rising and setting sun is called mandala,
and it is supposed to contain Brahman in the shape of a man (cf. Section 9).

The prostrating king (who almost loses his head) is linked with the sun through
his name. At the evening twilight (sandhya), when the sun sets, one should worship
Varuna with the Rgvedic hymns 1.24-25 (cf. Section 9) in which mention is made
of the heavenly banyan tree of Varuna and of Sunahéepa, the victim of human sacri-
fice who was to be killed with a slaughtering knife by his own father (cf. Section
42). When the sun sets, it dies (cf. Section 16), and in the Vedic ritual, the pra-
vargya pot identified with the sun is said to be the head of the sacrifice, i.e. a sacri-
ficed human victim (cf. Section 19). Undoubtedly there once was a regular ritual
practice of sacrificing a human victim in imitation of the death of the sun and the
moon. Some animal victim was probably sacrificed daily, lots of animals were
probably sacrificed every new and full moon (cf. the practice of ancient Sakala, cf.
Section 14), and a sacred marriage with a human sacrifice and a sati was probably
staged every year. The slaughterer of the preceding victim would be the male partner
of the sacred marriage one year later (cf. Section 42).

The decapitation was done under the banyan tree, which belonged to King
Varuna and his multiform Yama, the ‘King of Righteousness’, who are both armed
with the ‘noose’ of death, i.e. the air-root of the ‘rope-tree’ banyan. In the Karpiira-
maiijari, Kala ‘the black one’, one of the principal names of Siva as the god of
death, is mentioned as the deity of the royal banyan tree together with his spouse
Kali (cf. Section 3b); I trust that Kala goes etymologically back to Dravidian
Kal, %02 and that this is the original Harappan-Dravidian name of this god of death
and night. In the Savitri legend, Yama comes to fetch Satyavat and forcefully draws
his thumb-long soul-man out of him by means of his noose. From the Upanisads
we know that this thumb-long man (a conception created by the viewer’s reflection
in the eyes of another person) was supposed to dwell in the lotus-shaped human
heart; it was apparently this soul-man that King Trivikramasena tore out from the
chest of the mendicant as an offering to the vampire. From the story in Section 41,
it appears that the heart, along with the head, was regularly offered to deities
inhabiting the fig trees.*0 The lotus is specifically the throne of the creator god

401 ¢f Alter 1992: 101.

402 Kal seems to have been the original Dravidian name of the god of death, cf. Burrow &
Emeneau 1984: 139, no. 1494 (Tamil kal ‘blackness’, with cognates in this meaning in
Toda, Kannada, Tulu, Manda and Kuwi); cf. Pali kdla ‘black’ and Sanskrit kdla ‘black’
< North Dravidian *kal < *kal. In Malayalam, the god of death is not called Yaman but
Kdlan.

403 This gruesome practice is no mere legend, but many historical occasions of its occurrence

can be documented within the framework of Tantric tradition, including its Buddhist branch;
see Aalto 1996.

'
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Brahma, whose creation takes place at sunrise (cf. Section 15), when the day-lotus
opens up its petals, as the rising sun sends out its rays. 04

39. SHATTERED HEADS, VIDYADHARAS AND GANDHARYVAS

In the classical Vedic horse sacrifice, which had replaced the earlier human sacrifice,
the sacrificial victim was strangled. But the evidence from the Rgveda (1.162) and
the Sunah$epa legend suggests that decapitation with a slaughtering knife was the
rule in both the horse and the human sacrifice in earlier times. I suspect that this was
originally the case with Satyavat as well, as he gets his lethal headache*®3 while
chopping wood with an axe (parasu, kuthara), which even figures among the
objects of worship in the savitri-vrata. Several inscribed axe-heads, which for this
reason are likely to have had a ritual function,**® are known from the Indus
Civilization.

In the Vetala story, the vampire challenges the king to answer his riddling
questions which require knowledge and wit: if he does know the answer but does
not say it, his head will burst and fly off in a hundred pieces. Michael Witzel
(1987), without referring to the Vetala story, has collected many passages from the
Brahmana and Upanisad texts where similar challenges are made, with the threat
that the head of the person challenged will burst into seven pieces if he loses the
verbal contest and does not know the answer. The context often is a public verbal
contest concerning the ultimate reality (brahmodya), arranged by a king, with a con-
siderable prize for the winner: it could be a thousand cows with gold pieces attached
to their horns.

404 A gloka quoted in Chandogya-Upanisad 8.6.6 and Katha-Upanisad 6.16 speaks of nadis
‘arteries’ that are supposed to lead from the heart to the sun and immortality; it represents an
early phase of the physiological speculation of the Kundalini Yoga and Tantrism (cf. Horsch
1966: 182f.). It seems to me that the somewhat strange conception of nddis comes from
the air-roots of the banyan which in the Rgveda are equated with the sun’s rays of light and
said to be attached to living beings (Rgveda-Samhitd 1.24.7: abudhne rdja varuno
vanasyordhvam stiipam dadate piitadaksah 1 nicindh sthur upari budhna esam asme antar
nihitah ketavah syuh). Elsewhere the word rasmi ‘string, rope, cord’ is used of the sun’s
rays; the invisible cords that bind the heavenly bodies to the pole star, called vdta-rasmi,
appear to refer to the air-roots of the cosmic banyan (cf. Section 30). The Sanskrit word nadi
could come from the Dravidian root *4dl ‘to hang, be suspended, hang oneself’, whence e.g.
Malayalam 7dli ‘a hanging tendril of the pepper or betel vine' (Burrow & Emeneau 1984:
252, no. 2912); cf. the hanging air-roots of the banyan as a means to commit suicide by
hanging oneself.

405 witzel (1987: 376) has discussed the possible connection of the ‘splitting headache’ that
Indra feels according to the Vadhiila-Brahmana (4.75: §iro me rujativa) with the splitting of
the head, i.e. smashing it with a metal hammer. Cf. Satyavat after his revival in Maha-
bharata 3.281.80: irorujd nivrttd me...

406 1h U garit, in Syria, c. 1500 BC, inscriptions written on the axe heads can be read: ‘the axe of
the high priest’, or, ‘belonging to the high priest’.
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The reality behind the threat is explained by the early Buddhist tales written in
Pali. When the Buddha challenges the young Ambaftha, who pretends to be of high
birth while in reality his ancestors were born of a slave girl, and the youth does not
yield,

at that moment, the Yaksa Vajrapani [‘who has the thunderbolt in his hand’], having
taken a large metal hammer, was (appearec? above Ambaitha in the air, (with the
intention to kill him if he did not answer...). 07

Then Ambattha out of fear publicly gives in.

Similar passages occur in the Veda. In Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.46, one of the
seasons, with a hammer in his hand comes down along a ray of light (rasmi, literal-
ly, ‘rope’) and asks a person a question: if he does not reply correctly, he smashes
his head.4%8 In Rgveda 1.24.7, the air-roots of Varuna’s cosmic banyan tree are re-
ferred to as ‘rays of light’ (ketavah).*%° Yaksas and Gandharvas are supposed to
live in fig trees.*!? During great folk festivals, such as that of the horse sacrifice
(originally performed under the banyan tree, see below), these demigods were per-
haps actually seen by people as coming down in flesh and blood along the air-roots
to deliver their hammer blows and fetch those who thus were to become new
Gandharvas and Vidyadharas. Maybe it was these acrobats and jugglers hired by
the king for the festival who developed the Indian ‘rope trick’.

In a longer story in the Jaiminiya-Brahmana (2.269-272), Yavakri Sauma-
stambhi was about to sleep with an Apsaras when her husband, a Gandharva with a
metal hammer in hand approached to punish him.4!! In expiation, Yavakri was
ordered to cut off the head of all living beings belonging to his father before the next
sunrise.*!2 This episode calls for a detailed study, for it is remarkably similar to that
of the 20th Vetala story discussed below. Its context is the horse sacrifice, which
originally took place under a fig tree (see sections 40-41). The horse sacrifices were

407 Witzel 1987: 38If. Digha-Nikaya 3.1.20: ...tena kho pana samayena Vajirapani yakkho

mahantam ayokiitam dddya... ambatthassa manavassa upari vehdsatthito hoti.

408 Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1.46: tam ha rtiinam eko yah kiitahasto rasmind pratyavetya precchati:
ko ’si purugeti, sa kim vidvan pravriijydt tasya ha praharati; cf. Witzel 1987: 383f.

409 Rgveda-Sambhita 1.24.7: abudhne rdja varuno vanasyordhvam stipam dadate piitadaksah /
nicingh sthur upari budhna esam asme antar nihitah ketavah syuh //. King Varuna is the
‘night sun’, and the air-roots of the banyan are his ‘rays’ fixed to the heavenly bodies and to
living beings, as well as his ‘nooses’, with which he ‘grasps’ and punishes those who do not
follow his cosmic law (rta), e.g. by speaking untruth (anrta). See also above Section 30.

