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Foreword

For years I had cherished the idea of translating and annotating a fairly
representative selection of hymns of the Rgveda such as would be appealing
to the general reader, but it was not until the summer of 1978 that circum-
stances made it possible for me to begin work on this project. During that
summer I had the good fortune of receiving a Visiting Honorary Fellowship
at the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities, University of Edin-
burgh, Scotland, where the congenial facilities for research and reflection
that were put at my disposal were entirely conducive to the prosecution of the
project as I then conceived it. The impressions of that summer at the Institute
are among the happiest of my life, and the hospitality and numerous acts of
kindness accorded to me and my wife by Professor William Beattie, Director
of the Institute, and Miss Margaret M. Jardine, Administrative Secretary, as
well as their interest in my work and its daily progress continue to linger in
my mind today as vividly as when they were being experienced.

AsI continued to work on this project during the summers that followed
- work during the intervening academic years being precluded by other
responsibilities - I gradually extended my original plan of translation and
annotation so as to cover approximately twice the number of selected hymns
and to make the notes on each hymn much more detailed. In this and yet
other ways I found that what was once conceived to be a limited work of
somewhat practical character had become almost imperceptibly a work of
no small dimension.

My wife has been my constant companion throughout this work, and it
is quite impossible for me to describe her contribution to it, so inseparable has
been her connection with even its minutest aspect. With infinite patience,
oftentimes interrupting her own work, she read and re-read these trans-
lations and their notes, commenting on both their clarity and obscurity with
suggestions that never failed to be noteworthy for their insight and reasonable-
ness. Had ourroles been reversed, I am certain that I could not have exercised
her role with any semblance of the patience and intellectual empathy which
pervaded all her readings and comments.
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I shall be eternally grateful to Dr. David A. Utz, brilliant and learned
Iranist of the University of Pennsylvania, for his meticulous study of the
majority of these selected hymns. His comments, founded upon wide and
thoughtful reading in the twin fields of Iranian and Indic studies, always
demonstrated prodigious acumen and were immensely appreciated alike for
their intrinsic value and the time they exacted from his busy schedule of
work.

I am deeply thankful also to Professor Richard W. Lariviere of the
University of Texas at Austin, for his careful reading of many of the hymns
and notes, which resulted in much valuable oral and written comment.

My good friend, John E. Frazer, whose study-room I shared at the
University of Pennsylvania during my sabbatical of 1982-83, frequently
offered suggestions to me revelatory of his lucid thinking and facility with
English style.

I have benefited much from Elliot Stern’s many perceptive comments,
all reflective of his extensive learning and rare punctiliousness. Another
young scholar, also from the University of Pennsylvania, Frederick M. Smith,
often helped with advice and criticism, especially on matters of Vedic ritual.

Professor Rubellite Johnson of the University of Hawaii made a number
of excellent suggestions for the Introduction, drawing upon her sensitive
literary acumen, and there are yet others, colleagues and students alike, to
whom I am indebted in ways too varied to enumerate. All have given
something of their knowledge, and this work in its final form would be in
some degree different without their contributions.

I am deeply thankful also to the Editorial Board of the University of
Pennsylvania Studies on South Asia, whose wise and perspicacious com-
ments, made to me anonymously, have added greatly to the improvement of
the Introduction. ,

To Miss Kanta Bhatia, South Asia Bibliographer, South Asia Library of
the University of Pennsylvania, I am beholden for so many kindnesses
extending over the whole of my sabbatical that it would be futility itself to
attempt a listing of them, a feat which, even ifI were capable of its execution,
she would not wish of me, asitis inherent in her nature tobe helpful in every
possible way.

Honolulu, Hawaii Walter Harding Maurer
December 1983
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A Communication to the Reader

The Veda, I feel convinced, will occupy
scholars for centuries to come, and
will take and maintain forever its
position as the most ancient of books
in the library of mankind.

F. Max Miiller!

As one of the oldest and most precious documents of man, the Rgveda
will always lay claim to our attention and deserve our most earnest study. Yet
for all its value and inherent importance, it does not yvield its treasures
without effort on the part of both translator and reader. To reach those
treasures is much like climbing the steepest of mountains, without paths to
guide us, bristling with impediments to our ascent at every step. Yet this lofty
and remote peak can be scaled, and indeed it has been scaled many times.
The Rgveda hasbeen translated often in part and in whole. Perhaps its highest
pinnacles have not yet been reached: some are enshrouded in clouds or mist,
others are not even visible to us. Like Everest, it has been there, shall we say
from time immemorial, but it has resisted conquest through the ages. Butlike
Everest, there to fascinate and tantalize, the Rgveda is being scaled, and the
view from its lofty summit is the view of man’s struggle for the Eternal.

Though there are many translations, partial and complete, they are like
different paths leading to the top: some are winding and tortuous, some are
fairly straight and narrow, some partake of all these qualities. The point I
wish to make here is thatall translations from one language to another of any
document, but most especially of the Rgveda, are interpretations, and they
are different, like those paths. Probably there can never be too many trans-
lations of the Rgveda, because, although each is imperfect in manifold ways,
each reveals some element of truth that another does not, each brings us a
little closer to that lofty summit.

! B. Max Miller, tr., Vedic Hymns, Part I: Hymns to the Maruts, Rudra, Vayu and Vata, Sacred
Books of the East, vol. 32 (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1891), p. xxxi.
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It may naturally be wondered why interpretations of the Rgveda are so
divergent, why it is so difficult to get to the summit, to continue our figure.
The answer to this question lies in the character of the hymns themselves.
While at times highly poetic and rich in bold imagery, the style is often also
extremely condensed, the sense being carried by but a few words, a frail
skeleton of thought, the import of which is elusive. The Rgvedic poets were
fond of ellipsis, recondite expression, double meaning, farfetched similes
and metaphors that soar to the limits of fancy. There are many words of
frequent occurrence, the exact sense of which is not yet established. There are
words that occur but a few times, or but once, whose meaning is unknown.
There are allusions to legends, undoubtedly well-known to the poets and
their clientele, of which but the barest fragments are told in the Rgveda - a
sort of jigsaw puzzle with most of the pieces lost! As if all this were insufficient
to dull the ardor of the boldest investigator, the whole cultural milieu in
which these hymns were composed and recited can ever be little more than a
reconstruction from bits and pieces in the hymns themselves, really hardly
more than a figment of our projected imagination. Finally, it must ever be
remembered that these poems were the product of poet-priests, highly skilled
in the twin arts of poetry and priestcraft, both of which have their peculiar
ways of stating ideas: the one couched in imagery and finesse of expression,
the other cloaked in indirectness, mystic symbolism and hidden meaning.

In overcoming these obstacles to understanding the hymns, every means
available to the scholar has to be used, among which may be mentioned the
comparison of similar passages and of the same words in all the hymns
where they occur, the help of comparative mythology and religion, compara-
tive Indo-European philology (these three with caution), the many studies
by Vedic scholars on specific problems as well as all the translations that
have been made as reflecting different interpretations of problematic passages,
and certainly also the traditional Indian commentaries on the Rgveda,
especially that of Sayana, even though they are in large measure based on
much later traditions, often considerably developed and modified from the
intentions of the authors of the hymns. Such are the means at one’s disposal,
to which maybe added a certain reliance on one’s own instincts, accumulated
from the experience of studying numerous and varied hymns and the insight
it is hoped may emanate from this experience.

The translations presented here are as close a rendition as English idiom
permits. Though literal, they are not slaves to literality, and I trust they will
not be found wooden or stilted. While the English employed is not archaic
and muddied with affectations, yet it is not quite the English of everyday
usage. That, in my view, would be inappropriate, almost irreverential. An
effort must be made to conserve some of the remoteness of the Rgveda as well
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as the loftiness to which some of its language and thought rise. To give some
impression of these special qualities I have resorted to a style to which I dare
apply the name ‘elevated prose’. I am quite aware that it will not please
everyone: some would prefer a translation into strictly current English,
others into some sort of metrical form to suggest the poetry of the original.
With regard to the latter, I am convinced that the problems of translation are
sufficient without their unnecessary augmentation and, in any case, a metrical
version would not serve to convey any impression whatsoever of the chanted
recitation of the Rgveda. I have made some conscious attempt to preserve the
word order where its retention seemed congruous with my own preferred
phraseology or was more conducive to reproducing the flavor of the original.
Wherever possible I have tried to use the same English word for the same
Vedic word, though there are many cases where the coverage of a Vedic word
exceeds the limits of one and the same English equivalent, so that complete
consistency in this is unattainable.

The translation of obscure passages poses a special problem, because,
insofar as possible, the obscurities or at least some impression of them ought
to be preserved in the translation. Indeed it should be an axiom of Rgvedic
translation that obscurities are not to be resolved by overly wordy and
interpretive translation. Amplification and interpretation are the province of
the notes. In short, the translation must not reflect an endeavor to improve or
clarify the Rgveda, butsolely to reproduce it as faithfully as possible. Butthere
are numerous instances where every translation, no matter how rigidly
adherent to this principle it may be, must ineluctably be clearer than the
original. Vedic and later also classical Sanskrit idiom freely admit the omis-
sion of subject and object pronouns, which in English must be supplied.
Supplying these implicit words requires an interpretation of the text, often
differing from that of other translators, that is reflected in the translation.

In the notes to each hymn I have conscientiously attempted to explain
every matter that seemed to require discussion, whether because it was
innately obscure or because it involved something unfamiliar to the general
reader. I am aware that, while some will find these notes insufficiently
detailed, others may find them prolix and unnecessarily copious. But I have
everywhere had principally in mind the general reader to whom these
hymns are a terra incognita, who therefore, needs to be guided at every turn. If,
then, they seem overly abundant, let the reader who feels no need of this
degree of guidance, be patient toward the one who does. If, on the other hand,
the notes seem insufficiently explanatory here and there, I can only resort to
my inability to see every dark spot and seek the reader’s understanding for
the deficiency.
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When I first conceived this project of translation, I had in mind only the
general reader who had no familiarity or virtually no familiarity with the Rg-
veda. As I proceded, I felt hopeful that these translations, coupled with their
rather full exegesis, would prove appealing also to students of Sanskrit who
had not had the time to enter upon a study of the Veda or had devoted
themselves so little to it that they would not be averse to a fresh translation.

In selecting hymns for translation I have had no easily definable princi-
ples beyond that of representing the chief deities of the Rgveda adequately
and including also the majority of the speculative and cosmogonic hymns as
well as a fair portion of hymns that seem rarely to appear in anthologies, yet
are deserving of attention. In this rather unprincipled procedure I have tried
to include all the well-known hymns, but obviously there is an inescapable
subjectivity about this, and I hope I will not be found guilty of too glaring
omissions from anyone’s list of favorites.

The imperfections in this work must be many and diverse, but I trust the
reader will be gentle in his disposition toward them, knowing that, even
were these imperfections to be expunged, there are yet others undiscovered
by him, which, were they too known, would reveal all the more acutely the
impossibility of achieving freedom from error in attempting to understand a
work that occupies so isolated a pinnacle in antiquity.



A Brief Introduction to the Rgveda

The Rgveda is the oldest of the books that comprise the scriptures of
Hinduism. While its age cannot be accurately determined, it can be said with
reasonable certainty that it must have existed in its present form at least as
early as 1000 B.C. The composition of the Rgveda, however, does not belong
to a single point in time, but must, by the nature of its contents and the
multiplicity of its authorship, have extended over a very long period, perhaps
reaching back to the very beginning of the second millennium B.C. Moreover,
some of the hymns of the Rgveda may have been composed not on the soil of
India, but in the lands to the west, where the Aryans, as the people of the Rg-
veda called themselves, had lived for a long time before gravitating to their
final home in India.

The language of the Rgveda, properly designated Vedic, but loosely
Sanskrit in a broader sense, belongs to the very large group of languages
referred to by scholars as ‘Indo-European’, which embraces English and
most of the languages of Europe. The people who became the Vedic Aryans
once formed a part of these widely dispersed speakers of Indo-European
who, as nomads, had no fixed home, but moved in different directions as
necessity or other cause impelled them until they eventually settled down,
relinquishing a migratory way of life.

Reflective of the intimate relationship between the Vedic language and
English is the word Veda itself, literally ‘knowledge’, which is genetically
related to English ‘wit’, originally ‘understanding, good sense’, which has
come down into modern English unchanged from Old English wit. This Old
English wit and veda are formed from an Indo-European root wid- ‘know’,
which, in numerous modifications and amplifications, is found in almost
every Indo-European language.

The name Rgveda is a compound of veda ‘’knowledge’ and rc ‘hymn of
praise’ and thus means ‘Knowledge (consisting) of Hymns of Praise’. Also
designated Veda are three other collections, viz. the Yajurveda ‘Knowledge
(consisting) of Sacrificial Formulae (yajus)’, the Samaveda ‘Knowledge (con-
sisting) of Chants (saman)’, and the Atharvaveda 'Knowledge of, i.e. belonging
to, the Atharvans,” the ancient priestly family within which it was presumably
handed down.!

! The substitution of the forms rg-, yajur-, sama- and atharva- respectively for r¢, yajus, saman
and atharvan is due to grammatical rule.



6 A Brief Introduction to the Rgveda

From these four sacred collections is derived an immense body of
literature, which grew up in a series of successive and fairly sharply definable
strata. These layers of exegetical and amplificatory treatises, called Brahmanas,
Aranyakas and Upanisads are, together with the four Vedas, collectively also
called the Veda. Thus, the term Veda, somewhat confusingly, has both a
narrow and a wide application, being either restricted simply to the four
collections or extended to include these three layers of treatises founded
upon each of them.

Formally speaking, the Rgveda consists of 1,028 hymns averaging about
eleven stanzas each, arranged, according to the form in which the Rgveda
has been transmitted, in ten divisions or books, called mandalas (literally
‘circles’ or perhaps ‘cycles’), of unequal numbers of hymns. Mandalas IT1-VII
are the Family Books, so-called because each is composed by members of the
same family of priestly poets within which it was handed down. These man-
dalas apparently formed the original kernel of the Rgveda when the hymns
were first assembled into a single collection at some unknown time in
antiquity. Prefixed and suffixed to this nucleus are Mandalas I, VIII and X,
each of which contains hymns of various authorship, while IX isin a class by
itself, being exclusively devoted to the deified Soma plant.

Most of the hymns are directed to individual gods of the Indo-Aryan
pantheon, but some are of a miscellaneous and less easily definable character,
while others contain the earliest notions of creation that have come down
from ancient times. Although some of the deities, as also many aspects of
Vedic thought and practice, were surely evolved and developed within the
ample fold of Indian culture, other deities and the general mythology con-
nected with them were the common cultural heritage shared by the Indo-
Aryans with their brethren in ancient Iran. The Rgveda, then, far from being
an isolated product of remote antiquity, must be viewed in intimate relation-
ship with the Avesta, the sacred book of the Zoroastrians, and very often the
one is found to cast a ray of light on the other.

The Rgvedic Indian viewed the world in which he lived as pervaded
with life, divine life: fire, water, wind, the earth and sky, the sun, dawn and
light, the thunderstorm and so on - all were conceived as gods, much like
persons in physiognomy and behavior, but with vast, superhuman and
incomprehensible powers. The material objects of everyday life were also
deified; thus, the paraphernalia of the warrior going into battle, the melted
butter (ghee) that was poured into the sacred fire, or the post to which the
sacrificial animal was tied, were made into gods. A feature which the Rgveda
shares with the Avesta is the personification of abstractions, as exemplified
by the class of deities called Adityas, chief among whom are the great gods
Varuna and Mitra.
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There is aremarkable tendency, to be seen in many of the hymns, for the
worshipper to treat the particular god whom he is venerating as all-powerful
and supreme, as though he were the only god, for the moment at least, to the
exclusion of all others. Perhaps contributing to this tendency was the absence
of temples and images that are so characteristic of later Hinduism, which
permitted greater freedom of conception of a god’s powers and comprehen-
siveness of his functions. This attitude in worship, often termed henotheism,
lends a monotheistic coloring to the Rgveda. None of the gods to whom this
exclusive veneration is accorded, however, is ever permanently elevated to
the station of the one and only god. In fact, although various attempts are
made in some of the later hymns to postulate a single god who created and
sustains the world, it cannot be said that the Rgveda ever finally and un-
conditionally arrives at monotheism. In one quite remarkable hymn (X.129)
all the Gods are momentarily brushed aside as being subsequent to the
creation of the world, and a neuter first principle called That One is pre-
supposed as the source of all. Here, then, occurs the earliest expression of
monism, later to be developed and elaborated into the fundamental doctrine
of intellectual Hinduism.

The gods of the Rgveda were righteous gods whose behavior was governed
by a universal cosmic and moral law called the Rta, which was under the
care of Varuna, the personification of Truth, who was, of course, subject
himself to its adherence. On nearly every page of the Rgveda one may read
that this or that god was an adherent of the Rta. Malevolence, afflictions and
catastrophes were attributed to demons, so that if a drought plagued the land,
it was not because the god Indra was angry or giving way to some momentary
whim, but rather because the serpent-demon Vrtra was withholding the
waters until he would be conquered by Indra in battle.

