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“Zwei Dinge erfiillen das Gemiit mit immer neuer und zunehmender
Bewunderung und Ehrfurcht, je ofter und anhaltender sich das
Nachdenken damit beschiftigt: der bestirnte Himmel {iber mir und
das moralische Gesetz in mir.”

—Immanuel Kant
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FOREWORD

The goal of the present study is to find a new solution to the difficult issue of the nature and
significance of the Rig Vedic main gods. Obviously, since such an objective is not only ambitious, but
also utterly bold, it is necessary to explain the reasons that led me to take up this enterprise.

In the preface of his recent monumental study on the Rig Veda, T. Oberlies (1998) expresses
his admiration for the “fascinating” world (“die faszinierende Welt”) of the Rig Veda. To the present
author, given the level of current understanding of the Rig Veda, statements of this kind seem
puzzling. How can an obscure and unintelligible text be “fascinating”? That such a natural question is
neither illegitimate nor exaggerated is shown by the fact that, indeed, the obscurity of the Vedic text
was seen many times by scholars as something intentionally created. To give some examples, one can
start with A. Bergaigne who judged the Rig Veda as a “verbally and poetically sophisticated, indeed
deliberately obscure text.” In more recent years, W. Doniger (1981: 15-6) mentions the Vedic
“paradox” and “enigma” and argues that the obscurity of the Rig Vedic text leads to a divorce between
words and meaning: “What does it mean? It means what it says.” Her conclusion is that the Rig Veda is
“a book of questions, not a book of answers,” a book meant “to puzzle, to surprise, to trouble the
mind.” These few examples undoubtedly show that, essentially, the Rig Veda is for many scholars an
irrational text, or at least a text which contains many deliberately unintelligible passages. It appears
then that the question above is more than a rhetorical one.

Statements such as those above, which concern the meaning of the Rig Veda, could lead to the
conclusion that the obscurity of this book derives from the obscurity of many of its words, passages,
and/or even myths. To give some very well-known examples: the Asvins stop their chariot on the
bull’s head; the whale looks at the Asvins’ chariot; Agni, the god of fire, is born twice in the waters, and
the waters feed him; Varuna plays with the sun as with a swing, Indra, the bull, drinks the juice Soma,
and kills a dragon. The Rig Veda is full of such examples, which completely lack a plausible

interpretation. Moreover, the hermeneutical attempts to solve riddles of this type often led to the

' Cf. Jamison & Witzel (1992: 52), who adhere to this idea.
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replacement of obscurum by obscurius. A good example of this is the opinion that certain Vedic gods
can be both different and identical to one another.”

To reduce the decipherability of the Vedic text only to the understanding of such passages is
very deceptive. The Rig Veda is not just any text, but one that represents the most important religious
text of a people at a certain moment in time. Given this, the quest for the meaning of the Rig Veda is
and should be a quest for the meaning of the Vedic religion as well. The meaning of the Rig Veda can
be reduced neither to the morphological, syntactical or semantic aspects of the Vedic lexicon and
grammar nor to the interpretation of some passages; it is far more profound than that. This meaning
hinges upon these questions: who are the Vedic gods that are worshipped in this religion, and what do
they represent?

Certainly, the first part of the question above has an immediate and obvious answer, since the
Rig Vedic hymns are transparently dedicated to the deities the Vedic people worshipped. There is,
however, nothing more difficult to answer with certainty than the second part of this question. Let me
amplify this by considering the three main gods of the Vedic pantheon: Indra, Agni, and Soma. The
scholarly consensus is that Indra, the most powerful Vedic deity, represents the warrior god of the
Vedic people; Agni would represent the deified ritual fire, whereas Soma would be a hallucinatory
juice/drink, that is, a kind of drug that the Vedic people happened to worship as well.

In conclusion: a warrior, a drug, and fire are the greatest gods of one of the most elaborated
religions ever created by mankind! If we add here the Adityas, the other great Vedic gods, which are
generally regarded nowadays as gods of social contracts, the picture that emerges appears to be that of
an incomprehensible hodgepodge.?

Since the obscurity of the Rig Veda concerns not only certain linguistic aspects of the text, but
the very core of the religion this text refers to, the interpretation of one obscure passage or the other

in the Rig Veda cannot be regarded as an individual matter pertaining to that particular passage or to

*E.g., Bergaigne’s (1878-1883: I 13) analysis of the passages in which Agni is compared to the sun: “pour les poétes védiques
la comparaison n’est pas éloignée de I'assimilation ... les deux termes d’'une comparaison [i.e., in this case, Agni and the

sun — my note] peuvent étre identiques.”

8 For a brief summary of the Vedic gods, see Jamison & Witzel (1992:52-55), who believe that “what is striking about the

Vedic Pantheon is its lack of overarching organization.”
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the association of that passage with other similar ones, but should ultimately lead to the core of the
Vedic religion, which contains the answer to the nature and significance of the Vedic gods.