40 ¢y, e.g. Taittirfiya-Samhita 3.4.8.4: naiyagrodha audumbara dsvatthah plaksa itidhmo
bhavanty ete vai gandharvapsarasam grhah; cf. also Macdonell 1897: 134,

411 Jaiminiya-Brahmana 2.269: atha hedam evayahkitahasto gandharvo ’bhivicakrame; cf.
Witzel 1987: 384,

412

Jaiminiya-Brahmana 2.271: yad eva te kim ca pitu svam tasya sarvasya purd siryasyodetos
firas chindhi. One cannot help being reminded of A§vatthaman’s carnage in the camp of the
sleeping Pandava army.
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great public festivals, which attracted people from far and wide, and they included a
lot of entertainment (cf. Horsch 1966: 20-22). The brahmodya competitions must
have belonged to these entertainments, as indeed brahmodyas are performed by the
priest as a part of the horse sacrifice itself (cf. Section 20). There must have been
many victims whose heads were smashed beneath the fig trees, and they became
Vidyadhara spirits living in those trees. The Gandharvas and Apsarases also living
in the sacred fig trees, I believe, were the dead and ‘resurrected’ partners of the
sacred marriage itself. The Gandharvas and Apsarases are generally known for their
love affairs as well as for their skill in music and dance. It was musicians
(magadha, sita) and courtesans (pumécali) who (as substitute victims) performed
the leading parts in the ‘sacred marriage’ rites of the Veda (mahavrata, vratyastoma,
lamented slaughterer of the horse in a§vamedha). The fig leaves make a sound
(‘music’) even when there is practically no wind at all; this is also probably one
reason why the fig trees were considered to be inhabited by spirits of the dead.

40. SACRED TREES, CAITYAS, CITIS AND STUPAS

In the Buddhist Dhonasékha-Jataka (no. 353), a king who wanted to conquer the
city of Taxila (in the northern Indus Valley) settled under a big banyan tree. His
priest advised the king to sacrifice a thousand captured princes to the deity of that
tree in order to obtain victory: ‘And surrounding the tree with a rimmed circum-
ference let us fill it with blood five inches deep. And so shall the victory soon be
ours.” The tree of the Harappan ‘fig-deity’ seal seems to have a rimmed circum-
ference — at least many other sacred trees shown on the moulded tablets from
Harappa have a railing — and, beneath is an altar with a cut-off human head of a
warrior (cf. fig. 2). It is not clear whether the deity inhabiting the tree in the Dhona-
sikha-Jataka is male or female. But in the Dummedha-Jataka, people worship a
vata-yaksini, a goddess inhabiting the banyan tree, by sacrificing to it goats, cocks,
pigs and other animals and by omamenting the tree with the entrails and blood of
the victims and offering it the flesh. They wish the Goddess to grant them children,
honour and wealth.#!3 In the vada-savitti-mahiisava described by Rajasekhara,
human flesh was offered to the deities inhabiting the royal banyan tree (Section 3b).

Reference was here made to railings. In epic and Purdnic texts, sacred trees
provided with a platform are called caitya-vrksa or sthala-vrksa, and it is said that
not even a leaf of them may be destroyed, as these trees (including all the fig trees,
ami, and many other trees) are the abodes of gods and demons, snake deities
(ndga) and divine maidens (apsaras).*'* The location of the banyan tree of the

413 ¢f, Dubey 1986: 47.

414 ¢f Dubey 1986: 47; Coomaraswamy 1929-31; Kane 1941: 895: Mahabharata 12.69.42:
caityandm sarvatha tydjyam api patrasya patanam.
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Vetala story in a cemetery (§ma$dna)*!'> and the connection of the banyan with
Yama, the god of death, suggests that the funeral monument of the Vedic texts,
called §masdna-citi ‘funeral pile’ (of bricks)*!6 is of the same origin as the caityas
associated with the sacred trees. According to Satapatha-Brahmana 13.8.1.5,

the people who are godly make their burial-places four-cornered, whilst those who are
of Asura nature, the Easterners and others, (make them) round (transl. Eggeling 1882-
1900, V: 423£).417

The ‘easterners’ are the Magadhans, and their funeral monuments are the prototypes
of the round Buddhist stiipas. In Rgveda 1.24.7, the word stipa is used of the
crown of Varuna’s heavenly banyan tree.#!8 In the lowest level of the Vedic agni-
citi were buried the heads of five sacrificed victims, including a man and horse.

The original site of the Vedic horse sacrifice seems to have been under the
advattha tree, i.e. the sacred pipal tree (Ficus religiosa), which got its name from the
fact that the horse (asva) was standing (sthd-) under it. The sacrificial horse was
originally decapitated like the creator god Prajapati, whose fifth head cut off by Siva
is linked in Puranic myths with the upwards direction and the bright glow of the
sun. Agvattha originates from the head of the creator god Prajapati in his horse
shape:

Prajapati having created creatures understood that he was emptied. He became a horse
[asva-] and continued standing [sthd-] for a year with his face downwards placed on the
earth. From his head an agvattha (tree) broke forth. That is why an a$vattha has this
name and why it belongs to the sphere of sacrificial worship. For it is of Prajapati’s
nature. (Maitrayani-Samhita 1.6.12; 106.11,)41°

In the ritual for obtaining reliable horses (dhruvdsvakalpa),**® one should
prepare a vedi (an altar covered with sacrificial grass) under an a$vattha tree or a
banyan tree (nyagrodha) (Manava-Grhyasiitra 2.6.4). The banyan tree belongs to
Varuna, and Varuna was (before Prajapati) the god to whom the (sacrificial) horse
belonged. Moreover, both the banyan and the pipal tree are supposed to be ‘eternal’
(aksaya) and grow in heaven.

415 ¢f, also the ‘cemetery scene’ (masdndhinaa = Smasanabhinaya) in the Vadasavittimahiisava
of the Karpiiramafiujari (Section 3b).

416 Madri’s funeral pyre that she ascended as a sati is called citdgni in the Mahabharata (1.95.65),
and in the frame story of the Vetala-Paficavimsatika, Somadeva (KSS 75.42) speaks of
‘funeral fires' in the cemetery as citdanala.

411 Satapatha-Brahmana 13.8.1.5: ...yd daivyah prajas catuhsraktini tah $masandni kurvate ’tha
yd dasuryah pracyas tvad ye tvat parimandalani (scil, §masanani kurvate)...

418 Rgveda-Sambhita 1.24.7: abudhne raja varuno vanasyordhvam stipam dadate pitadaksah /
nicinah sthur upari budhna esam asme antar nihitah ketavah syuh /1.

419 cf. Gonda 1986: 47.

420 Eor this rite, see Gonda 1980: 110 and 426 with further references.
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A fig tree occupies an important position in the ordinary Vedic Soma sacrifice,
too. The central pillar of the sitting hall (sadas) of a soma sacrifice is to be made of
udumbara wood (Ficus glomerata). In the myth of Brahma's sacrifice at Puskara,
Audumbari plays a prominent role; here she is personified as the daughter of a
Samaveda singer, who in her previous life was the daughter of a Gandharva
(Skanda-Purina 6.188.6ff.). The audumbari pillar has to be raised by Samaveda
singers, while the Adhvaryu digs the pit for it.

He then marks off the pit with, ‘Herewith I cut off the necks of the Rakshas!’, for the
spade is the thunderbolt: it is with the thunderbolt that he cuts off the necks of the evil
spirits (Satapatha-Brahmana 3.6.1.5, transl. Eggeling 1885, 11: 141f.)

This looks like a reminiscence of an udumbara tree that once was the site of a
human sacrifice. Like the banyan tree and the pipal tree, it is associated with fertility
and Prajapati.

41. CONSUMMATION OF MARRIAGE AND HUMAN
SACRIFICE UNDER A FIG TREE

The 20th story in the Vetala-Paficavim$atika (Somadeva’s Kathasaritsagara, taranga
94) also seems highly important for the interpretation of the legend of Savitri (who
is referred to by name in it). It strongly suggests that sacred fig trees used to be the
places where the sacred marriage ritual with its sacrifice of the groom was per-
formed. In Sakala, Savitri’s hometown, the sacred banyan tree stood just outside the
royal place in the market square (cf. Section 14), where large crowds would have
gathered to watch the main event of the yearly festival calendar. Why? Because the
banyan was the abode of the deity to whom that human sacrifice was due, particu-
larly the goddess of love and war (in the case of Sakala: Savitri), and the god of
death (her incestuous father-husband).

A king of Citrakiita called Candravaloka ‘moon’s look’, or ‘looking like the moon’
goes on a hunting expedition, where he gets lost in pursuit of game, and finally
comes to a lovely lotus pond. After letting his horse drink water and having bathed
it and tethered it in the shade of a tree, he himself takes a bath, drinks water and
rests. Then he looks around and sees a beautiful girl with her hair made into a jata
and wearing the bark dress of forest ascetics. Hit by Love’s flower arrow he
wonders ‘Who is this? Is it perhaps Savitri who has come to take a bath in the
pond?*421

421 gss 94 (Vetila 20).17-21: tatra gatvd ca turagam viparydnpopavartitam/ sndtapitam
tarucchayabaddham dattatynotkaram 11 krtvd svayam krtasnatah pitambur galitasramah |
ramyesu tat pradeSesu dadau drstim itas tatah Il ekatra casokataror adhastan muni-
kanyakam | amuktapuspabharanam valkalam$ukasobhinim 1 mugdhabaddhajatajiitasa-
visesamanoramam | sakhidvitiyam ascaryaripam rdja dadarsa sah /! acintayac ca pugspesoh
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As the king approaches the girl, she wonders: ‘Who is this beautiful man who
has come to this forest, is it a Siddha or a “Carrier of wisdom” (vidyddhara)...’ Her
companion tells the king that she is the daughter of the great sage Kanva and the
heavenly nymph (apsaras) Menaka, called Indivaraprabha ‘radiance of the blue
lotus’. The king rides to the hermitage, finding there Sage Kanva surrounded by
hermits like the moon surrounded by the planets. Falling at his feet, the king greets
the sage, who receives him hospitably and asks him to desist from harming living
beings, who are all afraid of death. The king promises to give up hunting, and the
sage is satisfied and grants him a boon. The king asks for Kanva’s daughter, and
they are married.422

Immediately after the marriage the king starts his journey back home on horse-
back together with his newly wedded wife. They spend the night in the forest near a
pond (vapi)**? under an a$vattha tree (asvatthapadapa), consummating their mar-
riage upon a bed of flowers. Their love-making is described at length.424

In the morning the king gets up from the bed and wants to continue the journey
immediately after the dawn worship (sandhya) is over, as is the rule. The sun
throws up the tip (agra)*?3 of its disk (mandala) with outstretched hands/rays, his
lustre quite ruddy as if from anger: the sun seems to want to kill the lord of the night
(the moon), from whom a portion of his lotus-like lustre had been stolen during the
night and who as if pale from fear resorts to the cave in the mountain of (the sun’s
and moon’s) setting,426

Just at that moment a Brahmin ogre*27 unexpectedly makes his appearance. He
has reddish-brown hair that gleams like lightning but is otherwise black like col-

patitah Saragocare | keyam syat sarasi sndtum savitri kim svid agata //... — Cf. this
description of the forest hermit’s daughter (wearing a jatd@ and compared to Savitri) to my
comments on Jatila/Arundhati in Section 30.