It is really quite impossible to translate Rta, as there is no single English
word that covers the manifold and complex conceptions embraced by this
term. It corresponds etymologically to Asa of the Avesta, which is often
rendered ‘Truth’, a meaning that probably may be regarded as adequate most
of the time because of its juxtaposition with its diametric opposite, Druj
‘Falsehood, Deceit.” While ‘Truth’ may frequently suffice as a translation for
Vedic Rta, there are many instances where ‘Truth’ is too narrow in scope and
its connotations too closely linked with moral values. In such cases, ‘Cosmic
Order or ‘Cosmic Law’ come nearer to conveying the meaning of Rta.?

2 In the translations that follow, the word Rta is sometimes retained, at other times it is
rendered by ‘Cosmic Order’ or ‘Cosmic Law’.
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The hymns of the Rgveda are for the most part requests, usually directed
to a single god, less frequently to a pair or a combination of gods, for the
physical comforts of life and freedom from distress of various kinds: an
abundance of heroic sons, cows and wealth in general, good fortune, well-
being, food, strength, a long life, protection from enemies, thieves and wild
animals, delivery from hardships, freedom from illness; occasionally also
insight and eloquence. Sometimes there is no specifically stated request, buta
god’s heroic and wondrous feats are eulogized on the tacit assumption, we
may suppose, that he will be thereby impelled to confer general well-being
upon the worshipper.

The religion of the Rgveda was a fire-cult, and fire was therefore the
focal point of the sacrifice, without which it could not take place. Other
essentials were the melted butter and the juice of the Soma plant. The
sacrifice was a meal to which the gods were invited, such as that given by a
host to his guests. The gods are asked to come and sit down on a layer of
special grass strewn out for them. Agni, god of fire and intermediary between
men and gods, is invoked to fetch the god or gods to the place of sacrifice.

Although a sacrifice is nowhere described in the Rgveda, a general idea
of it may be gained from scattered references. There were four sorts of priests
with fairly specific functions. Thus, the /oty recited the hymn of praise to the
god to whom worship was to be accorded. It cannot be said whether in all
cases he was also the composer of the hymn, but the hymns were composed
in priestly families, and very likely the 4otrs were drawn from those families.
The manual aspects of the sacrifice were performed by the adhvaryu, and the
chanting of certain verses was the function of the udgatr. Finally, a priest
designated the brahman served as a kind of overseer of the whole sacrificial
process, and for this reason was expected to have a thorough knowledge of all
these operations or, to put it in another way, he had to be versed in the hymns
of the Rgveda recited by the kotr, the chants of the Samaveda intoned by the
udgaty, and the formulae or mantras of the Yajurveda, muttered by the adhvaryu
as he performed this or that sacrificial act.

Melted butter was poured into the sacrificial fire at a specific pointin the
proceedings and to the accompaniment of certain mantras. The stalks of the
Soma plant were pressed between stones and the extract purified through a
filter of sheep’s wool, whence it trickled loudly into troughs below. The Soma
was imbibed by the priests after it was mixed with water, milk or ghee.

These sacrifices were performed on behalf of a prince, king or anyone
who could afford them. It is certain that the sacrifices varied greatly in
complexity, especially in the later period, and obviously the more elaborate
and complex they were, the more costly the gifts to the priests who were
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responsible for performing them. The fee paid to the priest, called a daksina, is
the subject of an entire Rgvedic hymn (X.107).

A Rgvedic hymn was an act of truth. Since from start to finish it contained
only statements of absolute truth concerning the god to whom it was addressed,
it was felt to be a miraculous power which could not fail to achieve its
purpose.? It was, moreover, a sort of bargain between the worshipper and the
god who was praised, and like any contract had to be honored. In this way
also the hymn to the frogs (VI1.103) and the so-called Gambler's Lament
(X.34) are surely to be explained.

The Rgveda, like the other Vedic collections, was passed on orally from
generation to generation within priestly families, a process which has con-
tinued among a diminishing number of families to the present day. The
duration of this oral transmission and its absolute fidelity are a truly incredible
phenomenon with no close parallel elsewhere. At a very early time, as the
spoken language came to diverge more and more from the somewhat stylized
and archaic language of the hymns, attempts were made to analyze and to
understand them by specially contrived types of recitation as well as by
treatises dealing with phonetics, grammar, prosody and etymology. A remark-
able consequence of this was the rise and growth of a number of separate
branches of learning in which the Vedic Aryans achieved unsurpassed
eminence, chief among which was grammar.

Apart from sporadic and fragmentary bits of information, the West
knew little or nothing about the Rgveda or any of the Vedas until the end of
the eighteenth century. Practically speaking, Vedic scholarship began with
the appearance of the essay On the Vedas, or Sacred Writings of the Hindus in 1805
by the British scholar Henry Thomas Colebrooke. Since then and especially
after the publication of Max Miiller’s editio princeps of the Rgveda (1849-74)
along with the Sanskrit commentary of Sayana,* which for the first time
made the complete text easily available to scholars, serious interest in the Rg-
veda has grown prodigiously. Its problems have exerted a fascination on a
whole galaxy of scholars of West and East, all of whom have contributed in
one way or another to the elucidation of this precious heritage of mankind,
for it no longer belongs to India alone.

3 The power of truth has always been a potent force in Indian thought; so, ¢f its application

in modern times by Gandhi and note the motto on the great seal of India, extracted from the
Mundaka Upanisad (I11.1.6): satyam eva jayate ‘Truth alone is victorious’.

4 Sayanawas a minister in the court of Bukka I, king of Vijayanagara in South India, during

the latter half of the fourteenth century A.D. He wrote a commentary on every hymn of the Rg-
veda. (except the eleven so-called Valakhilya hymns, VIII.49-59), probably in collaboration
with other Vedic pandits, as he did also on other works of Vedic literature.
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Agni

Next to Indra the most frequently invoked of all gods in the Rgveda is
Agni. But as the god of fire and fundamental principle of the Vedic sacrifice,
Agni was by far the most important of the gods, exceeding even Indra. Every
sacrifice, from the simplest domestic rite to the most elaborate and complex,
centered around the fire, the Vedic religion having been a fire-cult, as was its
sister religion, Zoroastrianism, though the two were developed along very
different lines. No sacrifice in either was possible without fire, although in
Zoroastrianism there was no god of fire and, strangely enough, the cognate of
the name Agni does not exist in the Avesta, although a vestige of it has been
found in one or two proper names.! That the worship of fire in some form
existed among the Indo-European peoples can hardly be doubted, as attested
in partby the worship of Hestia in Greece and Vesta in Rome. Perhaps there is
no phenomenon of nature that is more conducive to worship and personal-
ization by early man than fire in its many manifestations. But nowhere
among the Indo-European peoples was the worship of fire so elaborated and
emphasized as among the Aryans and their descendants, the Irano-Aryans
and the Indo-Aryans.

In the Rgveda Agni is a very complex deity, as he is conceived under so
many diverse forms, partly terrestrial and partly celestial, and some of these
manifestations are more developed and play a greater role than others. Of
particular importance is his presence in the Waters, not so much because of
his emanation from them in the form of lightning during a thundexrstorm,
butbecause it is through this means that he enters all plant life, penetrates the
earth and all things, and, in a curiously indirect way, comes to man as
terrestrial fire, whether for the sacrifice or any ordinary purpose. It is by
rubbing together the wood of certain trees, all of which, after all, gain the

! Thus, Dastayni, i.e. dasta ‘worshipped’ + ayni ‘fire,’ hence, literally ‘he by whom fire is
worshipped’; possibly also Ag-nu-par-nu, an Akkadian transcription of Agnifarnah ‘he who has
fortune through fire.” For further details v. M. Mayrhofer, Iranisches Personennamenbuch (Wien,
Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1979), 1.36, no. 104.
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nourishment for their growth from water, that fire is obtained, so that it was
believed that Agni entered the wood in his embodiment as water. But he is
also inherent in rocks and stones, as is evident from the sparks that can be
produced by striking them together. The sun itself is yet another of Agni’s
many forms, though usually treated as a separate god. Agni’s intimate con-
nection with the Waters led to his identification with Aparh Napat, the old
water-spirit of the Aryans, in which form he is said to shine without fuel in
the Waters.

One of Agni’s principal roles is to serve as messenger between men and
gods, in which capacity he either conveys the essence of the sacrificial meal
to the gods or brings the gods themselves to the sacrificial feast, where they sit
down together on the sacred grass that has been spread out for them. As the
sacrificial fire, Agni knows all there is to know about the sacrifice, and it is
hardly surprising that, due to this perfect knowledge, he is regarded as a
supreme priest, the divine counterpart of the earthly priest. But his knowledge
is not by any means limited to the sacrifice and priestly matters: he is said to
be the ‘all-knower,” and his wisdom is often alluded to. He is, not unnaturally,
a dispeller of darkness and disease, a destroyer of malignant demons. He is
frequently associated with Indra, especially in these exploits against demons,
and in many hymns conjointly worshipped with Indra. But in spite of their
intimate association and even the traits they share in common, Indra and
Agni are of markedly different character: Indra, on the one hand, is the
mighty warrior god, the unrelenting vanquisher not only of demons, but also
of all the enemies of the Indo-Aryans and hence their staunchest protector;
Agni, on the other hand, is the arch-priest, intermediary between men and
gods, the great and omniscient sage, and, as the focal point of all sacrifices
and provider of warmth and light in the home, closest kinsman to man
among the gods.

The name Agni is Indo-European, as proved by the presence of obvious
cognates in Latin ignis, Lithuanian ugnis and Old Church Slavic ogni, although
the variation in the initial vowel affords a problem not yet satisfactorily
resolved.? Agni, under the form Aknis, appears as a fire-god also in Hittite,
but the word is believed not to have been inherited from Indo-European, but
borrowed into Hittite, probably from the nearby Mitanni people.?

2 Forsome discussion of the vocalism v. J. Loicq, ‘Minutiae Latinae’ in I'Antiquité classique 31
(1962), p. 131 and notes 3 and 4 for many bibliographic references.

3 For further on this v. H. Otten and M. Mayrhofer, ‘Der Gott Akni in den hethitischen
Texten und seine indo-arische Herkunft' in Orientalische Literaturzeitung 60 (1965), pp. 545-
552.
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Selected Hymns

Agni
Agni I call on, who is placed at the fore, the divine ministrant of the
sacrifice, the invoker, who bestows the most gifts.

Agni is worthy of being called on by former seers and present: may he
bring hither the gods!

Through Agni may he obtain wealth, prosperity, every day, splendid
and abounding in heroic sons!

O Agni, the sacrifice and work of the sacrifice, which you encircle on
every side - that alone goes unto the gods.

May Agni, the invoker who has the powers of a sage, true and most
brilliant in glory, come hither, a god with the gods!

Whatsoever favor you would bestow upon your worshipper, Agni, that
favor of yours surely is unfailing, O Angiras.

You we approach every day, O Agni, you who gleam in the darkness,
with devotion and bearing homage;

-you who are sovereign of the sacrifices, guardian of the Order, brightly
shining, growing in your own abode.

Be accessible unto us, O Agni, as a father unto his son! Accompany us
for our well-being!
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Notes

Although this is the first hymn of the Rgveda as it has come down to us, itis not
necessarily to be regarded as the first in order of composition. But it has been
kept first among these selections as setting the tone of the whole, its very first
word being Agni, on whom the sacrifice depends. In much the same way do
the Iliad and Odyssey commence with the signatory words pfjvtv (‘the wrath’ of
Achilles) and dvdpa. (‘the man’, i.e, Odysseus, the hero of the epic) and the
Aeneid with arma virumgque ‘arms and the man’ (the two principal themes of
the work).

‘who is placed at the fore’: Several layers of meaning are involved here: as the
honored guest at the sacrifice, to which he is requested to bring along the gods,
Agni is accorded the place of honor, ‘at the fore’, i.e, right in front, at the head.
Virtually, then, in this sense it is equivalent to honored guest'. Since ‘at the fore’
may mean ‘in the East’, the direction always in front of the officiating priest, the
one ‘who is placed at the fore’ means also ‘the sacrificial fire on the eastern
altar’. It is also the regular term for the ‘domestic priest’, the spiritual adviser of
the king, from the precedence of rank that exalted position enjoyed. By another
figurative facet is suggested simply ‘given first rank” without specification, or
contrarily with specification: ‘put at the head of some undertaking’, in particular
serving as intermediary between men and gods, i.e., ‘one who has been appointed
as messenger.’

‘divine ministrant of the sacrifice”: Without Agni, of course, there could be no
sacrifice, as fire was the central feature of the Vedic sacrifice. What is more,
Agni, as hasjustbeen said, is the intermediary or go-between between men and
gods, who transmits the message of the sacrifice and its essence to the gods from
men. He is, then, the ‘divine ministrant of the sacrifice’ in the fullest sense, the
counterpart of the earthly priest among the gods. But in the Vedic sacrifice,
especially in the great sacrifices, there were many priests, each with particular
functions; Agni here, as elsewhere, is especially identified with the priest
known as the ‘invoker,” whose task it was to recite the hymn (which might, in
some cases at least, have been his own composition) to the god to whom the
sacrifice was directed. This identification may have been facilitated by the
sounds associated with fire, particularly one that has just been freshly kindled.
In any case, no such fancied similarity was needed to assign the invokership to
Agni.

‘he’: the institutor of the sacrifice, almost certainly the king or prince, on whose
behalf it is performed.

‘abounding in heroic sons’: The constant request that is made in the Vedic
hymns is for sons, brave sons, who will distinguish themselves and their
families.
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‘the sacrifice and work of the sacrifice which you encircle on every side’: Fires
were kindled at the cardinal points of the place of the sacrifice, where everything
connected with the sacrifice transpired, both the liturgical and purely manual,
such as measuring the ground for the altar and getting ready the sacrificial
implements. Quite literally, then, Agni might be said to ‘encircle the sacrifice
and work of the sacrifice on every side.

‘whohasthe powers of asage”: Agniisregarded as all-wise, and various epithets
are applied to him to convey his great wisdom and intelligence, which, in part
at least, must derive from his rank of ‘divine ministrant of the sacrifice’ and the
other priestly offices he is said to hold, as they imply a perfect knowledge of all
the manual acts and ceremonial. As the ‘invoker he would certainly also be a
poet, as often the invokers composed their own hymns.

‘Angiras’: a name often given to Agni. The Angirases seem to have been a very
ancient priestly family, which was early elevated to semi-divine status, having
obtained immortality by sacrifice. They may very likely have been practitioners
of a fire-cult and so regarded Agni as their titular head, whence the application
of their name in the singular to him, as the Angiras par excellence, so to speak.
Agni’s ubiquitous identification with the various priests of the Vedic sacrifice
may have contributed to this association with the priestly Angirases.

Itisinteresting to note that the word Angiras used to be etymologically equated,
as a cognate word, with Greek &yyehog (whence through ecclesiastical Latin
angelus to Old French angele to English ange/) ‘messenger’, a correspondence
which nicely agreed with Agni’s role as a ‘messenger’ between men and gods in
the sacrificial rite.

‘guardian of the Order: By ‘Order is meant the Rta, which regulates all the
recurring phenomena of the cosmos: the movements of the celestial bodies,
change of the seasons, all the phases of nature, and here especially the proper
conduct of the ritual of the sacrifice, the particular concern of Agniin his role as
the divine priest of the sacrifice. The Rta or Cosmic Order was in the charge of
Varuna, but all the gods (including Varuna!) were obliged to adhere absolutely
to it.

‘growing in your own abode’: that is, flaring up as the melted butter is poured
into the fire from the sacrificial ladle.
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Agni

Never goaded is the immortal, born of strength, since, as messenger of
Vivasvat, he became the invoker. By the straightest paths he measures
out the space. Through his divine office he seeks to procure the gods by
means of the oblation.

Seizing upon his food, the ageless one greedily devouring lingers in the
woods. Like a horse, his back gleams when he is besprinkled; like
heaven'’s surface thundering he has sounded.

In concert with the Rudras, the Vasus, the invoker is seated, placed in
front, master of wealth, the immortal. Darting like a chariot among the
settlements, he proffers choice gifts to mortals.

Driven by the wind, he spreads out in the woods, loud-roaring at will,
with his tongues as a sickle. When greedily, O Agni, you crave the trees,
black is your course, O brilliant-billowed, ageless one.

Flame-toothed, impelled by the wind in the woods, he snorts away like
a lordly bull in the herd, rising up to the unmolested space with his
body. What stands, what moves is afraid - the birds too.

The Bhrgus put you among men like a precious treasure, easy for the
people to invoke, an invoker, O Agni, a choice guest, like a kindly
friend for the divine race.

The one whom the seven-tongued priests choose as the invoker, the
best sacrificer in the rites, O Agni, procurer of all riches, I worship with
refreshing oblation. I go to him for wealth.

Shelters without a break, O son of strength, today grant to us, your
praisers, you who are rich in friends! O Agni, protect the one who
praises you from distress with iron strongholds, O offspring of strength!

Be a protection to him who praises you, O far-shining one! Be a shelter
to the bountiful, O bountiful one! Protect, O Agni, from distress the one
who praises you! Straightway in the morning let him go rich in
wisdom!
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Notes

‘Never goaded’ etc.: ie, never needs to be goaded, as he is in the constant
performance of his office. Agni has regularly applied to him the epithets ‘born
of strength,” ‘son of strength” and other synonymous expressions in allusion to
the vigorous effort required for his production by rubbing firesticks together. He
is also constantly called the ‘invoker” in his capacity as chief priest of all
sacrifices, a function that naturally befell him as messenger between men and
gods.

Vivasvat, a somewhat shadowy figure in the Rgveda, to whom no complete
hymn is addressed, was the father of Yama, the first man to die, and of Manu,
the progenitor of the human race. To judge from the etymology of his name,
which means ‘shining far and wide’ and other scattered details, he must have
been in origin a god of the sun, hence his nomination of Agni to be his
messenger.

‘his back gleams, when he is besprinkled: with reference to the brightening of
the sacrificial fire when ladles of ghee (clarified butter) are sprinkled thereon.

Stanzas 2-5 are devoted to a vivid description of Agni in his aspect of the all-
consuming forest-fire.

The Rudras, so-called as being the sons of Rudra, are more familiarly known as
the Maruts, the storm-gods generally associated with Indra and his exploits (v.
RV 1.85). The Vasus, literally ‘The Good Ones’ or “The Shining Ones,” are yet
another group of deities, often mentioned in the Rgveda, though never specifi-
cally characterized and hence vague in function.

‘the seven-tongued priests”: a word-play is involved here which is lost in the
translation. The word for ‘tongue” also means a certain tongue-shaped ladle or
spoon employed by the priests. Thus, it is simultaneously implied that the
priests have seven ladles and seven tongues, i.e., utterances.

‘youwho arerich in friends’: this is expressed in a single compound word in the
original, which is capable of various interpretations. It might also mean: ‘you
who have the majesty of Mitra’ or ‘worshipped as a friend.” Sayana curiously
has ‘favorably shining!’

Itis not clear to whom the last sentence refers, whether to Agni, whose wisdom
is often extolled, or to the author of the hymn, or to the patron of the sacrifice.
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1.143 Agni

1 offer amightier, newerdevotional hymn to Agni - words and prayerto
the son of strength, who, as the beloved son of the waters, has sat down
on the ground along with the Vasus as invoker in observance of the
ritual-time.

Born in the highest heaven, this Agni became manifest to Matarisvan.
Through his power, when he has been kindled, through his greatness,
brilliance illuminated earth and heaven.

Of him sparkling are the lustres, ageless of him, who is of goodly
appearance, goodly countenance, goodly splendor: the lustres of Agni,
producer of light, shimmer like the irridescence of rivers by night, not
slumbering, ageless.

The all-knower, whom the Bhrgus placed in the navel of the earth, of
the world, through their greatness - do stimulate that Agni with hymns
of praise in his own abode, who alone rules over wealth like Varuna.

One who cannot be checked, like the roar of the storm-winds, like a
missile that has been let go, like the thunderbolt of the gods: Agni eats
with his sharp teeth; he devours: as does a warrior his enemies, he lays
low the forests.

Will Agni like our poem of praise? Rich with riches will he thwart our
wish? A stimulator, would he spur our devotions unto their attainment?
Him, of radiant countenance, I thus praise in song out of devotion.

The one who has kindled him, as to a friend goes to Agni whose
countenance shines with ghee, who sits on the pole of your Rta. Being
kindled - a sacrificial post glistening in the sacrifices - he shall hold
aloft our bright-hued devotion!

Attentive, O Agni, with attentive protectors protect us - kindly, effective
ones! With infallible ones, prudent ones, agreeable ones, unwinking
ones, protect our offspring on every side!
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Notes

For an explanation of the Vasus, v. note on RV 1.58,3.

In some degree at least Matari$van is a counterpart of the Greek Prometheus, as
he is said to have brought the hidden fire from heaven to earth, but he is a
curiously ambivalent figure in the Rgveda, in some passages being indistinguish-
able from Agni. Perhaps he was originally only a celestial form of Agni, which
would account in part for the tendency to treat the two as identical.

The etymology of the name, while not entirely free of obscurity and discussion
among scholars, seems to suggest a literal sense of ‘he who grows in his
mother,” which, if correct, could imply either a terrestrial or celestial origin of
Matari$van, depending on just what is meant by ‘mother.” If by ‘mother’ is
meant the ‘thundercloud,” then ‘he who grows or is formed in the thundercloud
would, of course, be the lightning or celestial form of Agni. If, on the other
hand, by ‘mother is meant the lower of the two sticks of attrition used in his
production, the terrestrial form of Agni is meant.

An interesting example of Matari$van's identification with Agni is to be seen
in the famous passage from RV 1.164,46: “‘What is one seers call in many ways:
they call him Agni, Yama, Matari§van.’

It was to the Bhrgus that Matari$van allegedly brought Agni from heaven, and
by them, as may be seen in this passage, Agni was ‘placed in the navel of the
earth, of the world, i.e, in the altar of the sacrifice, there to become the focus of
all sacrificial rites. The ancient race of the Bhrgus, then, was both the recipient
of the heavenly gift of fire and its disseminator among men.

‘who sits on the pole of your Rta": Here Rta means the sacrifice (a part of the
Cosmic Order), which is conceived as a chariot, to be drawn, as it were, by
Agni.
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Agni

We choose Agni as messenger, as invoker, the all-knower, who has
goodly knowledge of the sacrifice.

May they ever invoke Agni again and again with invocations, Agni the
lord of the dwelling, conveyor of the oblation, dear to many!

Bring hither the gods, Agni, you who are just bom, for him who has
spread out the sacred grass: you are the invoker worthy to be worshipped
by us.

Wake them up, the eager ones, when you go on your mission! With the
gods do you sit down on the sacred grass!

You whose oblation is the ghee, O Agni brightly shining, burn up the
malevolent who have wrought harm upon us!

Agniis kindled with Agni: the sage, lord of the house, the youth, bearer
of the oblation, who has the sacrificial ladle in his mouth.

Praise the sage Agni, who is true to the law in the sacrifice, the god who
dispels disease!

O Agni, the lord of the oblation, who honors you, the messenger, O god -
of him do be the protector!

The one who, presenting an oblation, seeks to win Agni hither for a
feast to the gods - unto him be gracious, O purifier!

O purifier, brightly shining one! Bring hither the gods for us, Agni, to
our sacrifice and oblation!

Being celebrated with our newest song, bring us wealth of heroes and
nourishment!

O Agni, with bright flames, with all the invocations to the gods, enjoy
this our hymn of praise!
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Notes

Agni is habitually called the ‘messenger” as intermediary between men and
gods, because he brings the gods to the place of sacrifice or because he takes to
them the oblation offered in the sacrifice. He is also regularly depicted as an
officiating priest at the sacrifice, usually as the ‘invoker, i.e., the priest whose
duty it was to call upon the god to whom the sacrifice was directed. Since no
sacrifice could take place without fire as its nucleus, Agni was naturally viewed
as an expert in everything that concerned the sacrifice, hence here as one ‘who
has goodly knowledge of this sacrifice’. But his knowledge is by no means
limited to that of the minute details of the sacrifice: his wisdom embraces
everything, and the Rgveda is full of epithets asserting his omniscience.

‘lord of the dwelling’: The meaning is doubtful; some say ‘lord of the house’ (as
though equivalent to the expression used below in stanza 6), others ‘lord of the
tribes,” ‘lord of the clans,” ‘lord of men.’

‘you who are just born": Before each sacrifice the fire has to be kindled anew by
means of two firesticks, one of which is twirled vigorously in the other.

‘for him who has spread out the sacred grass”: that is, for the priest who has
strewn out the sacred grass on which the invited gods are to sit. But equally
possible and plausible would be the translation: ‘for him for whom (i.e, on
whose behalf) the sacred grass has been spread out,” the person then referred to
being not the priest who has strewn the grass, but the institutor of the sacrifice
(the king or prince) for whom the priest has done so.

‘Wake them up, the eager ones’: the gods, who are eager to have the sacrificial
meal.

‘Agni is kindled with Agni’: From the fire lighted first the others are lighted.

‘the sage”: v. the latter part of the note on 1 above; an alternative translation ‘the
poet,” while also suggestive of great wisdom, would allude to Agni’s role as the
‘invoker who was often the author of the hymn he uttered in his invocation.

‘lord of the house”: The only god to whom this epithet is applied in the Rgveda,
Agni is so called because he dwells in every house and home, furnishing
warmth against the cold, heat for the cooking of food and fire for the domestic
rites.

‘the youth’: Agni is called a youth because he is constantly kindled anew.
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‘who is true to the law in the sacrifice’: that is, who is faithful to the rules
concerning the manual operations of the sacrifice, which are but a part of the
Cosmic Order or Rta, adherence to which is incumbent upon all the gods (v. the
note on ‘guardian of the Order,” 1.1.8).

‘the god who dispels disease”: As a destroyer of demons (¢f 5: ‘burn up the
malevolent who have wrought harm upon us’), it is but natural that Agni
should also be a dispeller of diseases, which were often thought to be the work
of demons.

‘the lord of the oblation’: the institutor of the sacrifice.
‘purifier: a common epithet of Agni and later a synonym for fire.

‘with’: probably to be understood as equivalent to ‘attended by’: attended by
your bright flames and all the invocations to the gods.
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Agni

As the people’s protector, Agni of goodly strength has been born,
watchful for our renewed welfare. Having ghee on his face, with his
lofty flame touching the heaven, brightly does he shine forth for the
Bharatas, the pure one.

Banner of the sacrifice, the first purohita, men kindled Agni in the
threefold abode. Along with Indra and the gods he sat down on the
sacred grass for the worship, the very wise invoker.

Uncleansed, you are born pure of your two mothers. A sage, bringer of
joy, you sprang forth from Vivasvat. With ghee they made you to grow,
O Agni, you to whom the oblation has been offered. The smoke, gone
heavenward, became your banner.

May Agni come straightaway to our sacrifice! Men distribute Agni in
every home. Agni became the messenger, bearer of the oblation. In
choosing Agni, they choose one who has the wisdom of a sage.

For you, O Agni, are these most honied words! For you let this prayer be
a comfort to the heart! Our songs fill you up as do the great rivers the
Sindhu and make you to grow in strength.

You, O Agni, the Angirases found hidden away, abiding in every wood.
Assuch you are born while being churned with great strength: they call
you ‘Son of Strength’, O Angiras.

Notes

Agni is often characterized as ‘having ghee on his face’ from the liberal quantities
of ghee that are poured into the fire during the course of the sacrifice.

The Bharatas are the trib< to wwhich the author of the hymn, Sutambhara
Atreya, belonged.
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Since without fire there can be no sacrifice, Agni was naturally accorded the
office of purohita or priest, quite as though he were in charge of the ceremonies;
o RV 1.1, where Agni is magnified as purohita. The ‘threefold abode’ refers to
the three altars used in the sacrifice.

If ‘uncleansed’ is the correct translation, the sense may be that, unlike other
newly born offspring that require to be cleansed of amniotic fluid and various
impurities, Agni springs forth in immediate purity from the two sticks of
attrition, his ‘two mothers.” But by quite another interpretation the Vedic word
is rendered ‘unadomed’ with reference to the absence of ghee upon his
production.

‘bringer of joy,” that is to people or to man, fire being an essential to existence.

Vivasvat is a somewhat shadowy figure in the Rgveda, though, as the etymo-
logical meaning of his name, i.e, ‘shining far and wide,” implies, he is connected
with the light, perhaps asrepresenting the sun or bright light of the sky. Because
Vivasvat's true nature is hazy, then, it is difficult to say exactly what is meant by
this verse. Moreover, other rather divergent renditions are possible, though
none are free of obscurity or uncertainty.

It is not clear what is meant by ‘Men distribute Agni in every house;” nor is it
clearwhetherthe more literal rendition ‘Men bear Agni here and there in every
home’ is not preferable, the sense in this case possibly being that all people
maintain Agni, each in his own home, apart from the sacrifices performed
elsewhere, such as those instituted by kings.

Agni is constantly called a ‘messenger’ because, as amplified here, he carries to
the gods the oblations that are offered in the sacrifice.

That is, ‘just as many mighty rivers unite in the Sindhu (Indus), swelling and
strengthening it with their volume, so may our songs of praise magnify and
strengthen you.” It may be remarked that the word rendered by ‘strength’
means ‘swelling’ etymologically.

Fire was believed to be inherent or latent in trees and wood in general, just asin
water, the rubbing of the sticks of attrition merely being the means of mani-
festing it. Agni is the ‘Son of Strength’ as being the product of the concentrated
effort required to twirl the one firestick in the other.

The Angirases, who are here said to have discovered Agni’s hiding-place in the
wood of the trees, were an ancient priestly family who regarded Agni as their
chief and, as being their representative par excellence, so to speak, called him by
their own name ‘Angiras.’
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Agni

With a newer sacrifice the one who desires welfare and favor goes forth
with an inviting meal unto the Son of Strength, who hews down the
woods, whose path is black, the brightly shining one, the divine
invoker:

he is glistening white, a thunderer abiding in the bright sky with his
ageless roaring flames, the youngest - Agni, the purifier, the amplest,
who goes after the ample, broad woods, devouring them.

On every side, driven by winds, your flames, O Agni, shining, O shining
one, spread far and wide; much-destroying do they yearn after the
woods, demolishing them boldly like the Navagvas.

Your bright shining horses, O shining one, that, unbridled, graze the
earth: - then your fiery whirlwind shines afar far and wide, forming a
line of battle over the earth’s back.

Then the tongue of the bull darts out, as the thunderbolt of him who
fights for the cows. Like the onset of a warrior is the ardor of Agni. Hard
to stop, the awesome one lays waste the woods.

With the ray of the great stimulator you spread boldly over the terrestrial
expanses. Drive away our fears with your strength! Burn up our ad-
versaries, assailing the assailers!

O brilliant one! upon us confer brilliant wealth that makes us brilliant,
youwhose dominion is brilliant, the most brilliant, strength-bestowing

wealth! Glittering wealth of many heroic sons, abundant, for him who
praises you in song with glittering praises, O glittering one!

Notes

Agni is called ‘the youngest’ because he is constantly renewed, born anew.
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If ‘Navagvas’ is indeed a proper name here, the basis of the identification of
Agni’s flames with them would seem to lie in the Navagvas’ assistance of Indra
in destroying the demon Vala, so that the sense would be ‘demolishing them
(i.e, the woods) boldly, just as the Navagvas demolished Vala.’ Sayana regards it
as an adjective of the flames, giving the meaning ‘freshly moving.’ It might
mean ‘going by nines’, ‘ninefold’ or ‘consisting of nine’ with reference to the
flames. In view of the Vedic poets’ love of puns and word-play in general, it is
just possible that both the sense of the proper name as well as any of the
adjectival meanings suggested might be intended.

There has been a change of construction here, which is kept in the translation:
the second half of the stanza is worded as though the first were a ‘when-clause’

(When your bright shining horses . . . graze, then . . .). However, the first
part actually consists of a noun-subject (‘horses’) unaccompanied by a verb,
enlarged by a relative clause (‘that . . . graze’), which is left dangling. Such

changes in thought or ‘anacolutha,” as they are technically termed, are not by
any means rare in the Veda, and, incidentally, are a ubiquitous feature of
conversational English.

By an obvious figure the tongues of Agni are often referred.to (¢f English
expressions such as ‘Tongues of flame licked the building’); here this is com-
bined with another figure, that of Agni asabull, due to the roaring of his flames.
The ‘tongue (necessarily in the singular!) of the bull’ is then likened to the
thunderbolt of Indra, which he wields in his perennial fight against the cow-
stealing demons, like Vala.

‘the great stimulator’ must presumably be the sun, with whose rays Agni’s rays
are here identified.

A stanza remarkable for its juxtaposition of identical words in various functions,
of which the Vedic poets were very fond, though here the predilection is carried
somewhat farther than usual. Unfortunately these effects are largely lost in
translation, although an attempt has been made to suggest the repetitive effect
and jingling of the original by using the same English word wherever the same
Vedic word is repeated. It may perhaps be worthwhile to compare the Vedic
text, in which occur the words citra and candra in various functions, translated
by ‘brilliant’ and ‘glittering” respectively:

sd citra citram citdyantam asmé
ditraksatra citrdtamar vayodham |
candrdm rayim puruviram brhantam
candra candribhir grnaté yuvasva ||
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I11.29 Agni

10.

Here is the churning-instrument. Here is the tinder made ready. Bring
hither the mistress of the people: let's churn Agni as before!

Concealed in the firesticks, Jatavedas is well-placed, like the embryoin
pregnant women. Day after day Agni is to be called on by men when
they have awakened, offering an oblation.

Bear down, you who know, on the one spread out: impregnated, at
once she produces the stallion. Having a reddish mane - dazzling is his
body - the son of the libation has been born at the right time.

In the place of the libation, at the navel of the earth, we shall set you
down, Jatavedas, for you to convey the oblation, Agni.

Chum the sage, fellows - the one free of duplicity, the wise, the immortal,
of goodly face, first beacon of the sacrifice in the east! Make Agni, the
very dear one, to rise up, fellows!

When they churn with their arms, he shines forth like a prized horse,
reddish in the wood. Unimpeded, like the Asvins’ splendid chariot in
its course, he shuns the stones, burning the grass.