422 KSS 94 (Vetala 20), 24-48,

423 pe pond, which also figures in one version of the Savitri legend, is an essential part of the
cluster of myths and rituals associated with the *sacred marriage’ of the new year, but I must
refrain from discussing this topic here.

424 KSS 94 (Vetala 20).49-64.

425 This (tip of the sun’s rising disk) seems to be the most original context in which we have to
understand the Sanskrit word agra, ‘tip, beginning’, which is used in the Brahmana texts
over and over again in stories of how Prajapati created the world, and especially Agni, Fire,
who is the first of beings. Cf. e.g. Satapatha-Brahmana 2.2.4.2: ‘He thus generated him first
(agre) of the gods; and therefore (he is called) Agni, for agni (they say) is the same as agri.
He, being generated, went forth as the first (piirva); for of him who goes first, they say that
he goes at the head (agre). Such, ten, is the origin and nature of that Agni.” (Transl,
Eggeling 1882-1900, I: 323.)

KSS 94 (Vetala 20).65-67: prdtas ca muktasayanah samdhyasyanantaram vidheh | sva-
sainyavdptaye ydatum unmukho 'bhid vadhiisakhal I/ tdvac ca naktam luptabdakhanda-
Sobham nisapatim | bhiyevastadrikuharapralinam dhvastatejasam // hantukama iva krodhad
datamratararocigi / prasdritakarotksiptamandalagre vivasvati /1.

Brahma-raksasa is the demoniacal spirit of a Brahmin who has suffered a violent death.

426

427
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lyrium and resembles the (doomsday) cloud of death. His crest is ornamented with a
garland of entrails, he wears a sacrificial thread made of (human) hair, and is
devouring the flesh of a human head and drinking blood from a (human) skull. He
releases a terrifying horse-laugh and angrily vomits fire from his mouth. He has
terrible fangs or tusks. Menacingly, he addresses the king, telling that he is a
Brahmanical ogre called Jvalamukha ‘flame-mouthed’, and that this advattha tree is
his abode. It has now been violated by the king and his wife, who will have to bear
the consequences of their night of indecency. The ogre says he will split up the
king, eat his heart and drink his blood. The king sees that the terrible ogre cannot be
killed and that his wife quivers. Out of fear he artfully replies that he has acted
unknowingly and asks for forgiveness, promising a substitute human victim for the
ogre. The ogre agrees on the condition that the king within seven days procures a
Brahmin boy who is about seven years old, and who out of his own free will agrees
to give himself as a substitute offering for the king, and whose mother and father
will agree to hold his hands and feet when he is laid down upon the ground and
sacrificed with a strike of the sword by the king himself. In that case alone will the
king be pardoned for his disrespect; otherwise he and his whole retinue will be
destroyed at once. The king meekly agrees, and the ogre disappears instantly. 428
The king returns to his palace, and reveals the problem to his minister. The
clever minister has a golden image made of an approximately seven-year old boy,
omamented with jewels. He lets this image be shown in all towns, villages and
herdsmen’s camping places in the country, accompanied by public proclaimers who
make the following announcement: ‘The king will give this image together with one
hundred villages to the parents of an approximately seven-year old boy of a resolute
character who out of his own will is ready to give himself as an offering to a
Brahmin ogre for the benefit of all beings, with the permission of his parents, who
will agree to hold his hands and feet when he is being killed.” In one Brahmin’s

428 KSS 94 (Vetala 20).68-82: akasmdj djagamatra vidyutpingasiroruhah | kajjalaSyamalah
kilameghabho brahmardaksasah /I antramalakrtottamsah keSayajiiopavitabhrt | khadan
narafiromamsam kapilena pibann asrk Il so ’{tahdsam vimucyogram mukhenagnim vaman
krudha | damstrakardlo rdjanam bhartsayan nijagada tam Il pdpa jvalamukham nama
viddhi mam brahmaraksasam | nivasa$ caisa me '$vattho vedair (read: devair?) api na
lanighyate /! so ' yam tvayd samdkramya paribhuktah striyd saha | rdtricarydagatasyadya tad
bhunksvavinaydt phalam I eso "ham te durdcara kamopahatacetasah | utpdatya hrdayam
bhoksye pasydamy eva ca Sonitam I/ tac chrutvaiva tathd ghoram tam avadhyam aveksya ca |
trastaniganah savinayam bhayat pratyabravin nrpah Il ajanatdparaddham yan mayd te tat
ksamasva me | tavaham dsrame hy asminn atithih Saranasritah I dasyami cepsitam
tubhyam aniya purusam pasum | yena te bhavita trptis tat prasida krudham tyaja /I iti
rdjfio vacah §rutva $antah sa brahmardksasah | astu ko dosa ity antar vicintyaivam
abhdsata I/ yah saptavarsadesyo 'pi mahdsattvo vivekavan | tvadarthe svecchaydtmanam
dadyad brahmanaputrakah |/ hanyamanam ca yam matd hastayoh padayoh pita | ava-
stabhyatisudrdham samnivesya mahitale I/ tadréam purusam mahyam upaharikarosi cet |
svayam khadgapraharena hatva saptadindntare |/ tat te ksamigye nyakkaram anyathd tu
mahipate | sadyo vinaSayisyami tvam aham saparicchadam Il §rutvaitat sa bhayad rdja
pratipede tatheti tat | tiro babhiiva ca brahmaraksasah so 'pi tatksanam /l.
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settlement one seven-year old boy, very resolute and courageous and having a
beautiful appearance, who from early childhood has had the good of other persons
as his main objective, hears the announcement and succeeds in getting his parents’
agreement to his decision for self-sacrifice.

The boy and his parents are taken to Citrakiita. There the boy is decorated with
garlands and with an oramental (forehead) mark made with ointments, lifted on an
elephant, and paraded to the abode of the Brahmin ogre. There a circle (mandala) is
drawn beside the a$vattha tree. The king’s chief priest performs the usual ritual and
worship and lights the sacrificial fire. Releasing a horse-laugh, the terrible-looking
Brahmanical ogre Jvalamukha appears, reciting Veda, intoxicated with blood and
spirituous liquor, every now and then yawning and snorting, with flaming eyes and
making the world dark with the shade of his body. The king announces to the ogre
that he has brought a human victim for him, and asks him to receive this offering
performed according to the rules. At the moment when the ogre, licking the corners
of his mouth, looks at the boy,*2? the boy’s parents take hold of his hands and feet,
and the king draws out his sword in order to kill him, the boy laughs. Why? This is
the riddling question now asked by the vampire.

Here the couple can be directly compared to Princess Savitri and Prince Satyavat,
and Goddess Savitri and King Soma (the moon), the prototypal couple of the mar-
riage hymn. The wife is expressly compared to Savitr in the story, and the king is
equated with the moon through his name. In the Savitri legend, Satyavat and Savitri
are in the forest, and Satyavat dies under a banyan tree, with his head in the lap of
Savitri, exactly one year after their wedding, but Satyavat escapes death through the
intervention of his wife. In this passage, the king and his wife consummate their
marriage beneath an asvattha tree, after which the king nearly escapes from death.
The frightened king is nearly killed by a Brahmin ogre with a brownish-red
hair but a black body, who appears suddenly at the moment of sunrise.*>* The ogre
is later said to recite the Veda. This is a clear reference to the Brahman in the rising
sun (TaittirTya-Aranyaka 2.2) and to the sunrise as the very moment when the Brah-
mins have to do their brahma-yajiia by reciting the Veda (cf. sections 9-10).43!

429 A later addition to the story inspired by the Buddhist bodhisattva ideal has been inserted at
this juncture. The Brahmin youth (kumdra), who is a ‘great being’ (mahdsattva), now
decides to relinquish the heaven (svarga) and release (moksa) that he has earned with this
good deed (sukrtam) of giving his own body, and instead he wants to have a body in birth
after birth (that will enable him to act) for the sake of others. When he makes this decision,
the sky is filled with flying chariots of gods who come in hosts and release a rain of flowers
upon him,

430 The description of the Brahmin ogre is very similar to that of Yama in the Savitri legend
(Section 2); in the Bhavisyottara-Purdna Yama is even said to be ‘exactly like the sun that
has just arisen’ (saksat siiryam ivoditam).

431 1 Vedic texts Agni, the god of fire in whom the sun’s essence is during the night, is Death,

who tries to eat his father Prajapati, but Prajapati makes the sun out of himself, offers it and

is saved from death. See above Section 16. The description given here, ruddy hair and black
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These identities are also clearly spelled out in the simultaneous description of the
cruelty of the of the rising sun, tawny-coloured out of anger, and wishing to kill the
moon who is pale with fear. In fact, the Satapatha-Brahmana explicitly identifies the
man (purusa) in the circle (mandala) of the sun with the death (mrtyu).*32
Citrakiita, ‘the wonderful peak’, where the story is set, is the famous sacred hill
on the Basuni river in the Bandah District of Bundelkhand in Uttar Pradesh, modern
Citrakote or Catarkot. This was the first place where the exiled Rama, Sita and
Laksmana settled, and it is crowded by temples built by worshippers of Rama.*33 In
the present context this location of the story is very significant, for Valmiki’s epic is
the earliest testimony of the famous ‘eternal banyan tree’ of Prayaga.*3* When
Rama, Sita and Laksmana visited Bharadvaja’s hermitage at Prayaga on their way to
Citrakiita, the sage explained to them the route they should take (Ramayana 2.49):

3. ‘Now, when you reach the swift-flowing Kalindi [=Yamun3), the daughter of the
sun, make a raft there and cross the river. 4. There you will come upon a great banyan
tree with lush green leaves, called Syama. It has grown dense with its many trunks and
is the haunt of perfected beings.43 5. Two miles beyond it, Rama, you will see a
dark thicket, a mixture of flame-trees, jujubes, and Yamuna bamboo. 6. That is the
way to Citrakiia. I have traveled it many times, for it is pleasant and easy, and quite
safe from forest fires.” After describing the way to them, the great seer turned back.
(Transl. Pollock 1986: 189.)

Sita, Rama and Laksmana followed his advice:

11. Then on the raft they crossed the Yamund, daughter of the sun, a swift-flowing,
wave-wreathed river with trees growing thick along her banks. 12. Once across they
abandoned the raft, and setting out from the Yamuna forest they reached Syama, the
cool, green-leafed banyan tree. 13. ‘O that I may see Kausalya again, and glorious
Sumitrd.’ Such was the wish STta made as she walked around the tree, hands cupped in
reverence. 14. Proceeding two miles further... (Transl. Pollock 1986: 190.)436

body (coals, darkness of night) fits also Agni, who, as Death, is often equated with Rudra,
described as nila-lohita ‘red and dark blue’, The brownish-red hair is likely to be the ruddy
rays of the raising sun, but perhaps also the reddish aerial roots of the banyan, the tree of
Death (cf. above, note 306).

Cf. Satapatha-Brahmana 2.3.3.7: esa eva mrtyuh | ya esa (siiryah) tapati; 10.5.2.3: sa esa
eva mrtyuh | ya esa etasmin mandale purusah...; cf. Horsch 1966: 135.

433 f. Awasthi 1992: 71; Monier-Williams 1899: 396b.

434 Cf. Dubey 1986: 49-53.
435

432

Ramayana 2.49.3-4: athdasdadya tu kalindim Sighrasrotasamapagam | tatra yiyam plavam
krtva taratam$umatim nadim I/ tato nyagrodham dsadya mahdntam haritacchadam /
vivrddham bahubhir vrksaih Syamam siddhopasevitam.

Ramayana 2.49.12-13: te firngh plavam utsrjya prasthdya yamundvanat | Syamam
nyagrodham dseduh §italam haritacchadam |/ kausalyam caiva pasyeyam sumitram ca
yagasvinim | iti sitdfijalim krtva paryagacchad vanaspatim // — In the southern recension
(2.55.23-25), Sitd pays obeisance to the banyan and prays that her husband shall fulfil his
vow (this she did also while addressing a prayer to the Yamuna river, 2.55.19): fe tirndh
plavam utsrjya prasthdya yamundvanat | Syamam nyagrodham dseduh Sitalam harita-

436
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Dubey (1986: 49-50) has tried to locate this banyan on the basis of the hints
given by the southern recension of the Ramayana:#37 Rama and Laksmana should
turn to the right from the confluence of the Ganga and Yamuna and follow the bank
of the Yamuna upstream towards the west some distance until coming to an old and
much frequented route. According to Dubey this is likely to be the modern Kaka-
raha ghat ‘in the Mirapura locality where the bank of the Yamuna is fairly firm and
solid forming a ghéta at this spot in ancient times.’ Here they should cross the river,
reaching the banyan tree called ‘Black’ or ‘Dark’, which Sita should worship with
folded hands, making a wish.

In Kdlidasa’s Raghuvamsa (13.53), Rama on his journey back from Lanka to
Ayodhya points out this tree to Sita:

This is the same banyan tree, known by the name of Syama, that was entreated by you
formerly. Covered with fruits it resembles [a] heap of emeralds intermixed with rubies.
(Transl. Dubey 1986: 53.)438

Bhavabhiiti in his Uttararamacarita (c. 8th century)**® and Murarimisra in his
Anargharaghava (9th-10th century)*40 make a similar reference.

It is seems quite probable to me that in the course of time, the banyan tree has
changed into an asvattha tree in the Vetala story, for the ogre inhabiting this tree is
a brahma-rdksasa, and therefore represents Brahma, the husband of Goddess
Savitri, who according to Skanda-Purana dwells near the ‘eternal banyan tree’ at
Prayaga (cf. Section 36).

cchadam | nyagrodham tam updgamya (Dubey: samupagamya) vaidehi vakyam abravit
(Dubey: cabhyavandata) Il namas te 'stu mahdvrksa parayen me patir vratam | kausalyam
caiva pasyeyam (Dubey: pasSyema) sumitram ca yaSasvinim [/ iti sitdfjalim  krtva
paryagacchad vanaspatim //. Cf. Dubey 1986: 49f.

Ramayana (ed. Krishnacharya 1905) 2.55.4-10 (with variants appearing in Dubey’s
quotations): gangdayamunayoh sandhim dsddya manujarsabhau | kalindim anugacchetam
nadim pa§canmukhasritam 1/ athdsadya tu kalindim Sighrasrotasam apagam | tasyas
tirtham pracaritam purdnam preksya rdaghavau Il tatra ytiyam plavam kriva taratamsu-
matim nadim | tato nyagrodham dsadya mahdantam haritacchadam /! vivrddham (Dubey:
paritam) bahubhir vrksaih Syamam siddhopasevitam | tasmin sitadjalim krtva pra-
yunjitasisah Sivah (Dubey: prayudjitasisam kriyam) /I samdsdadya tu (Dubey: ca) tam
vrksam vased vatikrameta va | kroSamatram tato gatva nilam draksyatha kananam [/
palasabadarimisram ramyam vam$ai§ ca yamunaih | sa panthas citrakitasya gatah
subahuso maya Il ramyo mdrdavayukta$ ca vanadavair vivarjitah | iti panthanam avedya
maharsih samnyavartata I/,

437

438 Kalidasa, Raghuvaméa 13.53: tvayd purastad upaydcito yah so 'yam vatah Syama iti

pratitah | rasir manindam iva garudanam sapadmaragah phalito vibhati //.

Bhavabhiiti, Uttararamacarita, Act I, p. 16 (Laksmana speaks): ayam asau bharadvajaveditas
citrakiitayayini vartmani vanaspatih kdlinditate vatah $yamo nama (quoted from Dubey
1986: 53, n. 54).

Murarimisra, Anargharaghava, Act 7, verse 129: §fydmo nama vatah so 'yam etasyadbhuta-
karmanah [ chayam apy adhivdastavyaih padam jyotir nisevyate // (quoted from Dubey 1986:
53, n. 55).

439

440
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The fact that the Brahmin ogre demands a seven-year old Brahmin boy as the
preferred victim appears to have some relationship with the equation that the Vedic
texts make between the Brahmin teacher of the Veda and the death in connection
with the initiation of Brahmin boys (who are then about seven years old, cf. Section
8). Perhaps there was a regular custom of sacrificing yearly one such boy. This is
suggested also by the Naciketas story of the Katha-Upanisad. The boy’s own father
gives him to Death, and Naciketas actually arrives at Death’s house (i.e. dies). He
spends there three nights, and receives boons from Death, as does Savitri (who
follows her husband into death). The Taittiriya-Brahmana connects both Naciketas
and Savitri with a specific brick altar (cayana, citi), which has a relationship with
the funeral monument (Section 40).

42. ROHITA, RUDRA AND THE HUMAN SACRIFICE

In the above-related 20th story of the Vetala-Paficavims$atika, a Brahmin boy is
bought to become a substitute victim for a king, and his parents have to participate
in his sacrifice. We have a close parallel to this story in the almost two thousand
years earlier Sunah$epa legend**! of the Vedic texts. The Aitareya-Brahmana (7.13-
18) tells the Sunahsepa legend in connection with the royal consecration (rdjasitya),
which is ‘Varuna’s sacrifice’. It is implied as early as Rgveda 1.24-25, where refer-
ence is made to the heavenly banyan tree of King Varuna.