When born, Agni shines well-known, the prized one, the seer, praised
by the sages, having goodly gifts; whom the gods established as the
conveyor of the oblation at the sacrifices, worthy to be called on, the all-
knower.

Sit down, O priest who know, in your own spot! Set down the sacrifice
in the abode of good works! Inviting the gods, to the gods sacrifice with
an oblation, O Agni, bestow great strength upon the worshipper!

Make abundant smoke, friends! Go unhesitating to the prize! Here’s
Agni, the victor in battle, goodly hero, by whom the gods overcame the
Dasyus.

This is your timely abode, whence born you shone: knowing it, Agni, sit
down, then make our songs to increase!
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The lordly one, as an embryo, is called Tantinapat. He becomes
Narasarsa when he is born here and there. When, as Matari$van, he
was formed in his mother, he became a gust of wind on issuing
forth.

Churned by a goodly churning, set down by a goodly setting down, as
the sage, Agni, perform goodly sacrifices: sacrifice to the gods for one
who is devoted to the gods!

Mortals him the immortal have produced, him of unfailing birth,
moving ahead, sturdy-toothed. Ten sisters unwed, altogether, embrace
him, a male just born.

Attended by seven invokers, he shone forth from of old, when he
gleamed in his mother's lap, at her breast. Joyful, he closes not his eyes,
day after day, since he was born of his father’s body.

Fighters against the foe, like the forces of the Maruts, the first-bormn
know all of the sacred word: The Ku$ikas have uttered the splendid
sacred word. Each in his own abode, they have kindled Agni.

Since today, as the sacrifice was starting out, O invoker who know, you
we chose here - constantly have you sacrificed, constantly toiled -
knowing and wise, do approach the Soma!

Notes

In order to understand this stanza it is necessary to know how fire was made for
the sacrifice. Essentially the process consisted of creating friction between two
pieces of wood by vigorously twirling or churning the one, held vertically like a
drill, in the other, in which a depression or hollow had been made to keep the
vertical stick in place while it was being rotated. Some wooden shavings had to
be placed near the depression to catch the sparks resulting from the friction.
The sparks having been thus communicated to the tinder, the tinder would
burst into flames, and this flaming mass was then somehow transferred to the
kindling wood on the altar. This method of producing the sacrificial fire was
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viewed as an act of divine procreation, in which the upper and lower sticks
functioned as male and female generative organs (so Velankar, Rksitktasati, p.
148). This must presumably have.been the process that was followed in the
very earliest Vedic period, but later, possibly after the composition of this hymn,
a more efficacious means of rotating the upper firestick came into use, which
involved fitting it like a carpenter’s bit into a wooden stock, which was turned
by means of a cord drawn back and forth by two priests, while another pressed
the apparatus firmly downward to keep it in place.

‘Here is the churning-instrument’: This rendition of the technical term adhi-
manthana is based on what appears to be Sayana’s interpretation, i.e. the more
elaborate mechanism mentioned above, in which is fitted the upper firestick,
like a bit into a brace. But if the simpler method is meant, the ‘churming-
instrument’ must be understood to consist only of the upper firestick, which
was turned in the lower either by means of a cord or perhaps the hands of the
priest. There is, however, much divergence among translators as to the precise
meaning of the technical terms used in this stanza.

‘Here is the tinder made ready’: Here too, there is a difference of view as to what
exactly is denoted by the technical term prajanana (literally ‘producer’ or‘'means
of producing’). Sayana clearly interprets it as ‘tinder,” explaining that it is a
‘bunch of darbhd-grass serving as the means of generating the fire, though he
alternatively suggests the ‘sort of depression’ into which the upper firestick is
inserted. Velankar, however, thinks it is the upper firestick that is fitted into the
churning-instrument. No useful purpose would be served by enumerating all
the other interpretations of these two technical terms.

‘Bring hither the mistress of the people”: This curious expression, which is
hardly a technical term, but rather just a poetic periphrasis, apparently refers to
the lower firestick - really more a board than a stick -into which the upper one is
vigorously twirled or churned. It is from this lower firestick, as has been said,
that the sparks burst forth during the rotatory process and are caught on the
tinder. Itis regarded as the mother of the fire. It (or she!) is called the ‘mistress of
the people’ as being their guardian ‘and benefactress through Agni, whose
existence is dependent upon her.

‘Concealed in the firesticks, Jatavedas is well-placed, like an embryo in pregnant
women’: Agni is said to be concealed in the two firesticks since they are gotten
from a tree (the upper firestick from the asvatthd, i.e. the Ficus Religiosa, and the
lower from the $dmi, i.e. the Prosopis Spicigera), which, like all trees and plants,
obtainsits nourishment from water wherein Agni dwells in his particular form
called Aparh Napat. Agni is, then, inherent or concealed in all wood, much like
an embryo in the womb of its mother, which, under particular conditions,
comes forth and grows to fulness. On Agni’s concealmentin all wood ¢f. V.11.6.
On the name Jatavedas, which occurs also in stanza 4 and often elsewhere in
the Rgveda, v. note on 1.50.1.
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‘Bear down, you who know, on the one spread out: This instruction is addressed
to the priest who is occupied with the very strenuous operation of producing
the fire from the sticks of attrition. Pressure has to be exerted on the vertical
firestick or drill as it is being turned in the horizontal or lower firestick, which,
in continuance of the imagery described above in the notes to stanza 1, is
conceived as a female to be impregnated by the male or upper firestick.

‘impregnated, at once she produces the stallion”: In this act of divine procreation
the lower or female stick (or slab) is ‘impregnated’ by the upper or male stick
and immediately gives birth to Agni, called a stallion, as often (on this cf.
11.35.6: ‘In them, i.e. the Waters, is the birth of this one, the horse’).

‘son of the libation’: The libation or offering is here conceived as the mother of
Agni. '

‘atthe right time’: The rendition is uncertain, as the Vedic word, though of fairly
frequent occurrence, is of doubtful meaning and much discussed by scholars. It
seems to have gone from an original sense of ‘guide, guideline, line’ to ‘course,
way, right way’ and finally, on a temporal plane, to ‘right time, appointed time,’
the meaning taken here; for a short, but useful discussion of the Vedic word v. T.
Burrow, review of M. Mayrhofer, Kurzgefasstes etymologisches Worterbuch des Alt-
indischen, Lieferungen 19-22, in Kratylos 15.1 (1970 [1972]), pp. 52-53.

‘Churn the sage”: Agni, as hasbeen pointed out, is often referred to as a sage; socf.
1.1.5, where he is called ‘the invoker who has the powers of a sage,” on which v.
note; also 1.12.6, 7 and V.11.3.

‘he shines forth, like a prized horse, reddish in the wood’: The words ‘reddish in
the wood” go with both the subject and object of the comparison, thus: He
(Agni) shines forth reddish in the wood, i.e. in the tinder, just as a prized horse
reddish in the wood, i.e. the forest.

‘in your own spot’: that is, the receptacle on the altar, in which the fire burns; c¢f.
1.1.8: ‘growing in your own abode.’

‘Set down the sacrifice in the abode of good works”: Though this statement is
certainly vague, it seems to imply that merit was felt to accrue to the worshipper
for the performance of the sacrifice, which Agni is asked duly to creditto him in
some otherwise unspecified ‘abode of good works.’

‘This is your timely abode’: that is, his abode at the times of the day when the
sacrifices are performed.
‘make our songs to increase’: that is, cause them to lead to the desired result.

Three forms of Agni are enumerated here. Tantinapat, literally ‘son of his own
body,” is the name by which Agni is known before he is born as the sacrificial
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fire, that is, while he is still hidden as embryo in the firesticks which serve as his
body on earth. By a wrong analysis of this compound Sayana fancies it to mean
‘he who does not (na-) fell (-pat), i.e. burn up, the bodies (tanu-) [of his wor-
shippers]!” But he alternatively and equally fantastically explains it as ‘Son of
the Waters,” a synonym of Aparh Napat, by taking Tani- as a word for the
‘Waters,” from the root meaning to ‘stretch’ or ‘spread’ (tan), because the Waters
are spread out in the intermediate region!

On the name Narasarhsa v. note thereon at 11.38.10.

Matari$van may originally have been a separate deity when he brought
fire from heaven to the Bhrgus, but he is often, as here, identified with Agni and
perhaps the two were never really distinct, MatariSvan having been but a
personification of a particular aspect; v. note on Matari$van at 1.143.2. Were it
not for the past tenses ‘was formed’ and ‘became,” which contrast strangely
with the general present tenses in the preceding sentences, it could be assumed
that Matari$van is here the name by which Agni is known at the moment
when he issues from the lower firestick as a spark, after which he becomes ‘a
gust of wind,” as the spark is communicated to the tinder. But the past tenses
seem not to be conducive to this interpretation. Apparently in exasperation at
making satisfactory sense of this stanza, Hillebrandt states: ‘The explanation of
the forms of Agni as the stanza gives them is so weak, that one may doubt
whether even the poet himself understood their correct meaning.?

‘of unfailing birth": The meaning of the Vedic word, which hardly occurs
elsewhere, is disputed. It seems to mean more or less literally ‘not subject to
miscarriage,” hence, whose birth at the right time and under certain conditions
is always to be depended upon.

‘moving ahead, sturdy-toothed’: Fire is relentless in its advance and
all-consuming.

‘Ten sisters unwed, altogether, embrace him, a male just born’: The ten sisters
are the ten fingers of the priestby whom the fire, just burst forth from the tinder,
isnourished with additional fuel and transferred to the altar. They are probably
called ‘sisters’ because the word for fingers in the Vedic language is of the
feminine gender; presumably they are the sisters of the new-born Agni. They
may be ‘unwed’ because their embracing him ‘altogether’ can only be possible
of unmarried sisters who are still living together, the married ones being
obliged to live apart in their husband’'s home. A similar, but not identical
notion is expressed at 1.95.2, where ‘ten maidens’ are said to have produced
him: ‘Ten maidens untiring produced this child of Tvastr, who is carried hither
and thither (i.e. to where the sacred fires are to be lighted); him of pointed aspect
and splendor of his own, shining brightly, they carry about among the people.’

Die Erklarung der Formen Agnis wie sie der Vers gibt, ist so matt, dass man zweifeln kann,

ob der Dichter noch selbst ihre rechte Bedeutung verstanden hat (p. 11, Anm. 3).
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‘when he gleamed in his mother’s lap”: that is, at the depression in the lower
firestick, whence the sparks fly out to the tinder.

‘since he was born of his father's body: This probably refers to the upper
firestick in which Agni is hidden as Tantnapat; v. 11 above.

The Kusikas were an extremely prominent family of Vedic seers, so named
after their forefather Kusika. The most eminent member was Vi$vamitra, to
whose composition all of Mandala Three is traditionally ascribed. They are
called ‘first-born’ no doubt because of their ancient lineage. Passingly it may be
noted that Indra himselfis styled ‘Kausika’ (‘belonging to the Kusikas’) because
he was their especially favored deity.

The last stanza is addressed to Agni, who is called the invoker who knows, on
account of his omniscience in sacrificial matters; ¢f. 1.12.1: "‘We choose Agni as
messenger, as invoker, the all-knower, who has goodly knowledge of the
sacrifice’ and V.11.4: ‘In choosing Agni, they choose one who has the wisdom
of a sage.’
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Aparh Napat

The worship of Aparn Napat is a heritage of the period of Indo-Iranian
unity, since a deity of the same name is found also in the Avesta. But while in
the latter he is a spirit of the waters, in the Rgveda he is identified with Agni
in Agni’s manifestation as the lightning hidden in the thundercloud. This
curious fusion of two deities seemingly so diverse and incongruous by nature
is due to the Vedic Indian’s belief that fire is inherent in water. Accordingly,
apart from the lightning which issues from the water in the cloud, the
sacrificial fire itself may be said ultimately to derive from water, because the
tree whence comes the wood in which the fire-drill is turned is nourished by
water! Conversely, fire is extinguished by water, into which, therefore, it is
absorbed to remain there in latent form. Stemming from notions such as
these, the identification of the old Indo-Iranian water-spirit with the Vedic
god Agni was probably also influenced by the tendency of identifying Agni
with various deities,! fire being the focus of the Vedic sacrifice and the
natural basis underlying some of the principal phenomena of the cosmos.

But although Aparh Napat in the Rgveda is to be regarded as a particular
form or manifestation of Agni, his aqueous origin is everywhere prevalent in
the only hymn that is wholly dedicated to his praise. Thus, Aparh Napat
abides in the Waters, they being treated as his mothers and he as their
offspring, and yet, by a curious sort of paradox peculiar to the Rgveda, he is
also said to have produced himself in these Waters.2 Elsewhere the Waters
are looked upon as youthful maidens surrounding the youthful god.

The name Aparn Napat means literally ‘Son of the Waters,” a fitting
enough appellation for a water-spirit and readily adapted to the representation
of Agniin his special role as the lightning emanating from the raincloud. But
napat also means ‘grandson,” the more usual meaning in the later language,
so that Indian commentators like Sayana are wont to interpret the name as
‘Grandson of the Waters' (in spite of the genealogy presented in the hymn
itselfl), because the fire issuing from the wood under the fire-drill is, after all,
a more distant offspring of the Waters than the lightning proceeding from
the raincloud.

! Assuggested by Hermann Oldenberg, Die Religion des Veda (Darmstadt, Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1977), p. 119.

2 Cf RV X.90.5: ‘From that (i.e. Purusa), Viraj was born: from Viraj, Purusa;” also X.72.5:
‘From Aditi was born Daksa, and from Daksa, Aditi.’
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It is interesting to note that napat is cognate to Latin nepds (for *nepot-s),
originally ‘grandson,” but later ‘nephew,” whence English nepotism, a term
applied to the unsavory practice of favoring one’s own nephews (and other
close relatives) in hiring. This having been said, it may be finally noted that
the English nephew was borrowed from this Latin #epds through the inter-
mediary of Old French nevey, so that ultimately the English nephew and Vedic
napat are related words.
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Apam Napat

Desirous of gain, I have poured forth this, my eloquence: may the son of
the streams find pleasure in my songs! Won't Aparnh Napat, impeller of
swift horses, make them well-adorned? For he will relish them.

Verily would we say this prayer well-fashioned from the heart: won't
he take heed of it? Apam Napat, the lord, through the might of his
divine lordship, has produced all beings.

Some streams flow together, some flow to the ocean: they the same
receptacle fill. Around Aparih Napat shining brightly, that pure one, the
pure Waters stand.

The Waters, shy young maidens, around him, the youth, flow, ever
cleansing him. He with bright and potent rays shines richly upon us,
without fuel, garmented in ghee in the Waters.

Three women wish to bestow food upon him - goddesses upon the
intrepid god: for he keeps moving toward them as to nurses in the
Waters. He sucks the milk of those who first bore him.

In them is the birth of this one, the horse and the sun: protect our
patrons from contact with deceit, with harm! Far away, in the unbaked
citadels, not to be forgotten, no hostilities, no untruths will reach
him.

He, in whose own abode is the cow that affords goodly milk, swells his
inherent power and eats excellent food. That one, Aparh Napat, getting
strength within the Waters, shines far and wide for the giving of wealth
to the one worshipping him.

He who shines far and wide in the Waters with pure, divine light,
adhering to the Rta, undecaying - as mere branches of him arise other
beings and plants with their products.

As Apamm Napat has mounted the bosom of them aslant, he erect,
clothing himself in lightning, the youthful maidens, bearing his su-
preme greatness, flow gold-colored around him.
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Of gold form is he, of gold appearance: Aparin Napat - he alone is gold-
colored: when he has sat down from his golden home, the givers of gold
give food to him.

That face of his and the fair name of Aparh Napat in secret grow. The
one whom the young maidens kindle thus - of him the gold-colored
ghee is the food.

Him, nearest friend of many, with sacrifices we would worship: with
homage, with oblations. His back I stroke. I wish to present him with
shavings of wood. I present him with food. I extol him with hymns of
praise.

Asabull, he produced in them a seed: as their child, he sucks them, they
lick him. This Apar Napat of unfading color, works here as though
with another’s body.

‘Round him standing in that highest place, ever shining with un-
dimmed rays, the youthful Waters fly, to Napat bearing ghee as food,
they themselves with garments of ghee.

To my people I have offered goodly dwelling, Agni; for the bountiful I
have offered a goodly hymn of praise. Auspicious is all that which the
gods favor: loudly would we speak at the assembly, having goodly
heroes.
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Notes

‘the son of the streams”: an alternative name for Aparh Napat.

‘impeller of swift horses: A similar epithet, viz. ‘whose horses are swift,” is
applied to Aparh Napat in the Avesta' and might originally have had reference
to the waves under the figure of horses; in Greek mythology Poseidon is often
associated with horses, on which point v. Louis H. Gray, 'The Indo-Iranian
Deity Aparh Napat’ in Archiv fiir Religionswissenschaft, 111.35, pp. 34-55.

‘make them well-adomed”: that is, make the songs well-adorned. This probably
has a twofold meaning, i.e. adorned with beauty of expression and felicitous
phraseology and hence well-rewarded with gifts alike from his patron and
Apam Napat.