Sunahsepa is a Brahmin boy who is bought for 1000 cows as a substitute vic-
tim by Rohita. It is Rohita himself who was originally to be the victim of a human
sacrifice. Rohita is the first-born son of King Hari§candra (‘yellow moon’), who in
his childlessness prays to God Varuna for offspring, promising in return to sacrifice
his first-born son to Varupa. (Why should Varuna be prayed to for a son? This
implies, of course, that Varuna is a god of fertility who can grant offspring. One
still much-employed and age-old method of obtaining offspring in India is to pray
for children to the sacred fig trees.*42 The banyan fig plays a major role in Vedic
rituals aiming at the birth of a male child,*43 and the banyan is Varuna’s tree.) In
spite of Varuna’s repeated demands, HariScandra defers this sacrifice, obtaining the
god’s permission. Finally Rohita becomes sixteen years o0ld*** and is invested with
armour. He is now a grown-up warrior at the age of marriage. At this moment

441 por the Sunahéepa legend, see Horsch 1966: 78f. with further literature.
442 Many examples especially from the Buddhist literature are cited in Coomaraswamy 1928-31.
443 gee Gonda 1980: 369, with copious references.

444 warriors come of age at sixteen (cf. Hopkins 1889: 53f.), which is also said to be the age of
Skanda, the god of war, an eternal youth, It seems that in most ancient times, a virginal
youth who had reached this age of marriage, personified Rohita/Rudra/Skanda in a sacred
marriage ritual in which he was decapitated. Cf. below my remarks on Vadhiila-Srautasiitra
11:21:
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Hari$candra tells his son that he will be sacrificed, but Rohita refuses to be a victim,
takes his arms (bow and arrows) and flees to the forest. As King HariScandra does
not keep his promise, in punishment Varuna inflicts him with dropsy (the disease of
the moon!). Just as Hari§candra was supposed to sacrifice his own son Rohita, so
was Sunahsepa’s father paid to slaughter his own son. This is connected with the
idea of paternal and filial affinity prevailing between the sun and Agni, the fire as
the night form of the sun, clearest expressed in the Vedic texts dealing with the
agnihotra (cf. Section 16).443

The war-god Skanda is supposed to be eternally unmarried and chaste
(brahmacarin) and eternally sixteen years old, the ideal age for a warrior. In the
seventh chapter of the Chandogya-Upanisad, Skanda is called Sanatkumara ‘eternal
youth’.446 It seems that this ideal was lived up to in a regular yearly ritual. Each
year a new virginal youth was initiated: he had to slaughter the male partner in the
sacred marriage ritual, his own predecessor, whose death was lamented, but who
was at the very moment of his death ‘resurrected’ in two ways. He lived on in his
own seed, which he had emitted in the chief queen.**” Secondly, he was ‘resur-
rected’ in the form of his successor, who again was 16 years old, and was to lead
the ‘divine army’ for one year.*4® While leading the army, he had to be chaste and
accumulate generative power for the sacred marriage.*4? In the epics and Puranas,
Sanatkumra is the son of the creator god Brahma; he is also called pitamahasuta

445 In the myth where Rudra/Siva cuts off the head of Brahma/Prajapati, the (instantly gene-
rated) son (the rising sun) kills his own father (the moon/the night/the ‘night sun’, Varuna).
The reason is the father’s incestuous union with his own daughter (the dawn/Savitri): 1 have
argued that the father, Prajapati, of this myth is a multiform of the Buffalo Demon, the
lover-enemy of the ‘pure’ Goddess Durgd (Parpola 1992). In the Sunahs$epa legend, it is
conversely the father who kills the son. Logically the former myth could symbolize the
‘death’ of the ‘old year/sun’ at the vernal equinox, while the latter myth could symbolize the
‘death’ of the ‘young sun’ at the autumnal equinox, However, the autumnal festival of Durga
can also be understood as the sun’s victory over the dark rainclouds.

Chandogya-Upanisad 7.26.2 explicitly states of Sanatkumara: “They call him Skanda’. Cf.
Horsch 1966: 437.

In the Sunahéepa legend, which is associated with the human sacrifice, fertilization is
equated with rebirth, for in this act of procreation, man is supposed to enter the womb of his
wife in the form of seed and to be reborn as his own son: this, O mortals, is your immor-
tality! Incest, too, gets its motivation in this connection. Cf. the pregnant ancient garhds in
Aitareya-Brihmana 7.13.9-13 (Horsch 1966: 82-85): patir jayam pravisati garbho bhiitva sa
mdtaram | tasyam punar navo bhiitvd dasame mdsi jayate // taj jayd jayd bhavati yad
asydm jayate punah | abhiitir esabhiitir bijam etan nidhiyate /| devas caitam rsayas ca tejah
samabharan mahat | deva manugydn abruvann esd vo janani punah /I naputrasya loko ' stiti
tat sarve pasavo. viduh | tasmat tu putro mdtaram svasaram cadhirohati /1. Cf. also the
seed emitted by the dying sun/fire in the eternal rotation of the agnihotra (cf. Section 16).

446

447

448 1n the Savitri legend it was known in advance that Satyavat would die when exactly one year

had passed since his marriage. Another similar case is the legend of Puriiravas and Urvasi,
which was identified as a myth of human sacrifice by D. D. Kosambi.

449 On the accumulation of generative power, cf. Hara 1970; Bailey 1983: 207f.
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(Mahabharata 9.45.85) and brahmaputra (Kiirma-Purana 1.16.3).43° More specif-
ically, Rudra, Skanda and Sanatkumara were born of Brahma’s anger (i.e. they were
violent gods of war), and Skanda and Sanatkumara remained chaste.*>! This
connection of Brahma and Sanatkumara must be quite ancient, because in early
Buddhist texts gdthds (that can be compared to the proto-epic gathds of the
Brahmana texts) are often proclaimed by Brahma Sanamkumara.*32 This warrior
aspect of Brahma seems to survive in the coastal region of Karnataka in South
India, where a deity called Brahmadeva is depicted in sculpture in human shape,
riding a horse and holding a sword in his right hand.*33

When Rohita roams in the forest with his bow and arrows (undoubtedly as a
looter, a Vratya, posing riddling questions, brahmodya), he is incited by God Indra
to wander: cara! cara! The root car- recurs many times in the old gathas of
Aitareya-Brahmana 7.15.1-5, and Horsch (1966: 87-90) has in this connection
referred to the Carakas, wandering mendicants.*3* 1 would like to connect the
wandering of Rohita with the one-year period of chastity spent by the Brahmaputra
or Sanatkumara (in the above sense) with the term brahmacarya, which in addition
to ‘studentship, study of the Veda’,*>3 means ‘chastity’. Chastity as a means to
generate creative power is close to tapas ‘heat, asceticism’. The sun, which Rohita
symbolizes, both ‘wanders’ and ‘is hot’, besides being ‘ruddy’ like the mendicant
wanderers and the Brahmanical students, who are all dressed in orange or red

450 cf, Bailey 1983: 122f.; Sérensen 1904-25; 615.

451 Harivaméa 1.1.25-33: ‘... Wishing to emit that form of creation called prajdpati, he of great
splendour, emitted the seven mind-born sons. These were called Marici, Atri, Angiras,
Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu and Vasistha... . After that, Brahma again emitted Rudra from his
own anger, then the sage Sanatkumira, first born of the ancients. These seven and Rudra
propagated creatures, O Bharata, but Skanda and Sanatkumara abstained, restraining their
fiery energy.’ (Transl. Bailey 1983: 62; he adds the following in note 23: Cf. Siva-Purina
5.29.2-28; Agni-Purdna 17.6-17. Very similar is Manu-Smyti 1.1-50; Chandogya-Upanisad
3.19.1-4.)

452 of. Horsch 1966: 368f., citing Digha-Nikaya I, p. 99 (= Majjhima I, p. 358; Samyutta I, p.
153; 11, p. 284); 11, p. 241, 211, 227; 111, p. 97, and pointing out that gdthds are often
recited also by Brahma Sahampati. In the Mahabharata, too, Sanatkumira is said to sing
gathds, some of which are quoted (cf. Sorensen 1904-25: 615).

453 cr. Bailey 1983: 31f.,, citing Settar 1971.

454 Besides warring looters, who can be equated with the ‘youngest’ Vrityas, there were certain-
ly also wandering ascetics roaming around. The ‘eldest’ (jyestha) Vratyas are described as
‘having penises that are (permanently) tranquil and hanging down’ (Paficavimsa-Brahmana
17.4.1 $amanicamedhrah), i.e. impotent. As they too roam around, these ‘eldest Vratyas’
can be compared to such present-day ascetics who have in various ways made themselves
impotent. This act, which has a mythical counterpart in the self-castration of Siva (cf.
O’Flaherty 1973: 130-6), ‘epitomizes the anti-sexual attitude of the ascetic’ (Bailey 1983:
118, n. 28).

455 1 ancient times, the Savitri verse was taught to the initiated students only after one year,
conceived of as an embryonic period (cf. Satapatha-Brihmana 11.5.4.6 cited above in
Section 8).
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garments (kasdya ‘dyed with madder’).43¢ The sun was very early connected with
Brahman as the sacred, generative power, as well as with the sacred syllable om
(cf. above sections 9-11, and Buitenen 1959), and with death (mytyu).

Vadhiila-Srautasiitra (11.21) refers to an earlier stage of development in the
horse sacrifice:

As the cutter of the (sacrificial) horse they adom and bring to the place this son of a
famous bard, who is still a virginal youth (kumdram) with unemitted seed, lamenting
(rudantah) him as if he was to die. For they say that in olden times_he who first
carved up (the victim), his (own) head used to fall off (or fly asunder)...45

Kumara is another name of the youthful war-god Rudra, who is often connected
with lamenting (rud-) in the Vedic texts: I have suggested that this young bard per-
sonified Rudra and that he is an Indian parallel to the lamented youthful god of the
Near Eastern mystery cults, the groom of the Goddess, Dumuzi, Attis and Adonis
(Parpola 1983). From this passage it appears that it was royal bards (sita) who still
acted as substitute victims for princes. In the vratyastoma, too, this part is acted by
magadha, a bard hailing from Magadha. Up to modern times it has been considered
that youths who play the roles of gods in divine dramas, such as the Ram-lila of
Varanasi, had become too holy to be allowed to live on: traditionally they were
poisoned after the play was over.

The youth (kumdra) thus impersonated the divine youth, Kumara alias Rudra
alias Skanda, the leader of the vrdta or gana or sargha or sena: he was sendpati, he
was gandndm ganapati, the leader of Siva’s hosts. The most knowledgeable**8
youth was selected*>® for this divine task.*6? The Vratya leader would excel in
brahmodyas, a victory in which would provide an opportunity to amass a lot of

456 A tiny fragment of madder-dyed cloth has been excavated at Mohenjo-Daro, which suggests
a Harappan origin for the ascetic garb. Of course, brahmacdrins also wore the skin of the
black buck as an embryonic garment. Here too, there is parallellism with the Vratyas as
looters, who wear a skin-dress (cf. e.g. Paficaviméa-Brahmana 17.1.14-15 and Lapyayana-
Srautasiitra 8.6.12-22); cf. also Rudra-Siva as a Kirata hunter, dressed in animal skins.

457 yadhila-Srautasitra 11.21 (ed. Chaubey 1993: 319-321; Caland 1926: 200, Chapter 94):
athdto vifasanasyaiva /I dnayanty etarh sitasresthasya putram kumdram asiktaretasam
asvasya visasitaram alamkrtya rudanto yathd marigyantam evam Il yo ha smety ahur etasya
purd prathama dchyati miardha ha smdsya vipatigyatiti I/ ...

438 ¢y, Latyayana-Srautasiitra 8.6.1 on the choice of the Vratya leader: ya esam adhyayane

*bhikrantitamah syad abhijanena vd... tasya garhapate dikseran... In the seventh chapter of

the Chandogya-Upanisad, it is Sanatkumara ‘the eternal youth’, i.e. the war-god Skanda,

who teaches Sage Narada about 18 fields of knowledge (cf. Horsch 1966: 32). Persons un-

able to answer brahmodya questions would be slain and their property appropriated: in a

way, this procedure would be ‘legitimized’ by their ‘ignorance’, Compare Maiijusri — the

Buddhist counterpart of Skanda — cutting ‘ignorance” with his sword.

In the Vetila story, the victim is also determined and beautiful. The sacrificial animals

(including man) to be offered to the Goddess must have no defect; cf. Kane 1958: 165.

Ancient Mexico with its human victim, worshipped as a living god for one year until his
sacrifice, provides a striking parallel.
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riches. Besides gandanam ganapati, he is at the culmination of the sacrifice ad-
dressed as nidhinam nidhipati, an attribute of the later god of riches, Kubera. In the
epic, Kubera’s son is called Nala-Kiibara,*6! which I think is the origin for the
names of Kubera as well as of King Nala, the husband of Damayanti, and the most
excellent charioteer. Nala, with variants nada and nala, denotes ‘a species of reed’
(Amphidonax karka), which could be bent to make a good kiibara, ‘the pole of a
carriage or the wooden frame to which the yoke is fixed’,462 an essential part of the
chariot (ratha) that the army leader was driving. After the expedition, the loot was
divided in a concluding festival.

This concluding festival also included the culmination of the foregoing ritual
year and at the same time the beginning of the new ritual year (coinciding with the
calendrical new year, the birthday of the sun): ‘sacred marriage’ and sacrifice. In the
Vedic tradition this festival has come down to us in several versions, including the
vrityastoma, the mahavrata (at the conclusion of the year), and above all, the human
sacrifice?63/ horse sacrifice.464 The Tantric tradition has preserved the festival in a

461 ©f Mahabharata 3.258.15-16: pitamahas tu pritatma dadau vaisravanasya ha | amaratvam

dhanesatvam lokapdlatvam eva ca [/ iSanena tatha sakhyam putram ca nalakiibaram |
rajaddaninivesam ca larikam raksogananvitam. Because Ravana (who conquered Lanka from
Kubera) ravished Nala-Kiibara's wife, Apsaras Rambha, Nala-Kiibara placed a curse on him
that he would not to be able to have sexual intercourse with any woman against her will;
otherwise his body would explode into a hundred pieces. God Brahma had granted Ravana
immunity from all beings except humans, but with this curse of Nala-Kiibara he protected
Sita from Ravapa. Cf. Mahiabharata 3.264.58-59: md ca te 'stu bhayam bhiru ravanal
lokagarhitdt | nalakiibara$apena raksita hy asy anindite I/ Sapto hy esa purda papo vadhiin
rambham paramysan | na $akto vivaiam ndrim upaitum ajitendriyah // — Mahabharata
3.275.30-33: fatrur esa tvayd vira devagandharvabhoginam | yaksanam danavanam ca
maharsindm ca pdtitah !/ avadhyah sarvabhitanam matprasdsat purabhavat | kasmdc cit
karandt papah kam cit kalam upeksitah !/ vadhdrtham dtmanas tena hrtd sitd durdatmand /
nalakibarasipena raksa cdasyah krta maya // yadi hy akamam dsevet striyam anyam api
dhruvam | $atadhdsya phaled deha ity uktah so 'bhavat pura //, Cf. Sorensen 1904-25: 499,
Nala-Kiibara’s curse sounds very much like the challenges in brahmodyas and riddles.

462

463

Attested as early as Maitrdyani-Samhitd 2.1.11, and very frequently in the epic.

By the time the surviving descriptions of it were written, the human sacrifice (purusamedha)
had become obsolete and replaced by the largely parallel horse sacrifice (a§vamedha).

464 For a fine description and analysis of the passages relating to the ‘sacred marriage’ at the
horse sacrifice, see Jamison 1996: 65-88. — In the Savitri legend, a possible reminiscence of
Satyavat's original connection with the victim of the horse sacrifice is his other name
Citragva ‘(possessing a) speckled or spotted horse’ (the sacrificial horse should have a spotted
mark on its forehead, cf. Parpola 1994a: Chapter 14); this name, however, is understood in
the text to mean ‘(possessing) painted horses’, for as a boy, Satyavat liked horses and
fashioned horses out of mud and drew pictures of horses, and was therefore called Citrasva,
Cf. Mah@bharata 3.278.13: balasydsvah priyds casya karoty asvams ca mrnmayan / citre 'pi
vilikhaty asvams citrd$va iti cocyate //. Skanda-Purana 7.1.166.31 (not in Bhavigya-Purana
4.102): nityam casvah priyds tasya karoty asva§ ca mrnmayan | citre 'pi ca likhaty asvams
citrasva iti cocyate /l. The name must have a special significance in this context, since ‘this
entirely irrelevant statement [concerning the prince’s childhood] is not omitted in the two
versions [quoted by Hemadri and in the Vratarka] which elsewhere sacrifice so much to
brevity’ (Allen 1901: 57).
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form which is not so anciently attested, but purer from ‘Vedic contamination’: this
is the navaratri festival ending in the ‘tenth day of victory’ (vijaya-dasami), marking
Durgéd’s victory over Mahisa Asura. The Vedic tradition also testifies to the
originality of this pattern: on the tenth day of dasardtra, Prajapati is reviled for his
evil deed, his incestuous marriage with his own daughter, for which he has to suffer
death at the hands of his own son. Prajapati (replacing the older Varuna)*65 is the
‘old year’ killed by the ‘new year’, the army leader of the starting year, Rudra. In
the daily cycle of the sun, the setting sun becomes Varuna/night, who in turn is
‘killed’ by the rising sun/day. The gender of these divine forces can vary in mythol-
ogy: the ‘demon’ of night can be killed by his son (Kumara = Rudra) as well as by
his daughter (Kumari = Durga), who is also his wife through incest.466

There have earlier been two navaratri festivals, not only in the autumn but also
in the spring, corresponding to the mahavrata and visuvat festivals of the Veda
(cf. Parpola 1992: 277f.). The two halves of the Vedic ritual year, summer and
winter, spent in raiding and agriculture respectively (Parpola 1992: 277), corre-
spond to day and night in the daily cycle. The summer/day and winter/night seem to
represent the ‘young sun’ (Rudra) and the ‘old sun’ (Varuna) respectively, or ‘son’
and ‘father’, who as solar divinities are supposed to [re]generate and kill each other.
It is possible that these two yearly navaratri festivals each involved a human
sacrifice, the victim being a youth in the autumn navaratri and an old man in the
spring (beginning of the new year).

43. SEVERED HEADS AND RITUALS OF REVIVAL

From the Vedic texts it appears that the sun and the (full) moon, which have a
globular form, were conceived of as (severed) heads floating in the sky without a
body (cf. Satapatha-Brahmana 14.1.1.6ff in Section 19). The Vedic ritual also con-
tains various rites purporting to restore the cut-off head of the (divine) victim and
thus to resurrect him.*67 The exchange of heads in connection with the revival may

465 Cf. Gonda 1986: 74-79, where the horse’s and Prajapati's relation to Varupa is also

discussed.