The sense appears to be that whatever the course of the streams, which, in any
case, flow into the great ocean, they all surround Aparh Napat.

‘shy’: The translation is uncertain; most render by ‘unsmiling,” the appropriate-
ness of which seems even less evident.

‘rays”: This word is not actually expressed, but has been supplied from the
context, as in stanza 14 (‘ever shining with undimmed rays’).

‘without fuel’: used but once elsewhere, also of Aparh Napat, at RV X.30.4: “The
one who, without fuel, shone within the Waters, whom the seers call on at the
sacrifices, O Apar Napat, you shall give the honied Waters, whereby Indra
grows for his heroic feat.

‘garmented in ghee”: Said several times of Agni, with reference to the generous
quantity of ghee that is poured on him as the sacrificial fire.

‘Three women wish to bestow food upon him’: By this are probably meant the
Waters in the three worlds, viz. earth, middle region or atmosphere and heaven.
The exact meaning, however, is obscured by the uncertainty of whether these
three divine women are identical with the Waters portrayed in stanza 4 as
flowing around Aparh Napat. In RV II1.56.5 Agni is said to be ‘three-mothered’
and ‘maidens of the Waters’ numbering ‘thrice three’ are mentioned. But the
context is too opaque due to excessive numerical jugglery to afford any help to
this passage concerning Aparh Napat.

In Yashts IL.5; V.72; XIX.51 and 52; but used also of the sun in the Avesta, e.g. Yasht X.90

and XI1.34.
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‘those who firstbore him’: This must refer to the ‘three women . . . goddesses,’
i.e. the Waters. Agni as Apar Napat is their first-born; that Agni was the first-
born of the Waters is implicit also in RV X.121.7: ‘when the lofty Waters came,
bearing all as the egg, generating heat (i.e. Agni), then he alone (i.e. Prajapati)
was evolved as the life essence of the gods.’

‘In them is the birth of this one, the horse and the sun’: That is, in these Waters
are born both Agni and also the sun, which is but another form of Agni. Agni is
here called a ‘horse’ by a somewhat peculiar equivalence derived, in part at
least, from the figure of the sacrifice as a chariot to which the sacrificial fire, i.e.
Agni, is yoked and in part from various metaphorical phrases based on Agni’s
likeness to a horse, whether due to his swift movement orto his sound when he
is raging.

‘in the unbaked citadels”: the great masses of monsoon clouds fancied as
fortresses, high and remote - but, of course, not constructed of baked brick like
their earthly counterpart.

The ‘abode’ is the clouds, and the ‘cow’ the Waters residing therein, which
supply the food that Aparh Napat in his aqueous aspect needs for the enhance-
ment of his power. The last sentence of the stanza partly restates this: ‘That one,
Aparh Napat, getting strength within the Waters, shines far and wide.’

‘plants with their products”: Plants seem to be added as though they formed a
separate category, more intimately associated with the offshoots of Aparh
Napat, probably due to the dependence of their growth on a sufficiency of
water; ‘their products’ are, of course, their flowers and fruits.

The picture presented here, which recurs partly in the same words at RV 1.95.5,
seems to be of Aparh Napat standing in the midst of the Waters, which are lying
flat, whence he sends forth his flashes of lightning.

‘when he has sat down from his golden home”: that is, when Aparh Napat has
come to the place of sacrifice to partake of the sacrificial meal.

‘the givers of gold give food to him’: The patrons of the sacrifice, who bear all its
expenses, including generous fees to the priests, are meant. Patrons are not
usually called ‘givers of gold,” however, this particular expression surely being
used here just because of the fondness of the Vedic poets for manifold repetition
of the same or related words in a stanza; ¢f repetition of ‘brilliant’ and ‘glittering’
in VI.6.7 and note thereon. The ‘food” the patrons give is the sacrificial
offering.

‘That face of his and the fair name of Apari Napat in secret grow’: His golden
aspect as the lightning and ‘the fair name of Aparmm Napat,’ i.e. his individual
essence as evoked by his name, grow in secret - in those remote cloud-citadels
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of his, where his presence is concealed from man. Such seems to be the purport
of these enigmatic words, but interpretations vary. Some refer the whole stanza
to the terrestrial or sacrificial fire; eg. Geldner in Rig-Veda in Auswahl, but in the
note in his translation he seems to mitigate this somewhat: ‘Das entziindete
Opferfeuer immer wieder mit Beziehung auf seine Urform, den A.N. [Aparh
Napat],’ p. 322.

‘The one whom the young maidens kindle thus - of him the gold-colored ghee
is the food”: The focal point here is the terrestrial aspect of Aparh Napat, as he
manifests himself when his flames first burst into view between the two fire-
sticks, the one of which is twirled in the other by the vigorous manipulation of
the priest’s fingers, picturesquely conceived as ‘the young maidens.” The food of
Aparh Napat is ‘the gold-colored ghee.’

‘nearest friend of many’: literally ‘lowest,” because Aparh Napat in his terrestrial
role as contrasted with his atmospheric role is meant; with ‘many’ might be
supplied either ‘gods’ or ‘men,” in the former case because as identified with
Agni he is the most intimate of all the gods, the center of the sacrificial ritual
and the domestic fire, and in the latter case because he is in fact the friend of all
mankind.

“His back I stroke’”: said with regard to passing the hand over the fire with the
ladle containing the ghee, which is poured into the fire. But some interpret
with reference to cleaning the place of the fire or altar; eg., Velankar, who
translates oddly ‘I polish his top’ (Rksitktasati, p. 142).

Aparh Napat is here presented as at once father and son, as he takes the form of
aseed or embryo in the Waters, whence he is born as their child and is suckled
bythem, and they lick him as does a cow her calf. The Waters are, then, both his
wives and mothers.

‘This Aparn Napat . . . works here as though with another’s body: Here on
earth, as the sacrificial fire or the terrestrial fire generally, Aparm Napat is
embodied in the wood, whence he is ‘extracted’ by the twirling of the firestick.
It is through the intermediary of the wood that Aparh Napat comes to man.

There is now a shift from the terrestrial Aparn Napat to the celestial. The ghee
that the Waters bring to him is presumably that which has been offered to them
in the sacrificial fire. Unless this is meant, it is not apparent whence they
obtained the ghee which they offer to him. The youthful Waters would seem to
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be sharing the ghee with Aparh Napat as their husband. That the garments of
the Waters are of ghee, is an addition in translation based on Liiders’ inter-
pretation.?

15. Note that the last stanza is addressed specifically to Agni.

‘To my people I have offered goodly dwelling’: Probably meant is a sense of
security and well-being resulting to the poet's community from this hymn
offered to Aparn Napat.

‘the bountiful’: the patrons of the sacrifice.

‘Auspicious is all that which the gods favor': One has the impression that this or
some similarly worded sentiment was a common saying.

‘loudly would we speak at the assembly, having goodly heroes: a frequent
ending line of hymns of the Second Mandala; ¢f 11.16.9 and 33.15; on the much
discussed ‘assembly’ v. note at V.63.2.

?  Heinrich Liiders, Varupa (Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht), I (1951), p. 146, An-
merkung 8.
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Indra

By any measure Indra is certainly the most important deity in the Rg-
veda. Approximately a quarter of the entire collection of 1,028 hymns is
dedicated to his praise. Yet it would perhaps be wrong to say that he is the
principal god of the Rgvedic pantheon, since without question Agni, as the
very basis of the sacrifice, must be said to fill that role. Not only is Indra the
most frequently celebrated of all the gods, but he is also the most popular and
may practically be styled the national god of the Indo-Aryans. Although it
cannotbe denied that some of the finest outpourings of Vedic poetical genius
have gone into the composition of hymns to other gods, as, for example,
those to Varuna and Usas, nevertheless, the hymns to Indra can hardly be
matched for the strength of their fervid devotion, the broad scope and sweep
of their adoration and the intimacy between god and worshipper which they
reflect, while yet lacking somewhat in the floridity and finesse of style of the
best hymns of the Rgveda.

As a conqueror of an endless array of demons and malignant creatures,
Indra is a areat and popular hero, a protector of men and gods alike and most
worthy of the worship thatis accorded to him. The defeat and annihilation of
certain of these demons is absolutely essential to the survival of all life,
indeed to the origin of the cosmos in its present form. Principal of these
demons, many of whom bear names, is Vrtra, certainly the best known of all
demons in the Rgveda. His destruction, which is mentioned innumerable
times and graphically described, is undoubtedly the greatest of all the great
deeds performed by Indra. Vrtra, whose name etymologically means the
‘Encloser,” is portrayed as a mighty serpent, who encloses in his immense
belly not only the Waters that give and sustain all life, but also the basic
elements of the cosmos, the sun, moon, heaven, earth, etc. He is, then, not an
actively destructive demon who ravages the countryside, like Grendel or the
dragon in Beowulf but an embodiment of passivity and negativity, the anti-
thesis of creativity. For with his destruction Indra is able to bring the world
into being. Another demon whose defeat Indra brought about is Vala, who
captured the cows and hid them in a great cave, which seems to have been
Vala himself or at least under his control. In post-Vedic times, it may be
worth noting, when Indra’s pre-eminence began to recede as other gods
came to the fore, a fading memory of his mightiest deeds, the slaying of Vala
and Vrtra, persisted in the common epithet ‘Slayer of Vala and Vrtra,” often
found in the epics in lieu of his name. In his incessant contests with these
forces of darkness and malignancy Indra is oftentimes aided by other gods,
among whom ought especially to be mentioned the Maruts and Agni.
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In addition to being an invincible slayer of demons, Indra is a great
warrior and champion of the Indo-Aryans in their frequent battles with the
aboriginal peoples, called Dasas or Dasyus. It is Indra above all whose aid is
sought in battle against them and other hostile forces. A super, swashbuckling
hero-god, whose immense powers put him in a class by himself, he is almost
beyond the order of things, within the world, yet exceeding it, able to do what
he wishes, especially when fortified with the vast quantities of Soma, which
he is wont to imbibe before his engagements with his foes and in the
addiction to which he surpasses all the other gods. His fondness for this
exhilarating drink is alluded to in almost every hymn in which Indra is
celebrated and constitutes one of his characteristic traits. One has the im-
pression that, were it not for his ample imbibition of Soma, he would not be
capable of the greatest of the exploits attributed to him. In one remarkable
hymn (X.119), a monolog in which he is supposed by tradition to be the
speaker (and the author!), Indra enumerates the effects the Soma has induced
in him in a crescendo of sweeping assertions, each followed by a refrain in
which he asks whether he has not drunk the Soma.

Apart from his creative and martial functions and yet partially con-
nected with them is Indra’s role as god of thunder and rain. He is the god of
the thunderstorm par excellence: the clouds of the monsoon sky are envisioned
as great fortresses in the possession of demons, from whom they have to be
wrested, so that the water they contain may be released for man. These
strongholds are constantly assailed by Indra, armed with his special weapon,
the vajra or thunderbolt, usually said to have been fashioned for him by his
father Tvastr, wherewith he shatters them with awesome streaks of light-
ning. It is with the thunderbolt that Indra slew Vrtra, and perhaps his most
typical epithet is ‘wielder of the thunderbolt’ or some other synonymous
expression.

That Indra was not a creation of the Indo-Aryans is apparent from the
occurrence of his name in the Avesta, where, however, he is represented as a
demon, quite devoid of any of the characteristics which he possesses in the Rg-
veda. He is also one of the Indic gods mentioned in the treaty between the
Hittites and the Mitanni preserved in the clay tablets of the 14th century B.C.
found in Asia Minor. It is an unsolved question, however, whether Indra was
known to the Indo-Europeans prior to their dissemination or whether he is
of later origin.

Very many attempts have been made to affiliate the name Indra with
words in other Indo-European languages, but no really satisfactory or con-
vincing equation has yet been put forth. Though it is by no means free from
objections, the possibility that it is related to the Greek dvnp (genitive avdpog)
‘man’ and therefore cognate also to the Sabinian proper name Nero (the
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Roman Emperor) and Oscan nerum ‘of the men,’ is not entirely to be ruled out.
The etymological sense would then be ‘The Man, The Manly One.’

1.32 Indra

1. Now I shall proclaim the heroic feats of Indra, which the holder of the
thunderbolt performed first: he slew the serpent, bored after the waters,
split open the flanks of the mountains.

2.  He slew the serpent reclining on the mountain. Tvastr fashioned for
him the resounding thunderbolt. Running like lowing cows, the waters
went quickly down to the sea.

3.  Desiring manly strength, he chose the Soma: he drank of the extract in
three brown vessels. Maghavan took his missile, the thunderbolt, slew
him, the first-born of serpents.

4.  When, Indra, you slew the first-born of serpents and then reduced to
naught the wiles of the wily, causing to be born the sun, the heaven and
the dawn, since then you have found no enemy at all.

5.  With the thunderbolt, his great weapon, Indra slew Vrtra, the arch-
Vrtra, the shoulderless: like a tree-trunk split asunder with an axe, the
serpent lay flat on the ground.

6.  Forinfatuated, like one who has not fought before, he challenged the
great hero, distresser of the mighty, the onrusher. He did not survive the
impact of his weapons: faceless from the clash, he whose enemy was
Indra was completely crushed.

7.  Footless, handless, he fought Indra. He struck his thunderbolt upon his
back. An ox wishing to be a match for the bull, Vrtra lay scattered here
and there in many a place.

8. Man's waters, having risen, went over him lying that way, like a
broken reed: Vrtra lay at the foot of the waters which he had en-
compassed through his might.
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She whose son was Vrtra had lost her strength: Indra bore down upon
her his weapon. Above was the mother, below the son: Danu lay like a
cow with her calf.

His body was deposited amidst the cloudbanks that stood not still, with
no place to settle down: over Vrtra’s loins the waters flowed hither and
thither. He whose enemy was Indra lay upon long darkness.

The waters whose master was a Dasa, whose guardian was the serpent,
had been penned up, as were the cows by Pani. Having slain Vrtra,
Indra opened up the orifice of the waters which had been closed.

Youbecame a horse’s hair, Indra, when he struck his fangs against you -
you the one and only god! You won the cows, you won the Soma, O
hero! You let go the seven streams to flow.

For him neither the lightning nor the thunder availed, nor the mist and
the hail which he bestrewed. When both Indra and the serpent fought
each other, Maghavan won out also for future days.

Whom did you see as the serpent’s avenger, Indra, that fear entered
your heart after you slew him and you crossed ninety-nine streams, asa
frightened eagle the aerial spaces?

Indrais king of what moves and what has gone to rest, and of the tamed
and the horned - he who has the thunderbolt in his arm. He indeed
rules as king of the peoples: as a felly the spokes, he encompasses
them.
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Notes

‘he slew the serpent: The serpent which Indra slew is Vrtra, who is not
mentioned by name until stanza 5. The slaying of this archdemon is the feat of
Indra most often mentioned among his exploits. Vrtra, in accordance with his
name, which etymologically means ‘Encloser,” is a demon who withholds
from man the water necessary forhis survival and, apart from his representation
as a serpent, is envisioned as a cloud with all the accoutrements of thunder,
lightning, mist and hail (stanza 13). These two images are often inextricably
blended together and, by a further extension of the metaphor, the cloud is
called a mountain, upon which Vrtra is said to recline (stanza 2), as though the
two were separate, so that he is depicted under a number of different forms,
which are often, as in this hymn, simultaneously mentioned.

‘bored after the waters”: as though with a spear or similarinstrument, the waters
being contained within Vrtra’s body.

‘the flanks of the mountains”: Here the cloud, one of the two primary metaphors
by which Vrtra is depicted, is itself presented under a metaphor, a mountain,
into whose sides Indra thrusts his spear.

‘Tvastr fashioned for him the resounding thunderbolt”: Tvastr is the skilled
workman or artificer of the gods, in which aspect he may be likened to the
Greek Hephaestus or Roman Vulcan. His name literally signifies ‘Fashioner.’

‘Running like lowing cows,’ etc.: The appropriateness of the simile is somewhat
inapparent, because not all the elements are expressed, as is so often the case in
the Rgveda. Fully stated it would read: ‘Just as cows, their enclosure having
been opened, go lowing to their pasture (or water-hole), so did the waters, the
cloud-mountain having been split open, go down with a roar to the sea.’

‘Desiring manly strength, he chose the Soma’: In order to stimulate and
strengthen him in his contests against various demons, particularly against Vrtra,
Indra is said to imbibe vast quantities of Soma; in X.119, amonologue in which
he is the speaker, Indra describes the effects the drinking of Soma has on
him.

‘he drank of the extract in three brown vessels”: The interpretation of the Vedic
word here rendered ‘in three brown vessels’ is uncertain, several quite different
views having been advanced. As to the quantity of Soma Indra drank prior to
his violent confrontations, it is often said that he drank ‘three lakes” of Soma!

Indra is regularly styled Maghavan ‘abounding in gifts, liberal’ in the Rgveda,
although itis notexclusively his epithet, being applied to other gods also as well
as to the institutor of the sacrifice for his liberality in the dispensation of gifts to
the Brahmans. In the later language Maghavan is only another name for
Indra.
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‘reduced to naught the wiles of the wily”: The demons of the Rgveda regularly
resort to deception and trickery in their battles with the gods, who, quite the
contrary, depend on the power inhering in truth. Itis perhaps worth noting that
in the religion of Zoroaster the demonic forces are collectively termed the
‘Lie”

‘causing to be born the sun, the heaven and the dawn”: In consequence of his
slaying of Vrtra, Indra brought forth not only the waters, but also the sun,
heaven and the dawn, so that he appears to be not merely a slayer of demons,
but a creator-god, a view which derives some substantiation from the reiteration
of these particular creative accomplishments as well as others elsewhere in the
Rgveda. He is actually called the ‘All-Maker’ or ‘Creator’ in VII1.98.2. It may,
then, be possible that Indra was, at some remote time, a central figure in a
creation myth, which later, however, became overlaid with other matter that
came to be more emphasized in various retellings, the old creational aspects
remaining only as a shadowy reminiscence of an independent myth. On Indra
as a creator-god v. W. Norman Brown, ‘The Creation Myth of the Rg Veda’ in
Journal of the American Oriental Society 62 (1942), pp. 85-98.

‘Indra slew Vrtra, the arch-Vrtra": It must be remembered that etymologically
Vrtra means ‘Encloser’ or ‘Coverer,” a meaning certainly always in the mind of
the Vedic poets when they composed hymns dealing with the Vrtra myth;
what is here rendered by ‘arch-Vrtra’ is really the comparative degree of ‘Vrtra,”
the suggestion of which is ‘one who is more of an encloser [than any other
similar creature].

‘shoulderless’: so because Vrtra is thought of as a serpent; similarly with ‘foot-
less” and ‘handless’ in stanza 7.

The first half of this stanza gives the cause of Vrtra’s downfall portrayed in the
foregoing lines.

‘faceless from the clash”: that is, Vrtra’s face was disfigured in the ensuing
battle.

It should be noted in this narrative of the battle between Indra and Vrtra, that
the individual details are not presented sequentially. Thus, we have already
been told in 6 that Vrtra was completely crushed, but here, as though the contest
were still in progress, that Indra struck his thunderbolt upon Vrtra’s back. Itisa
characteristic feature of the Rgveda that the details of a myth are rarely given in
their sequence: each stanza presents some facet, whatever may be its temporal
or causal relation to what precedes or follows, and it devolves upon the hearer
to put the pieces together and, where necessary, fill in the gaps from his
knowledge of the myth. It must not be supposed, of course, that in this mode of
telling a myth the Vedic poets were being consciously haphazard in their
presentation and chary of detail. They knew that their hearers were perfectly
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familiar with all the myths as part and parcel of their heritage. So their poems
needed only to refer succinctly to this or that to be understood.

‘He struck his thunderbolt upon his back: The usual method of killing a
serpent is to break its back.

‘An ox . . . the bull: The contrast is important, Vrtra being depicted as
emasculated and so wanting in all the characteristics of a male, as embodied in
Indra.

‘Man’s waters, having risen, went over him': that is, the waters which properly
belonged to mankind, but had been withheld from him.

‘lying that way”: said with a note of disdain.

‘at the foot of the waters”: a somewhat bold expression, but really no more so
than our ‘at the foot of the tree’ or ‘at the foot of the mountain.’

The narrative now momentarily shifts to Danu, the mother of Vrtra, who,
curiously enough, excepting here, is hardly mentioned in the Rgveda.

‘Above was the mother, below the son’: Danu lay above her son in order to
protect him from the further onslaught of Indra’s weapons.

‘lay upon long darkness’: was immersed in or engulfed by eternal darkness.

‘The waters whose master was a Dasa”: The Dasas were the aboriginal in-
habitants of India, whom the Aryans found living there when they arrived.
They are described as dark-skinned, noseless (by which is probably meant ‘flat-
nosed’), and of contemptible speech. The term Dasa is often used as a synonym
of the enemies of the Aryans, and it is applied also to individual demons that
were slain by Indra, eg., Namuci, Sambara, Pipru and, as here, to Vrtra. The
Dasas were often captured in battles that took place between them and the
Aryans and were then made into slaves. In the later language Dasa became a
common noun for a slave or a servant and is found as the final member of
personal names in the sense of ‘servant of so-and-so’; e.g., ‘Kalidasa,” the name
of the famous dramatist, which means ‘servant of (the goddess) Kali."

‘The waters . . . had been penned up, as were the cows by Pani”: The Panis,
who in origin were possibly a sort of robber folk, are depicted in the Rgvedaasa
group of demons who steal cows and pen them up in their remote retreats (v.
the narrative hymn of Sarama and the Panis, X.108). Here, as occasionally
elsewhere in the Rgveda, Pani is used in the singular apparently as a repre-
sentative of the whole class, just as we say: ‘The Hun was defeated.’

“You became a horse’s hair': presumably to be taken literally, i.e, transformed
himself into a horse’s hair by his skill in magic, so that Vrtra would find it
almost impossible to attack him, even if he could see him. In the later mythology
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Indra’s skill in magic comes much to the fore, and indeed the term Indrajala
‘net of Indra,’ first occurring in the Atharvaveda, becomes the general word for
‘magic” in Sanskrit.

‘You won the cows, you won the Soma”: Perhaps by cows here are meant
figuratively the waters, which in 2 are said to have run ‘like lowing cows,’ ie.,
from within the belly of Vrtra where they had been penned up. More difficult to
explain is the acquisition of Soma here, unless it too, may be figuratively used
for the waters.

‘the seven streams’: perhaps with reference to the five rivers of the Panjab along
with the Indus and another river (v. the hymn to the rivers, X.75), but very
likely the expression, which occurs elsewhere in the Rgveda, is not meant to be
so specific, but is simply a designation for the rivers of the Panjab, the number
seven being a favorite with the poets of the Rgveda.

‘For him’: that is, for Vrtra, who being a cloud-demon had all these weapons at
his disposal.

‘Whom did you see as the serpent’s avenger,” etc.: Doubtless a rhetorical question,
equivalent to a negative statement: “You saw no one asthe serpent’s avenger,’ so
as tobring fear to your heart and cause you to cross the ninety-nine streams like
a frightened eagle the aerial spaces (which is, after all, an unimaginable
thing).

‘ninety-nine”: used merely for an indefinite number.

‘as a felly the spokes, he encompasses them': that is, he keeps everything under
his rule and perfectly in line. It would be hard to find a more apt simile.



48

I1.12

Selected Hymns

Indra

The one who, foremost and possessed of wisdom when born, a god, he
the gods sought to protect with his strength; before whose impulse both
worlds were afraid, due to the greatness of his virility: - he, O peoples, is
Indra.

The one who made firm the unsteady earth; who brought to rest the’
unquiet mountains; who has measured out wider the intermediate
region; who propped up the heaven: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The one who, having slain the serpent, made to flow the seven streams;
who drove out the cows by undoing Vala; who produces fire between
two rocks; winner in battles: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

By whom all things here were made moving; who has putin hiding the
lowly Dasa color; who, like a player that has won the wager, has taken
the enemy’s possessions: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The awesome one, about whom they ask: “‘Where is he?’ and they say of
him: ‘He doesn’t exist!’; he reduces the enemy’s possessions like stakes
at a game: put your trust in him: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The one whois stimulator of the fatigued, of the weak, of the priest who
is in need, the singer; the one with goodly moustaches, who is the
favorer of him by whom the stones have been readied, who has pressed
the Soma: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The one under whose control are horses, cows, villages, all chariots;
who has produced the sun, the dawn; who is leader of the waters: - he, O
peoples, is Indra.

The one whom the two rival hosts, coming together, callupon separate-
ly: the superior and the inferior, both foes; even the two who have
mounted the same chariot call upon him individually: - he, O peoples,
is Indra.

The one without whom people do not conquer; whom, when fighting,
they call on for his favor; who is a match for everyone; who is the
shaker of the unshakable: - he, O peoples, is Indra.
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The one who slays with his missile, one after the other, the unexpecting
who do great wrong; who does not permit the arrogant his arrogance;
who is the slayer of the Dasyu: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The one who, in the fortieth autumn, found out Sambara abiding in the
mountains; who has slain the serpent showing off his might, Danu
lying down: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

The one who, with seven reins, a powerful bull, let go the seven streams
to flow; who, thunderbolt in arm, spurmed the son of Rohini as he
climbed up to the heaven: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

Even the heaven and the earth bow to him; before his impulse even the
mountains are afraid; the one who, known as the Soma drinker, has
the thunderbolt in his arm; who has the thunderbolt in his hand: - he, O
peoples, is Indra.

The one who with his aid favors him who presses, him who bakes, him
who praises, him who has toiled; whose strength is the prayer, the
Soma, this gift: - he, O peoples, is Indra.

You who, impetuous though you are, distribute nourishment to him
who presses, to him who bakes - as such a one you are surely true. We,
ever dear to you, Indra, having goodly heroes, would speak to the
assembly.

Notes

Each stanza, except for the last, ends in the refrain ‘he, O peoples, is

Indra.” According to the interpretation followed by Sayana, which stems in
part from the Brhaddevata, these words are addressed by Grtsamada, the
author of the hymn, to a group of asuras or demons who had come to kill him,
mistakenly thinking he was Indra! The poet, however, managed to deflect
them from thus killing himself in error by reciting to them this hymn about
Indra’s greatness. If this interpretation is followed, it would be necessary to
limit the scope of the refrain by rendering ‘he, O men (or ‘fellows), is
Indra’
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‘who brought to rest the unquiet mountains’: Sayana states that the mountains
‘moved here and there’ because they were provided with wings, an explanation
which can be amplified from the Maitrayani Sarhhita. According to the legend
related there (1.10.13), the mountains, which formerly had wings, flew about
wherever they wished, until Indra cut off their wings and fixed the mountains
permanently in place on the earth. Thereupon the wings became clouds, which
to this day hover over the mountains whence they owe their origin. By thus
rendering the mountains incapable of flight and anchoring them, Indra weighed
down the ‘unsteady’ earth and made it stable.

‘who has measured out wider the intermediate region’: Previously the heaven
lay flat upon the earth, and Indra separated them, thus creating the ‘inter-
mediate region.” Standing between them, he extended himselfto the full and so
propped them apart; so Thieme, Gedichte, p. 24, Anm. 3.

‘having slain the serpent, made to flow the seven streams’: The serpent meant
here is the archdemon Vrtra, to the slaying of whom RV 1.32 is devoted; on the
‘seven streams,” which were pent up in Vrtra’s belly, subsequently to be released
by Indra, v. note on 1.32.12. The bringing forth of these streams is again
mentioned in stanza 12 of the present hymn.

‘who drove out the cows by undoing Vala”: Vala, who is yet another of the
notorious demons with whom Indra contended, is conceived not as a serpent
like Vrtra, but as a vast cave or cavern in which he encloses the cows that Indra
drives out. But since the word vala in ordinary usage means literally a‘cave,” the
degree of personalization or concretization is not necessarily invariably clear.
Thus, in this passage ‘by undoing Vala’ might equally mean ‘opening up the
cave,” in which the cows were kept, or ‘bringing to nought Vala’ in the personal
sense of the demon himself.

‘produces fire between two rocks: According to Sayana ‘clouds’ are meant, a
metaphor thatis sufficiently transparent to anyone who has observed the many
fantastic shapes that clouds may assume. Lightning was naturally imagined to
be generated by the friction of one cloud-rock against another, just as sparks are
produced by striking two rocks vigorously together. It was to Indra, as chief of
the atmospheric gods, that the production of these pyrotechnics fell.

‘has put in hiding the lowly Dasa color': that is, subjugated the Dasas, the
predecessors of the Aryans in India, from whom they differed in color; for
details v. note at 1.32.11. They are also called Dasyus, the term used in stanza
10.

‘like a player that has won the wager: It may be of passing interest to note that
the word rendered by ‘player means etymologically ‘dog-slayer’, ‘dog” here
being gambling slang for the unlucky throw in dice, which the skillful player
manages to avoid. Among the Greeks and Romans too, the worst throw was
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known as the ‘dog’. Sayana, however, wrongly taking this compound to mean
a ‘hunter’ by analyzing it as ‘one who kills [his prey] with his dogs’, interprets
the passage thus: ‘the one who, having won his goal, takes the enemy’s pos-
sessions, as a hunter [surrounds a deer with his dogs in order to capture it]".!

These are the typical utterances of the sceptic and the atheist: the one seeks to
know where the god is, while the other denies his existence altogether.

‘with goodly moustaches’: There has been a great deal of discussion among
scholars concerning the precise meaning of the Vedic word rendered by
‘moustaches’; among the many meanings proposed are ‘jaws’ (so Sayana and
Venkatasvamin, followed by Ludwig and Hillebrandt), ‘mouth’ (Lommel),
‘chin’ (Velankar), ‘lips’ (Macdonell and Renou). But, closely related to a word
for ‘tail’, it seems that from the literal sense ‘that which wavers or moves to and
fro’, it then means a ‘plume’ serving as a sort of headdress, and finally, by
transfer, the ‘moustaches’, but presumably what are usually designated ‘handle-
bar moustaches’; ¢f Thieme ‘der Schonbartige’.

‘him by whom the stones have been readied”: that is, who has started to crush
the Soma-stalks by pounding with stones the wooden boards between which
the stalks are placed.?

‘has produced the sun, the dawn’: Yet other creative acts are attributed to him,
notonly here and in stanza 2, but often elsewhere in the Rgveda, e.g. at 111.34.4,
where v. note.

‘leader of the waters”: because he brought them forth from Vrtra’s belly.
‘the two who have mounted the same chariot’: that is, the driver of the chariot
and the warrior, but Velankar identifies them as the warrior and the priest who

accompanies him in battle.

‘the unexpecting who do great wrong': that is, those who commit great sins, but
do not expect to be struck down by Indra’s missile in punishment.

v. Wilhelm Schulze, ‘Etymologisches’ in Zeitschrift fiir vergleichende Sprachforschung auf dem

Gebiete der indogermanischen Sprachen 27, n.F. 7 (1885), under ¢vaghnin, pp. 604-605.

2

v. the exhaustive treatment of this Vedic word in the article ‘RV. ¢ipra-’ by Hjalmar Frisk in

his Kleine Schriften zur Indogermanistik und zur griechischen Wortkunde (Goteborg, 1966), pp. 232-

43.

3

Forthe details of the process v. Heinrich Zimmer, Altindisches Leben: die Cultus der Vedischen

Arier nach der Sarnhhita dargestellt (Berlin, Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1879), pp. 277-

78.
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‘who, in the fortieth autumn, found out Sambara abiding in the mountains’:
Sambara is yet another of the many demons with whom Indra did battle. The
words ‘in the fortieth autumn’ are hardly to be taken literally: probably only a
long period of time is intended.

‘who has slain the serpent . . . Danu lying down'’: This is another reference to
the demon Vrtra, here rather loosely called ‘Danu’, which is really the name of
Vrtra’'s mother. That his mother is not meant is proved by the fact that the
participle ‘lying down’ (as is the natural wont of a serpent!) is in the masculine,
not the feminine gender, although, of course, this distinction is lost in English.
On the parentage of Vrtra ¢f 1.32.9: ‘She whose son was Vrtra had lost her
strength: . . . Above was the mother, below the son: Danu lay like a cow with
her calf’

‘with seven reins’: Indra may be so characterized merely because of the seven
streams he led forth, as though each required an additional pair of reins;
moreover, the Vedic poets are fond of particular numerals like three, seven,
ninety-nine, etc.,, with which they delight in spinning out enigmatic and
arcane utterances.

‘apowerful bull’: All of the Rgvedic gods are called ‘bulls’ as a way of indicating
an excess of virility and courage, the bull having been considered the em-
bodiment of these qualities. It must not be supposed, however, that any of the
deities when thus designated was thought to be in the least tauromorphic.

‘let go the seven streams to flow’: The same sentence occurs at 1.32.12, except
that it is couched in the second person (‘You let go’ etc.); v. note thereon.

‘spurned the son of Rohini": This demon, whose name is given in the form of
the metronymic Rauhina, is known from but one other passage in the Rgveda,
1.103.2, which, however, affords no additional information about him.

‘him who presses, him who bakes, him who praises, him who has toiled”:
These are the principal officiants of the Vedic sacrifice: the one who presses out
the juice from the Soma-stalks, who prepares the special sacrificial cakes, who
recites the hymn of praise, and lastly the one who performs the more purely
manual aspects of the ceremony.

‘We, . . . having goodly heroes, would speak to the assembly’: a slight modi-
fication of a favorite ending of hymns of the Grtsamada family, to whom the
composition of Mandala Two is ascribed by tradition; ¢f the final line of 11.16
and 33: ‘loudly would we speak at the assembly, having goodly heroes.” On the
difficult word rendered ‘assembly’ v. note on V.63.2.
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1I1.34 Indra

Indra, splitter of strongholds, overcame the Dasa with bolts of light-
ning, finding wealth, dividing up his enemies. Impelled by prayer,
expanded in body, with plentiful gifts he filled up both worlds.

As an impulse for you, the vigorous, the robust, I raise my voice,
adomning it for an immortal. O Indra, you are the leader of men'’s races
and the hosts of the gods.

Indra, guided by his forces, enclosed the Encloser Vrtra; guided by his
forms, he reduced to nought the wiles of the wily. Burning with desire,
he slew the shoulderless one in the woods; he revealed the cows of the
night.