466 This eternal “fertile contest’ between the dualistic forces of nature (sun/moon, fire/water,

light/darkness, life/death, male/female, and so on), seems to be symbolized in ancient art
and myth through the fight between the lion and the bull, or in South Asia, between the
lion/tiger and the water buffalo. See Parpola 1994a: Chapter 14,

467 various Indian folk traditions comprise resurrection rituals associated with the head. Cf. for

example Bhattacharyya 1982: 140f.: ‘The death and resurrection theme also finds expression
in the ritual of an actual dead body which is connected with the popular [Bengali] gdjana
and cadaka festivals of Dharma. In this ritual a game is played with the head of a dead
person... The concluding function of the cadaka ritual is the resuscitation of the dead. The
chief devolee cooks a sol fish, roasting it in embers. Some parboiled and husked rice is also
cooked and rice-wine is poured on the fish and the rice, which are placed in an earthen pot.
These are taken at midday to a tree standing in some lonely meadow, and the food is placed
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be understood with reference to the cosmic model: when the moon ‘dies’ in the
morning, this deity is ‘revived’ while his head is exchanged with the head of the
sun. The (rising) sun has the head of the (sacrificial) horse in the beginning of the
Brhad-Aranyaka-Upanisad.68

The early pre-classical Vedic ritual seems to have included a revival act that
involved an exchange of the heads of sacrificed victims, including man. In the case
of a horse sacrifice, such an operation would have provided the human body with a
horse’s head, and vice versa. The exchange of heads is implied by the legend
relating to Dadhyafic Atharvana, who is referred to as a horse-headed being in RS
1.116.12.4%9 According to Satapatha-Brahmana 14.1.1.18-24, Dadhyaiic knew the
secret of ‘how this head of the sacrifice [i.e. the sacrificed victim] is put on again,
how this sacrifice becomes complete’.#70 Indra forbade him to teach it to anyone
else, threatening to cut off his head.*’! But the A§vins, the divine healers, who
wished to learn the secret, persuaded him with this offer:

When you will have received us as your pupils, we shall cut off your head and put it
aside elsewhere; then we shall fetch the head of a horse, and put it on you: therewith
you will teach us; and when you will have taught us, then Indra will cut off that head
of yours; and we shall fetch your own head, and put it on you again. (cf. Eggeling
1882-1900, V: 444-445).

The result of such an exchange will produce mixed creatures accurately correspond-
ing to the conception of Kimpurusas and Kinnaras as half-man, half-horse, in
classical Hinduism. It is significant that these mythical creatures having a sacrificial
background are musicians like the Gandharvas, siitas and magadhas.*’?

It can hardly be a mere coincidence that the exchange of severed heads, often
together with the restoration of life, is repeatedly recorded to take place in the cult of

on a plantain leaf and left for the ghosts to devour. This offering is sometimes made in the
meadow where the village dead are cremated.’ On the Dharma gdjan(a)s of Bengal, see also
Hiltebeitel 1991: 373-375.

Cf. BAU 1.1: om usa va asvasya medhyasya §irah | sirya$ caksur vatah prdno vyattam
agnir vaisvanarah samvatsara atmasvasya medhyasya... ‘Dawn is the head of the sacrificial
horse, the sun its eye, the wind its breath, Agni Vai§vanara its open mouth, the year is the
body of the sacrificial horse...’

On the Dadhyafic myth, see now especially Tokunaga 1997: 186-196. The head bones of
Dadhyafic became a mighty weapon: it is the afvafiras ‘horse-head’ (and brahmafiras
‘Brahma’s head’, cf. above Section 17) as a ‘doomsday weapon’ in the epic; this weapon
owes its almighty power to the light symbolism of the sunrise (cf. Section 15). According
to the earliest version of the Skanda-Purana (5.42), the fifth head of Brahma cut off by Siva
resembled the Mare’s Head (vadavamukha); cf. above n, 232.

Satapatha-Brahmana 14.1.1.21 ...yathaitad yajiiasya Sirah pratidhiyate yathaisa krtsno
yajiio bhavatiti,

468

469

470

471 Satapatha-Brahmana 14.1.1.19: sa hendrenokta dasa: etam ced anyasma anubriyds tata eva

te §ira$ chindyam iti.

472 Fora preliminary version of this explanation, see Parpola 1983,
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Durga. Thus in the sixth chapter of the Vetala-Paiicavimsatika, two men behead
themselves in the temple of the Goddess, who eventually revives them, but with
their heads interchanged. In a well known myth associated with the Goddess, her
son Ganapati ‘the leader of (Siva’s demoniac) troops’#73 is beheaded and revived
with an elephant’s head. The elephant is yet another beast noted for its virility and
prominently associated with war. Elephants are also actually sacrificed to the God-
dess.4” In the Vedic ritual, the sacrificial horse (the subject of the head-exchange
operation) is called gananam ganapati ‘the host-leader of (divine) hosts’ in a verse
(Vajasaneyi-Samhita 23.19, originally Rgveda-Samhita 2.23.1) addressed to it by
the wives of the sacrificing king when they lament the death of the horse (Satapatha-
Brahmana 13.2.8.4).

Legends and customs current in Karnataka connect an exchange of severed
heads with the human sacrifices that used to be performed on the ‘tenth day of vic-
tory’ at the autumnal feast of Durga:

Human beings were sacrificed on the stone by cutting through their necks and sepa-
rating the head from the body. The bodies were kept together at one place, but the three
heads were picked up and arranged in the form of a hearth, thus:
o o
0

Food was cooked on this hearth. Later the heads were picked up again and reunited
with the bodies to which they belonged, while an oblation.., was made... of the food
that had been cooked over the three heads. It seems that on one occasion the men were
unable to rejoin two of the heads to their respective bodies as the heads had been inter-
changed. From this time the sacrifice was given up. (Silva 1955: 580.)

44. SPROUTING OF GRAINS AND THE ‘ADONIS GARDEN’

Finally, I would like comment on the cane-basket with seven different kinds of
grain, over which the images of the two couples to be worshipped are placed in the
vata-savitri-vrata (Section 3). The South Asian sprouting rites correspond to the
so-called ‘Adonis garden’ of the Near East and Greece, where they are associated
with the resurrection cults. There can hardly be doubt about the similarity, also in
function, between these two traditions, and if the South Asian rites are of Near
Eastern origin, they must have been borrowed in pre-Vedic times. 475

413 In my opinion, Ganapati originally is a multiform of the war-god Skanda, the divine army-
leader (sendpati), who in tum originally is a multiform of Vedic Rudra (Siva).

474 Cf. Hiltebeitel 1988: 321 and 323, n, 8 with further references.

475 In Hiltebeitel’s view (1991: 371), ‘Ancient Near Eastern, Dravidian, and tribal continuities
are possible, but are yet to be made compelling. However, it is possible to identify signif-
icant continuities within Hinduism... it is not just a matter of classical and folk forms, but
of Vedic ones.’
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The number of different grains (seven) suggests that the savitri-vrata has not
obtained it as a recent borrowing from other goddess traditions, but that this practice
has its own background and is an integral part of the rite. In South India, Tamil
Nadu in particular, such ‘sprouting’ (arikurdrpana) of nine different kinds of grain
(navadhanya) is a regular part of the marriage ceremony, but also occurs in many
other contexts.#”® The number nine points to the nine-day navaratri festival which
celebrates Goddess Durga’s victory over the Buffalo Demon (Mahisa Asura), and
at navardtri this sprouting is performed in the Deccan, in Gujarat and Saurashtra, as
well as in Bengal.#?” Hiltebeitel has noted that the navarétri is an ‘implicitly if not
explicitly royal festival’, and sees in it the link to the Vedic predecessor of this
sprouting of nine grains, which he has discovered in the devasi offerings of the
royal consecration (rd@jasiiya), which purports to be the ‘rebirth’ of this husband of
the earth:478 here nine cakes are made of nine different grains or seeds, and offered
to nine different male deities who are invoked to ‘quicken’ or ‘impel’ (sii-)*7° the
(young) king’s assorted powers (cf. Hiltebeitel 1991: 56f., 75). The quick sprouting
appears to symbolize the rapid growth of a young god. On the other hand, in several
South Indian rituals, the premature withering of the sprouts coincides with the death
of the groom at whose marriage with the Goddess they are sown. This is the case
with Pottu Raja, the ‘Buffalo King’, who is sacrificed at the end (cf. Mahisa
Asura’s death at the end of navaratri). (Cf. Hiltebeitel 1991: 61-65.)

In Raipur in Central India, the bhojali seedlings grow in the dark for nine days
(which links it with navaratri) and acquire a yellow-green colour, from which the
goddess with whom they are identified is called Pili Bai ‘the yellow woman’, most
probably (according to Flueckiger 1983) also a reference to the bride, who is bathed
in turmeric and oil before her wedding day, leaving a golden hue on her skin. The
seedlings are tended mainly by married women, but on the final day they are carried
to the village pond by unmarried girls, and after immersion distributed as sanctified
offerings ( prasad ) to the worshippers.*8% The sprouting is perceived as a cere-

476 Eor these rituals, see especially Hiltebeitel 1991: 53-78 with further literature.

477 ©f. Kane 1958: 183f., where it is observed that ‘in Bengal nine jars are established in a
figure (sarvatobhadra) filled with coloured powders at prescribed places and these are deco-
rated with nine differently coloured flags. But in some parts of India only one ghata is
established.’