Indra, winner of the sun, who causes the days to be born, is victorious
along with the ardent ones, the conqueror of armies. He caused the
beacon of the days to shine for man, he found the light to his great
delight.

Indra enters the fracas with vigor, like a man, performing manly deeds.
He made known these thoughts to the singer, he promoted their pure
quality.

Of that mighty Indra they laud the great deeds, well done, many: with
artifice the artful ones he has crushed; with wiles the Dasyus, he whose
strength lay in his superiority.

In battle Indra with his might has cleared the path for the gods, the true
lord, fulfiller of men. In the seat of Vivasvat the wise sages sing these
feats of his with hymns.

Indra ever resisting, object of desire, bestower of strength, who has won
the sun and the waters of heaven, who has won the earth and this
heaven - in him they delight who take pleasure in devotions.

He has won the horses and he has won the sun, Indra has won the cow
that gives abundant nourishment, and he has won golden wealth. By
slaying the Dasyus, he protected the Aryan color.
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Indra won the plants, the days, he won the trees, the intermediate
space. He has split open Vala, chased away disputants. And so he
became the tamer of the haughty.

For prosperity would we call upon the bountiful Indra in this combat,
the manliest, for the sake of winning the spoils; Indra who listens, the
mighty, for the sake of help in contests; Indra, who smites the Vrtras,
conqueror of riches.

Notes

‘splitter of strongholds,” an epithet peculiar to Indra, which in various trans-
lations such as ‘destroyer of cities” and ‘fort shatterer has suggested to some
scholars a reference to the destruction of the cities or strongholds of the Indus
Valley people by the incoming Aryans. The hypothesis is, of course, perfectly
tenable, though unprovable in the present state of our knowledge of the
connections between these two peoples. Itis, in any case, most probable that by
‘strongholds, forts, citadels’ etc. is here meant figuratively the masses of clouds
which Indra rent apart in order to release their pent up waters for man.

The Dasas or Dasyus were the aboriginal peoples with whom the Aryans came
in contact as they entered India from the northwest. They are frequently
mentioned in the Rgveda, as foes of the Aryans and even of demoniac character.
They are depicted as being of black color, noseless (by which it is meant that
their noses were not prominent, as would be implied in the designation ‘flat-
nosed’), of contemptuous speech and irreligious. It is generally assumed that
these peoples of differing characteristics from the Aryans were the forebears of
the Dravidians, doubtless intermingled with other ancient peoples, who may
have been the founders of the great Indus Valley civilization. For further details
see the remarks under ‘Aryan color’ at stanza 9.

‘dividing up his enemies”: that is, distributing them as booty or spoils of
battle.

‘Impelled by prayer’: that is, in all probability, induced to perform these heroic
feats in consequence of the hymns of praise addressed to him.

‘expanded in body may have reference to the effect of his copious consumption
of the Soma juice, to which frequent allusion is made in the hymns to Indra.

‘with plentiful gifts’ implies not only that he #as many gifts, but that he dispenses
them freely to the worshipper.
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That Indra is the leader of men and gods is in consonance with statements
elsewhere in the Rgveda that he is the lord of all that moves and breathes and
with his lofty position, practically speaking, as the national god and hero of the
ancient Indo-Aryans, a quarter of the hymns of the Rgveda being dedicated to
his worship.

‘guided by his forces”: by the word “forces’ is here intended a double sense, ie..
powers or prowess as well as the forces or hosts of the Maruts who are so often
depicted as Indra’s allies in his confrontation with the demon Vrtra. The Vedic
word may mean either ‘strength’ or a ‘host’ or ‘company,” somewhat like the
English word ‘force,” which, apart from its basic meaning of ‘power,” may
signify also ‘military force, soldiery, troops.”

Indra’s greatest feat, certainly that most frequently alluded to in the Rgveda, is
his slaying of the serpent-demon Vrtra, which is described at some length in
1.32. The word ‘Vrtra’ means etymologically ‘that which encloses or obstructs,’
and the Vedic poets were quite conscious of this etymology and, as here
(‘enclosed the Encloser Vrtra'), played upon the connection between the verb
and its derivative. The word ‘Encloser’ is supplied in the translation in order to
suggest the etymological play between ‘enclosed” and ‘Vrtra’, which would
otherwise be lost.

‘guided by his forms’: that is, through the help of the various forms Indra was
capable of assuming, thereby eluding his foe; e.g., in 1.32.12 Indra takes the
form of a horse’s hair!

Vrtrais called ‘shoulderless,” asin 1.32.5, because he was conceived as a serpent.
Itis hard to say exactly what is meant by ‘in the woods.” The waters withheld by
Vrtra are often figuratively called ‘cows’ by the Vedic poets, and the obscure
phrase ‘of the night’ possibly has reference to their having been enclosed in the
darkness of Vrtra’s belly.

Indra’s victory over the arch-demon Vrtra marked the beginning of the world
as the Rgvedic man knew it. Prior to this epoch-making contest all was
darkness, and the life-giving waters were withheld from man and beast alike.
But with the destruction of Vrtra all the elements that constitute the visible
universe were brought forth: the sun, days, the light, dawn, the waters, heaven,
earth, plants, trees, cows, horses, etc., though not all of these are enumerated in
this particular hymn. He would appear, then, to be a creator-god, quite apart
from his narrower role as a great god of battle, vanquisher of demons, the Dasas
or Dasyus, and supreme lord of atmospheric phenomena. In RV VI.24.5 it is
said: ‘One action today, another tomorrow, and Indra makes the non-existent
existent in a moment.’

In his confrontations Indra is often assisted by other gods, especially troops of
gods, such as the Maruts, who are probably meant here by the ‘ardent ones.’
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‘In the seat of Vivasvat': that is, the place of sacrifice. Vivasvat, to whom no
hymn in the Rgveda is addressed, is a rather nebulous deity, a shadowy re-
miniscence of the age when the Indo-Aryans had not yet become separated
from theirbrethren in Iran, as the name in the form Vivanhvat occurs frequently
in the Avesta. Possibly originally a designation of the sun, Vivasvat means
etymologically ‘shining forth’ or ‘shining in different directions,” and in the
expression ‘seat of Vivasvat' it may perhaps be just a synonym for fire, in
particular, of course, the fire of the altar where the sacrifice was performed.

‘By slaying the Dasyus, he protected the Aryan color’: by ‘Aryan color’ is almost
certainly meant simply the Aryan people, as opposed to the pre-Aryans or
Dasyus, who, as pointed out in the note on the first stanza, were of black color in
contrast to the white or light color of the alien Aryans. The idea, then, is that
Indra favored the Aryans over the Dasyus (or Dasas) and championed them in
battle. It is extremely unlikely that by ‘Aryan color’ the upper three castes are
intended.

Vala was a demon, like Vrtra, who was defeated by Indra, and he too, is
depicted as enclosing the cows within himself. He is conceived not as a serpent,
however, but as a vast cave or cavern, the word vala meaning literally a ‘cave’ or
‘enclosure,” which is rent asunder by Indra in order to let out the cows im-
prisoned within its dark recesses.

This stanza occurs also at the end of RV II1.30, 31 and 32, all compositions of the
same poet, ViSvamitra.



1.53

Indra, 1.53 57

Indra

Goodly words we bring forth in full measure to the mighty one: songs of
praise to Indra in the seat of Vivasvat. Never, surely, has he gotten
treasure for those who seem to be asleep: no ill-expressed praise is
favored among the givers of riches.

Giverofhorses, giver, O Indra, of cows you are, giver of barley, of wealth
amighty lord, man’s helper of old, not disappointing us in our desires, a
friend to friends - to him do we sing now.

Endowed with might, doer of many feats, Indra, O most effulgent, to
you alone belongs this wealth all around, we know: therefore, having
gotten it together, foremost one, bring it hither; let not be deficient the
desire of the singer who longs for you!

Kindly disposed on account of these flames, on account of these Soma-
drops, staving off our need with cows, with wealth of horses - through
Indra rending asunder the Dasyu with Soma-drops, may we, rid of our
foe, be provided with refreshing food!

With riches, Indra, with refreshing food may we be provided, with
prizes of victory, all-resplendent, heavenly! With divine favor that has
strength in heroic sons, headed by cows, along with horses, may we be
provided!

These exhilarants exhilarated you, these virile powers, these draughts
of Soma, in your clashes with Vrtra, O good lord, when without your
equal you crushed ten thousand Vrtras for the singer with sacred
grass.

Battle upon battle you enter with boldness; citadel upon citadel you
strike down here with might, when from afar with Nami your ally you
crushed the wily Namuci by name.

You slew Karafija and Parnaya with Atithigva’'s sharpest wheel-rim.
You split, not giving in, Vangrda’s hundred citadels, beleaguered by Rj-
iSvan.
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These twice ten kings of men who came upon friendless Susravas you
cast down with your ill-falling chariot-wheel, O famous one, along
with their sixty thousand and ninety-nine.

You have favored Susravas with your favors, Tiirvayana with your
protective forces, Indra. You made Kutsa, Atithigva, Ayu subject to
him, a young and mighty king.

God-protected at the conclusion, Indra, we who wish to be your most
fortunate friends, wish to praise you, through you possessing heroic
sons and gaining longer life far ahead.

Notes

‘in the seat of Vivasvat’: that is, the place of the sacrifice, an expression used
several times in the Rgveda (eg. 111.34.7, on which v. note). Vivasvat is a
shadowy figure in the Rgveda, although the name in the form Vivanhvat is
common in the Avesta, where he is said to have been the first man to prepare
the Haoma, i.e., Soma. To judge from the etymology of his name, which means
literally ‘shining forth” or ‘shining in various directions’, Vivasvat may originally
have been an epithet of the sun, hence the sun itself, or of the fire, with which,
in any case, he is closely connected. But in view of his role as the first mortal to
prepare the Haoma-Soma and thus as the first sacrificer, it is possible that his
name had become a prototype for the sacrificial priest, all the subsequent
priests merely continuing the office he initiated.

‘Never, surely, has he gotten treasure’ etc.: that is, he never confers treasure
upon the lazy, who, practically speaking, are asleep.

‘noill-expressed praise”: the praise that is directed to a god, a bestower of wealth,
must be appropriately phrased to achieve the desired result.

‘to him do we sing now’: the shift from the second person to the third is a
ubiquitous feature of the Rgveda.

There is an abrupt change in grammatical construction here, which the English
rendition is intended to reflect: ‘kindly disposed’ and ‘staving off refer, of
course, to Indra, not to the subject of the main verb ‘may we be provided.” But the
poet, starting with ‘Indra’ in mind as the subject, suddenly switched his focal
point from Indra to the recipients of Indra’s help in ‘may we be provided, thus
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leaving the two qualifiers ‘kindly disposed’ and ‘staving off’ dangling. Similar
anacolutha are not rare in the Rgveda; ¢f 11.21.3.

‘rending asunder the Dasyu’: the Dasyu were the indigenous inhabitants of
India with whom the incoming Aryans frequently clashed in battle. They are
also called ‘Dasa’; v. the note on them at I11.34.1.

‘with Soma-drops’: Indra is constantly depicted in the Rgveda as drinking great
quantities of Soma-juice, through the exhilarating effects of which he is able to
perform his mighty deeds; ¢f. also stanza 6.

‘refreshing food": probably ‘sacrificial food’ to be used in the sacrifices to the
gods is meant.

‘With divine favor that has strength in heroic sons”: that is, the gods’ favor in the
form of heroic sons or, more directly, that bestows heroic sons.

‘headed by cows”: by cows here may be meant those that are bestowed upon the
priest as his fee or present for the performance of the sacrifice; or cows in the
more general sense as the most frequent and valued object of the Rgvedic
Indian'’s petition.

‘These exhilarants exhilarated you’: note the juxtaposition of etymologically
related words, of which the poets of the Rgveda were extremely fond; ¢f ‘you
have favored Susravas with your favors’ in stanza 10. It is certainly in part this
love of word-play that sowed the seeds of etymological and grammatical
speculation of the post-Vedic period. The ‘exhilarants’ are, of course, the draughts
of Soma subsequently specifically mentioned; similarly, ‘these virile powers’,
as stimulating the imbiber to perform heroic or manly deeds.

‘without your equal that is, without anyone on the enemy’s side equal to
him.

‘with Nami your ally”: possibly Nami may be the name of a king who arrayed
himself on Indra’s side in the fight with Namuci, if this Nami is the same as
Nami Sapya mentioned in the Paficavirh$a Brahmana as a ‘king of Vedeha.’

‘the wily Namuci by name”: Namuci, a demon who is said to have been
beheaded by Indra. The name means literally the ‘non-releaser,” probably as
designating a demon who, like Vrtra, would not release the life-giving, fructi-
fying waters for man.

Karafija, Parnaya and Varngrda are the names of demons slain by Indra who, it
is presumed, must have ridden over them with the chariot belonging to Ati-
thigva, apparently a king, also called Divodasa, who elsewhere also in the Rg-
veda is said to have assisted Indra. Like Atithigva, RjiSvan too, allied himself
with Indra. Both may have been historical figures, but there is no way the
matter can be proved.
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‘came upon friendless Susravas’: that is, assailed or attacked him. Sus$ravas,
who is mentioned also in stanza 10, may like Rjisvan have been a historical
figure.

‘ill-falling’: if this translation is correct, it is with reference to the chariot-
wheel’s ill-boding nature for the twenty kings and their sixty thousand and
ninety-nine warriors.

Some scholars think that Tiirvayana may be identical to Suéravas, and the tenor
of the passage seems to favor this view, otherwise the pronoun ‘him’ in the
second half of the stanza must logically be taken as referring to Tirvayana, the
last mentioned name, and this would leave Susravas somewhat inconclusively
dealt with, causing us to wonder what happened to him after Indra’s assistance.
But it does not seem possible to make any final assertion about this.

Kutsa is generally depicted in the Rgveda as a great friend of Indra, but oc-
casionally, as here, as his enemy. Similar contradictory treatment is accorded to
Atithigva in this hymn: in stanza 8 Indra’s enemies Karaiija and Parnaya are
struck down with Atithigva’s chariot, but here in 10 Atithigva is subjected to
the young king (Susravas or Tirvayana, or Susravas-Tiirvayana). In Rgveda
I1.14.7 Indra is said to have struck down the heroes of the same triad, Kutsa,
Atithigva and Ayu.

‘God-protected”: others translate ‘protected by the gods.” But although it is not
possible to be certain whether the singular or plural is meant, since, as in this
literal translation, ‘god’ is the first member of a compound and therefore
ambiguous as to number, the sense seems to suggest that it refers to Indra alone
and not the gods in general.

‘at the conclusion’: that is, at the conclusion of the sacrifice at which this hymn
is recited.
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Indra

To the one who conquers all, who conquers wealth, who conquers the
sun, who always conquers, who conquers men, who conquers the
earth, who conquers horses, who conquers the cows, who conquers the
waters - to Indra, who is worthy of worship, bring the precious Soma!

To him who is over and above, who breaks to pieces, who wins, the
unconquered, the one who conquers, the creator, mighty devourer, the
charioteer, hard to surpass, always conquering - to Indra say homage!

Always conquering, folk-devouring, folk-conquering, the overthrower,
the warrior, grown strong at his own pleasure, the assembler of armies,
the conqueror, lauded among the people - Indra’s heroic deeds I shall
proclaim.

He who does not give in, the bull, the slayer of the malevolent, he who
is profound, lofty, whose poetic wisdom is unattainable, the stimulator
of the fatigued, the shatterer, the steadfast, the vast - Indra, to whom
goodly sacrifices are offered, produced the dawns, the sun.

Through the sacrifice the wise Angirases, traversers of the waters, have
found the way, sending unto him their inspired thoughts; seeking his
favor through invocation and sitting down at the altar, unto Indra
sending their inspired thoughts, they have gotten cows, treasures.

O Indra, the most excellent treasures bestow on us, insight of the
intellect, good fortune, abundance of riches, security of limbs, sweet-
ness of speech, pleasantness of days!
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Notes

These three stanzas consist of a succession of epithets, largely repetitive, in-
dicative of Indra’s immense power, for which he should be worshipped and
accorded homage. While most of the epithets are generalizations of his power,
some refer to specific feats, as, for example, ‘who conquers the cows,” which
refers to Indra’s retrieval of the cows imprisoned by the cave-demon Vala; ‘who
conquers the waters,” which has reference to his greatest victory, i.e,, that over
the serpent-demon Vrtra, so often mentioned among the god’s exploits. On the
other hand, unless the epithet ‘who conquers horses’ is just a general statement,
it must refer to some feat otherwise unknown, for nowhere in the Rgveda is
there any mention of Indra conquering horses or wresting them back when
stolen by some malevolent creature.

In stanza 3 there is a sudden shift of grammatical construction (anacoluthon)
atthe end of the long series of epithets, which is thereby left dangling. The poet
ought to have continued in somesuch fashionas’ . . . Indraisextolled for his
heroic deeds,” but instead he altered his train of thought so as to leave the
foregoing adjectives with nothing to qualify by saying ‘Indra’s heroic deeds I
shall proclaim.’

Indra is called a ‘bull’ partly since the bull was regarded as typifying great
virility and partly as the impregnator of the earth with the fructifying waters he
released by slaying the demon Vrtra.

‘the stimulator of the fatigued’: The same epithet, whose meaning, however, is
not entirely free from question, occurs also at RV I1.12.6. Indra’s production of
the dawn (or dawns) and the sun is frequently mentioned in the Rgveda, e.g.,
1.32.4, where after slaying Vrtra, he is said to have produced the sun, the heaven
and the dawn, and also I1.12.7, where the sun and the dawn are mentioiied.

The Angirases are a race of semidivine beings who are often associated with
Indra in various of his feats, as here in the conquest of Vrtra, as is implied in the
epithet ‘traversers of the waters,” i.e, winners of the waters enclosed in Vrtra’s
belly. The Angirases were noted for their singing, which seems to be referred to
by the repeated phrase ‘sending unto him (unto Indra) their inspired thoughts.’
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Indra

To the best of you that are I offer a goodly song of praise, like an oblation
in the kindled fire. For protection we call upon Indra, who is not liable
to decay, the causer of decay, strengthened, from of old a youth.

Without this mighty Indra there isn’t anything at all: in him are
combined all heroic powers. In his belly he bears the Soma, in his body
strength, might, in his hand the thunderbolt, in his head wisdom.

Not by heaven and earth can your power - Indra’s power! - be en-
compassed, nor by the seas and the mountains your chariot, nor can
anyone come near your thunderbolt - when with your swift horses you
fly many a mile.

Since all lay before him their intent to worship - him who is worthy of
worship, dauntless, the bull - and adhere to him, do you, Agni, as abull
worship him on our behalf with an oblation, you who are the most
knowledgeable! - Drink the Soma, Indra, along with the bull, the
radiant flame!

The trough of the bull, the wave of honey, flows clear for the bull to
drink, whose nourishment is the bull. The two adhvaryus are bulls, the
pressing-stones are bulls: they press the bull Soma for the bull.

A bull is your thunderbolt, and a bull your chariot. Bulls are your two
bay horses, bulls your weapons. Of the bull, the exhilarating drink, O
bull, you are the lord. O Indra, have your fill of Soma the bull!

Forth to you, like a ship, I launch an eloquent song in the contest. With
a prayer I approach you at the pressings, bold as I am. - I hope he will
listen to this word of ours! We will draw upon Indra, as a reservoir of
wealth.

Before we are stricken be come hither unto us, as a cow swollen with
fodder unto her calf! Straightway with your good will, O you of a
hundredfold powers, may we be firmly united, as husbands with their
wives!
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Now may that bountiful gift-cow of yours yield milk to the singer
according to his desire, O Indra! Be kind to your praisers: let not fortune
pass us by! Loudly would we speak at the assembly, having goodly
heroes!

Notes

‘like an oblation’ etc.: that is, just as the fire is increased and strengthened by the
offerings of ghee cast into it, so is Indra to be strengthened by this laudatory
hymn.

‘strengthened”:i.e. from draughts of Soma to which Indrais notably addicted; or
the word might be rendered ‘grown up’ and then taken concessively with the
following words, thus: ‘(though) grown up, (yet) from of old a youth.’

The word used for ‘power” here is etymologically related to the name Indra, so
that there is a play between it and the god’s name, thus: ‘Not by heaven and
earth can your Indraic-ness be encompassed.” The insertion of the parenthetic
‘Indra’s power in the translation is an attempt to bring out the implication that
the power here is something peculiar and intrinsic to Indra.

The when-clause at the end is probably to be taken with all the assertions, not
just the final one about the thunderbolt.

This stanza is variously explained. The interpretation given here assumes that
Agni, the supreme priest of the sacrificial rite (‘the most knowledgeable’) is
asked, as liaison between men and gods, to offer worship to Indra on behalf of
the sacrificer, and Indra, in turn, is requested to drink the Soma-extract along
with Agni (in RV 1.21.1, a hymn directed to Indra and Agni as a pair, they are
called the ‘greatest drinkers of Soma’).

Indra is frequently called a ‘bull’ in the Rgveda as an indicator of immense
virility and strength, but the term is applied also, though less commonly, to
other gods, as here to Agni and subsequently in 5 and 6 to Soma.

In these two stanzas the application of the epithet ‘bull’ is extended freely and
with remarkable consistency, so that not only are Indra and Soma called bulls,
but so also are his chariot and the pair of horses by which it is drawn, his
thunderbolt and other weapons, as well as the priests at the sacrifice and the
stones employed in pressing the Soma-stalks. So diverse an application of this
epithetis possible because of the literal meaning attributed by the Rgvedic poets
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to the various words for bull (vrsabha, vrsan) which they fancied to derive from
the common verbal root meaning ‘rain’ (vrs) with its figurative connotations
‘inseminate, shower down abundantly, bestow gifts, and so on. Thus, these
words for bull, conceived to mean literally the ‘rain-er or ‘inseminator, might
equally be taken to mean ‘rainer of gifts, one that gives abundantly.” As applied
to Soma here, the epithet ‘bull’ could be based on several nuances: thus, Soma
mightbe a‘rain-er, i.e. a bull, because the juice ‘rains’ into the vats after passing
through a filter to remove its impurities, or because of the sound, similar to the
fall of rain, the drops make as they fall into the vats or troughs; or ratheris Soma
called a bull without reference to the fancied etymology ‘rain-er, merely because
itmakes abellowing orroaring sound in falling into the troughs, aphenomenon
often alluded to in the Rgveda. The pressing-stones are called bulls (or ‘rain-
ers’) because the juice flows out feely from them as the stalk is crushed. The
adhvaryu priests are those who were concerned with certain manual aspects of
the sacrificial ceremony, among other things, the pressing of the Soma, for
which reason they are probably called bulls. The thunderbolt, weapons, chariot
and horses are probably called bulls because they are associated with Indra
who, as the bountiful one, is regularly portrayed as the bestower of gifts, so that
they too, in a sense, are ‘bestowers.’

‘The trough of the bull’ means primarily the wooden vat into which the drops
of Soma trickle after going through the sheep’s hair filter, and secondarily the
extract or juice of the Soma, as shown by the appositional phrase ‘the wave of
honey,” which is just a kenning for Soma. ‘Flows clear’ is said with reference to
the removal of impurities by the filtering of the Soma. “‘Whose nourishment is
the bull’ is applied to Indra, whose chief or favorite drink was the (bull)
Soma.

The Rgvedic poets are fond of this sort of word-play, which is made possible by
the structural transparency of Sanskrit, because of which it is easy to separate
out word-building elements from root elements, which, in turn, may be seen
(or thought to be seen) in other words formed with different suffixes. Their
delight in this word-play is surely at least in part due to the paradoxical
statements to which it readily leads and partly also to the repetitious sound
effects (with slight variations due to different suffixes and grammatical endings),
which result from this predilection.

The ‘pressings’ refers, of course, to the pressings of the Soma, of which there
were three every day.

Indra is ubiquitously depicted in the Rgveda as a bestower of wealth upon the
pious worshipper, in consequence of which liberality he is called by such
epithets as ‘the bountiful one’ or ‘the lord of wealth.” Here Indra is figured as a
well or reservoir of riches, elsewhere as an ocean, whence the worshipper
hopes to draw forth his share.
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‘Before we are stricken”: probably refers to any sort of distress or calamity, but
the poet may have in mind more particularly that resulting from battles with
the enemy, as suggested by Sayana.

‘you of a hundredfold powers’: This epithet, which is of frequent occurrence in
the Rgveda and almost exclusively applied to Indra, might also be translated
‘you who have the power(s) of a hundred.’ In either case, it no doubt refers not
only to Indra’s physical powers, which his many victories and feats of bravery
prove to have been immensely great - certainly greater than those of a hundred!
- but also to his powers of insight and possibly to his magical powers, whereby
he could transform himself, as, for example, into a horse-hair in his fight with
Vrtra, as told in RV 1.32.12.

This stanza is found also at RV I1.11.21, and the final verse beginning ‘Loudly
would . . . in the translation occurs also at RV 11.33.15, a hymn to Rudra. All
the hymns of the Second Mandala are ascribed to the poet-sage Grtsamada.

Perhaps ‘fortune’ might better be written with a capital letter, as there isa minor
deity so named in the Rgveda, who is conceived as a dispenser of wealth, and
other deities are often apostrophized in the same hymn. But the point is really
of small importance.
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111.45 Indra

Come hither, Indra, with your bay horses that bring us joy, with hair
like the peacock’s! May none hold you back, as trappers a bird! Go past
them, as past a desert-land!

Devourer of Vrtra, splitter of Vala, burster of strongholds, driver of the
waters, mounter of the chariot at the neighing of his two bay horses -
Indra is the shatterer of even the steadfast.

As the deep oceans, you increase your strength, as do cows. As cows
with a good cowherd to their fodder, as irrigation ditches to a pool, they
have gone.

Bring unto us offspring, wealth, as the share to one who makes a
promise! As a man with a crook a tree bearing ripe fruit, shake down
sufficient wealth, Indra!

You are self-sufficient, Indra, your own ruler, commanding, the more
glorious by your own achievements: as such, growing in strength, O
much-lauded one, do be our best listener!

Notes

‘with hair like the peacock’s”: merely in allusion to its sheen or glossiness.

‘Gopast them, as past a desert-land’: that is, ‘avoid those that would hinder your
passage, as one would avoid entering a desert.

‘Devourer of Vrtra,” etc.: these are all allusions to actions commonly said of
Indra: his destruction of the serpent-demon Vrtra, splitting open the cave of
Vala, bursting the strongholds, by which is probably meant the great monsoon
clouds which may be imagined to assume the shape of fortresses, and driving
out or releasing the waters contained within them, often figuratively repre-
sented as cows kept imprisoned in the cloud-fortresses or cloud-caves by
demons.
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In the English translation of this stanza an attempt has been made to retain as
much of the abbreviated, elliptical character of the original as is possible. To
render it intelligible some such amplification as the following is needed: ‘As
[you increase] the deep oceans [with water], you increase your strength [with
Somal, as do cows [their strength with fodder]. As cows with a good cowherd
[go] to their fodder, as irrigation ditches [go] to a pool, they [i.e, the drops of
Soma] have gone [to youl.’

Since in the phraseology of the Rgveda the conjunction ‘and’ is frequently
ornitted, it is not possible to say with certainty whether ‘offspring” and ‘wealth’
are two separate categories: ‘Bring unto us offspring and wealth’ or whether
‘offspring’ is simply explanatory of ‘wealth”: ‘Bring unto us wealth (in the form
of) offspring.” Perhaps this latter construction is the more likely in view of the
request for a shower of wealth in the second half of the stanza.

‘as the share to one who makes a promise”: this is obscure, but in spite of Sayana’s
explanation of a father giving a share of his wealth to his son who has just come
of age, it may mean more simply ‘as the share due to us, the worshippers, who
make a promise, i.e, a vow to offer regular sacrifices, etc., the sacrifice being
viewed as a sort of contract between a particular god and the worshipper.

‘growing in strength’: certainly through ample potations of Soma.
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VIIL65 Indra

10.

11.

12.

Whether, O Indra, you are called from the east, west, north or south by
men, come hither with your speedy horses;

or whether in heaven’s fountain Svarnara you rejoice or whether in a
sea of Soma juice!

Upon you, vast, mighty, with songs I call, as a cow to pasture, O Indra, to
drink of the Soma.

Transporting your majesty, Indra, your greatness, O god, let your bay
horses bring you hither in your chariot!

Indra, you are sung and you are praised as great, powerful, as one who
makes us rich: come hither, drink our extract!

Provided with the extract and the sacrificial meal, we call upon you to
sit down on this our sacred grass.

Since you are the common lord of all, Indra, as such we do call upon
you.

This nectar of Soma the men have milked for you with the stones:
pleased, Indra, do drink it!

Look beyond all the niggardly seers: come hither quickly! Upon us
bestow great fame!

The king is the giver of dappled cows to me, bedecked with gold: may
the bountiful one be unharmed, O gods!

Besides the thousand dappled cows I have received gold: gleaming,
high-piled, abundant, pure.

The grandsons of Durgaha, offering me goodly gifts by the thousand,
have gained renown among the gods.



70

10.

12.

Selected Hymns

Notes

‘by men’: possibly ‘people’ in general are meant or, what is more likely, those in
charge of the sacrifice, as must be the case in stanza 8 below. If this is the
meaning, we shall have to render ‘by the men.’

Svarnara is apparently a proper name, the name of a fountain or spring in the
highest heaven, whence issues Soma.

‘sea of Soma juice’ may simply be hyperbole for a vast quantity of Soma juice. It
is also possible that this is a figurative expression for the cup of Soma juice to be
offered at the sacrifice or the trough into which the juice flows after passing
through the strainer.

By the two abstract nouns ‘majesty’ and ‘greatness’ are, of course, meant Indra
himself, who is endowed with those qualities.

‘This nectar of Soma:’ literally, ‘this honey consisting of Soma’ or ‘this honey of
Soma,” Soma often being called honey in the Rgveda. By ‘the men’ is meant the
priests engaged in the manual aspects of the sacrifice, the adhvaryus.

‘The king”: that is, not Indra, but the earthly king who instituted the particular
sacrifice for which this hymn was composed. He has presented the priest with
cows festooned or decorated with gold as well as gold in some other form not
here specified, as we are told in the next stanza. In return for these lavish gifts
the poet entreats the gods that his bountiful patron be unharmed, that is, suffer
no hardship or grief of any kind. The sudden apostrophe to the gods in general
inahymn otherwise directed to a specific god is a common phenomenon in the
Rgveda. Frequently the apostrophe may be to another god or series of gods, as
though they were all mere aspects of one and the same god.

As a result of these gifts, the poet tells us that the grandsons of his generous
patron King Durgaha, who apparently continued the liberality of their grand-
father, have acquired fame in the eyes of the gods. It is a fair certainty that this
Durgaha was a historical figure, among whose descendants was Trasadasyu,
king of the Purus, a tribe alleged elsewhere in the Rgveda to have been the most
powerful of ten tribes conquered by Sudas, king of the opposing Bharatas, on
the banks of the Parusni (for which river see RV X.75.5). The Kurus of much
later times, whose kingdom embraced partly the old land of the Bharatas and
ten tribes, are found to number both Bharata and Piru, eponymous heroes of
the Bharatas and Purus, among their ancestors. The name Bharata is, incidental-
ly, reflected in ‘Bharatavarsa’ ('Land of the Descendants of Bharata’), one of the
traditional names of India.
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X.119 Indra

10.

11.

12.

13.

My inclination is thus: ‘I would obtain a cow, a horse.” - ‘Haven't I
drunk of the Soma?’

‘As winds the trees that resist, the drops of Soma, when drunk up, have
uplifted me. - Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘When drunk up, they have uplifted me, as speedy horses a chariot. -
Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘A hymn of praise has come to me, as a cow to herbeloved calf. - Haven't
I drunk of the Soma?”

‘As a wheelwright the well of a chariot, I bend 'round the hymn in my
heart. - Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘Surely the Five Tribes have not seemed even so much to me as a mote
in the eye! - Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘Surely the two worlds - the twain - are not even equal to one half of me!
- Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘I have surpassed the heaven by my might, this mighty earth too! -
Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘Look! This earth - I'll set it down either here or here! - Haven't I drunk
of the Soma?’

‘Inbuta flash I'll tread the earth either here or here! - Haven't I drunk of
the Soma?’

‘In the heaven there’s one half of me, I've dragged the other down
below. - Haven't I drunk of the Soma?’

‘I am mighty great: I've been raised to the clouds! - Haven’t I drunk of
the Soma?’

‘Home I'm going well-adorned, the oblation-bearer to the gods! - Haven't
I drunk of the Soma?’
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Notes

This hymn is a monolog by some one while under the effects of Soma.

Tradition identifies the speaker as Indra in the form of Lava (a quail!), so that
he is simultaneously the deity to whom it is ascribed and its author. The
matter of the hymn is somewhat reminiscent of RV X.136, the hymn of the
ascetic experiencing a state of trance induced by imbibing some hallucino-
genic potion apparently in use by early followers of the god Rudra.

3.

7, 11.

13.

‘they have uplifted me, as speedy horses a chariot’: the experience alluded to is
perhaps the rising off the ground of a vehicle that is being drawn with very
great speed.

‘I bend ‘round the hymn': apparently the ‘well of the chariot’ (or perhaps the
‘seat,” if that is rather the meaning of the Vedic word), being curved required
careful bending of the wood by the wheelwright. In the same way a properly
fashioned hymn has to be shaped in the seer’s mind or heart. The focal point of
this stanza in the monolog seems quite clearly to be that of a mortal poet rather
than the god Indra, who could notbe expected to voice sentiments such as these
about composing a hymn.

The ‘Five Tribes,” whose identities are not certainly known, presumably represent
the aggregate of Vedic peoples, hence the world as a whole. Perhapsthey are the
same as the ‘Five Peoples’ mentioned at 1.89.10 and I11.59.8, on which latterv.
note.

Those who prefer to look upon this hymn as a monolog of Indra derive support
for that view by translating ‘wing’ instead of ‘half,’ the Vedic word admitting of
either meaning. The wing, of course, would then refer to Indra in his shape of
the quail (lava).
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