478 1 should like to point out that Sunahsepa, the liberated victim of a human sacrifice, was
intended to be the main offering to King Varupa on the unction day of the royal
consecration; cf. e.g. Eggeling 1882-1900, V: xxxiv-xxxv.

479 1t is from this verb su-/sii- ‘to impel, instigate’ that Savitri's father’s name Savity is derived;
cf. sections 8 & 11 (on the Brahma's sava/prasava in the Vedic ritual). As noted by
Whitney (1885: 188) — who records ‘si-, su-, ‘generate, enliven, impel‘’ as one root — this is
‘usually divided into two roots, 1 su/sit ‘impel‘, and 2 su/sit ‘give birth"...; but their forms
and meanings are mixed beyond the possibility of successful separation’. In any case, the
meanings ‘to generate, procreate, give birth, beget, bear, bring forth’ are implied both in the
case of Savitr (see Section 15) and Savitri (cf. her epithet prasavitri in note 65).
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mony through which the goddess grants fertility ‘both to the land (in the form of
abundant crops) and to the participating women’ (Hiltebeitel 1991: 72-73, quoting
Fluckiger 1983).

Very instructive is the Tamil ritual drama, where the sixteen year old Kuttanta-
var sacrifices himself on the battlefield as a ‘battlefield sacrifice’ (kala-p-pali) to
Kali, by cutting himself in 32 places, thereby securing the victory for his army.48!
This mutilated hero is identified with the epic Arjuna’s son Aravan (by the serpent
princess Ulipi), whom God Krsna, assuming his female shape of Mohini ‘enchant-
ress’, quickly marries on the battlefield ‘to secure him the proper funeral and after-
life that he would be denied as an unmarried child’. Kiittantavar’s death is lamented
by his widows at the ‘weeping ground’ (alu-kalam). At this site the nine grains are
sown at the time of his ‘marriage’, the bride being impersonated by eunuchs, who
come from far and wide, and in addition by thousands of local farmers, who fulfil
their vow by observing chastity, wearing a sari and putting on bangles and a neck-
lace of marriage (tali). After their husband has been killed, these transvestites pull
his chariot over the high grown sprouts, weep for him intensely, cut their salis and
break their bangles, throwing them on the navadhanya sprouts that they have been
so far watering but which are now left to dry and wither. Then they leave the
‘weeping ground’, donning the white dress of a widow.

At each festival, the day on which the sprouting rites conclude coincides not only with
the god’s death, but also with his revival at a nearby Kali temple (cf. Hiltebeitel 1991:
65-67, 75).

45. CONCLUSION

The Savitri legend has often been praised as one of the most charming episodes of
the great epic of India, but it appears to reflect mythical beliefs and cultic practices
that once had a rather grim reality. The heroine of the story is Princess Savitri, who
decides to marry Prince Satyavat though he is predestined to die when exactly one
year has passed from their marriage. Savitri is a paragon of womanly virtue, a

480 f. Hiltebeitel 1991: 74: ‘In cults and festivals (like Dasara [concluding the navaratri]) that
link sprouting rites with possession, and with real or symbolic animal sacrifice, the goddess
who is tenderly placed in the water in the form of sprouts seems to be the virgin goddess
who has withstood the heated dangers of demonic forces, and who must now yield to her
married form as sovereign of true and fertile agriculture. And in marriage itself, the
discarded sprouts seem to symbolize the abandonment of the chastity (and precocity?) of
youth for either or both partners as they assume the full sexual potential and responsibility
of marriage.’

As noted by Hiltebeitel (1988: 318ff.), such head offerings are known in the Tamil tradition
as early as the Cilappatikaram, ‘where the forest warrior Maravars are exhorted to cut their
necks for Komavai, As the goddess of Victory in the early Tamil classics, Komavai is already
assimilated to Durga in this text... this Aravan-Kiittantavar cult may well be older than the
Draupadi cult and was almost certainly independent of it, as it still largely is today.’

481
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supreme manifestation of sati or sadhvi, ‘good wife’, who is ready to follow her
husband even into death. She provides a model imitated by countless Hindu women
for whom the husband is or has been the only god to be worshipped, and many of
whom have likewise been ready for the ultimate sacrifice, ascending the husband’s
funeral pyre. By means of this unswerving loyalty to her husband, Savitri wins him
back from death: he is revived. A determined sati likewise is thought to save her
husband from the realm of death, even hell, and to live happily with him in heaven.
The Savitri legend and the accompanying ritual vow of vata-savitri-vrata
(primarily performed to avert widowhood) underline the identification of the human
couple (Savitri and Satyavat) with a divine couple, Goddess Savitri and her hus-
band Brahma, god of creation. In a myth with Vedic roots, Goddess Savitri is
instrumental in bringing about the revival of Brahma after he was decapitated in
punishment for his sin of incest, committed with his own daughter. In the Rgveda,
Savitri is the prototypal bride married by her father, the sun-god, to the moon-god:
this husband of Savitri dies and is resurrected every month. Savitri is the goddess
of dawn or morning light, corresponding in this respect to the Mesopotamian god-
dess Inanna-Ishtar. But while Inanna-Ishtar is identified with the planet Venus as
the moming star, Savitri as the beloved wife of the moon is identified with the
calendrical star Rohini ‘the red female’ (Aldebaran), the most ancient new year star.
Originally, until the late third millennium BC, this probably was the only calendrical
star that mattered, and time-reckoning was based on observing its heliacal rise at the
vernal equinox. This yearly union of the sun with Rohini in the spring marked the
death of the old year and the birth of the new year. The sun was supposed to be re-
born in his own seed, symbolized by the planet Venus, the morning star, harbinger
of the (reborn) sun (and as the evening star, as harbinger of the moon). The sun is
the father of Savitri, and his union with the daughter (Rohini ‘red female, girl of
marriage age’ = Savitri) at this ‘sacred marriage’ brings about his death through his
own instantly born son, the baby sun of the new year. This reborn sun is the ever
young war-god (Kumara = Rudra/Skanda), who leads a victorious expedition while
observing chastity. After six months, at the autumnal equinox, this youthful sun be-
comes ‘the old year’ and eventually dies when exactly one year has passed from his
birth/marriage. The two halves of the year, summer and winter, are equated to the
day and night, and represent two aspects of the sun conceived of as son and father.
This eternal daily, monthly and yearly cycle of solar and lunar deaths and revi-
vals, understood in terms of repeated decapitations and restorations of exchanged
severed (solar and lunar) heads, were acted out in royal rituals. They culminated in a
‘sacred marriage’ in which the male victim, a virginal youth, had sexual intercourse
with a queen representing the Goddess before his head was cut off. Originally the
‘marriage’ and sacrifice seem to have taken place under the banyan tree, a tree
sacred to both the ‘old’ or ‘night’ aspect of the sun, the god of death and creation,
and to the Goddess. This tree figures prominently in the Savitri legend and ritual, as
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well as in the early folk religion of South Asia. The sati may have originally com-
mitted suicide by hanging herself on the air-roots of this tree, the ‘nooses of death’,
but from 1900 BC onwards increasingly on a funeral pyre, after cremation burial
was introduced into South Asia by the Post-Harappan Cemetery-H culture. Another
major cultural shift took place around perhaps 1300 BC, when people associated
with the old ‘family hymns’ of the Rgveda arrived from the north and took control
of the northern Indus Valley, introducing the Vedic period there. Human sacrifice as
well as the sati practice were abolished from the ‘orthodox’ Brahmanical religion,
but were continued in regions where this superstratum did not prevail or lost power,
including the Madra country in the northwest, Savitri’s domicile. In regions such as
eastern India that were long without a Brahmanical superstratum these pre-Vedic
cults have survived in a ‘purer’ form, in the ‘left hand’ tradition of Sakta Tantrism
dominated by Goddess Durga (the morning dawn = Savitri) and Goddess Kali (the
evening dusk = Savitri’s ‘dark sister’).

The mystery cults of the ancient Near East, which aimed at conquering death,
go back to the myths and rituals connected with Inanna-Ishtar, the goddess of love
and war, and the youthful shepherd Dumuzi-Tammuz. The love affair of this couple
was celebrated in a ‘sacred marriage’; the marriage was followed by the death and
resurrection of the male partner (identified with the king), both resulting from the
actions of the Goddess. When searching for her dead husband, this mistress of
heaven descended to the realm of death ruled by her sister. These conceptions and
rituals have been very central in Near Eastern religions, and the same must be said
of their parallels in the earliest reconstructable forms of Indian religion. Specific
similarities comprise, among other things, the character of the Goddess (including
her association with the first light of the morning), lamentation of the dead husband
(in India, in the slaughterer of the horse; svamibhartrhata of the Madra country in
the Mahabharata; modern Tamil folk cults) and even such a cultic practice as the
sprouting of grain during the marriage. It is difficult to believe that the convergence
is purely coincidental, particularly in view of the clearly documented trade connec-
tions between these two regions in Harappan times. Near Eastern ideological influ-
ence upon the Indus Civilization is evident from Harappan glyptics. Among the
several borrowed motifs is the ‘contest’, in all likelihood connected with the fight
between Goddess Durga and the Buffalo Demon (the principal enemy but also the
lover/husband of the Goddess). In South Asia, several components of these ‘resur-
rection cults’, including the banyan tree and the ‘red spot on the forehead’ as a sign
of marriage, can be traced back to the Harappan/Dravidian layer with the help of
iconographic and linguistic evidence.
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