The present study starts from the author’s belief that the Rig Veda is not and cannot be an
irrational text. In other words, to rephrase one of the scholarly comments above, my belief is that the
Rig Veda is a book of answers, not a book of questions. The “spark” that generated this work is a study
of mine published recently in JIES, in which I made the hypothesis that Visnu, a Vedic god inferior to
Indra, Soma, or Agni, is located at the North Pole of the celestial vault. That study opened up for me
the path for a wholly new perspective on the Vedic gods, which was to see if other Vedic characters,
especially the most important ones, are related to astronomical phenomena. Obviously, this type of
approach belongs to the nature-mythology paradigm, which was popular among the scholars of the
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, and is, inexplicably, dismissed nowadays out
of hand.*

The results of the present research are surprising even to the author. They show that, besides
of course being a religious text, the Rig Veda may be said to be in many instances a manual of
astronomy, and that the main features of the Vedic gods refer to celestial phenomena. In other words,
the study shows that the Vedic people worshipped the starry sky. More importantly, the celestial
phenomena worshipped in the Rig Veda are those that are the most visible to the eye of an observer
from the northern hemisphere. From an astronomical standpoint, on the other hand, the stars and
other celestial phenomena the Vedic gods represent are not just any celestial phenomena, but those
that were the most likely to be worshipped by a primitive people. This astronomical significance
concerns the keeping of time, which is pivotal for determining the cycle of the seasons in a primitive
agricultural society.

The Vedic people worshipped their star-gods in the morning, at dawn, or just before dawn,
when the last rising stars of the night appear on the eastern horizon; in astronomical jargon, this
particular appearance of a star on the horizon is called the “heliacal rising” of that star. It is, therefore,
of great importance to understand both why this worship was performed at dawn and what this had

to do with the keeping of time. In the ancient societies, the months of the year and the regular cycle of

* Cf. Jamison & Witzel (1992: 52).
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the seasons were determined by watching the relative positions of the stars with respect to the sun
and the moon. Even today, we still make use of expressions such as “the sun is in Pisces” or “I was born
in Taurus,” which simply mean (beyond, of course, their astrological significance) the time (month) of
the year when those events occurred. Thus, the statement “the sun is in Pisces” reflects the fact that
during a certain period of the year (we call it a “month”) the sun’s trajectory in the sky appears to
overlap with or to be identical to that of the constellation Pisces. To notice that the sun is in Pisces,
however, requires that one can see both the sun and the constellation Pisces close to each other in the
sky. Obviously, this is not possible during night time, since the sun is not present in the night sky. It is
also not possible to do so during day time, since the constellation cannot be seen in the sun’s glare.
The only time when the sun’s disk can be observed to “belong” to a certain constellation is either in
the morning or in the evening. Thus, at early dawn, shortly before sunrise (one hour or so), there is
always a constellation which appears “in front” of the sun and whose path the sun immediately
follows. In the evening, about one hour after sunset, when the stars become visible, the same
constellation will be seen as setting in the west in the sun’s path. In our particular case, we then say
“the sun is in Pisces.” Mornings and evenings, therefore, are the only times of the day when these
observations can be made. Thus, the Vedic worship of various stars at dawn during certain periods of
time of the year is not an arbitrary religious rule, but has to do with one of the most important things
for the survival of ancient man, which is the keeping of time. As with regard to the Vedic people’s
preference for morning worship, this probably had to do with the importance of sunrise in the daily
life of the agricultural communities.®

I have already mentioned that other attempts were made to interpret the Vedic gods as
representing natural or even celestial phenomena (the so-called “natural mythology”). In this respect,
the present study offers a fundamentally different perspective on the Vedic gods. The reason for this is
that the main objective of this study is not only to show the association between certain Vedic gods

and certain natural phenomena, but to answer the fundamental question about the meaning of the

5 The adoration of the (rising) sun (Strya) must have played a role in this as well; thus, it is well known that in Sanskrit the
word for “south,” daksina, also means “right,” which implies that the cardinal points were taken from the perspective of an

observer facing east (sunrise).
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Rig Veda. To put it differently, the nature of the Vedic gods is viewed here as being derived from a
single premise, which is that the Rig-Vedic people’s object of worship was the starry sky.

The present interpretation of the Rig Veda has also an indirect but, nevertheless, important
consequence, which concerns the obscurity of many “metaphors” in the Vedic myths. The conclusion
that emerges is that not only is this “metaphorical” language not obscure or deliberately obscure, but,
in many cases, the “metaphors” are nothing else but plain language used in the absence of a scientific
(astronomic) jargon. Thus, the “metaphor” of Agni being born twice, or that of the chariot stopping on
the bull’'s head expresses nothing but what ancient man actually saw in the nocturnal sky. To make a
vivid comparison, which will make my point clearer: if it had been possible for the Vedic man to see
an airplane in the sky, it would not have been astonishing to hear him calling it “the bird with
unmoving wings”; by doing so, he would certainly not have appealed to metaphorical language but
merely described in plain language an otherwise indescribable phenomenon. On the other hand, the
Rig Veda does contain metaphors, whose features are well known, but which do not particularly
belong to the Vedic culture. These metaphors concern the widely spread custom in the ancient world
of identifying stars and constellations with objects or characters from Earth. What the poets of the Rig
Veda did then was to create their own mythology by appealing to this ancient “astronomical” jargon.

The intuition that certain metaphors in the Rig Veda merely describe in plain language
celestial phenomena proved to be a powerful tool not only for decoding “obscure” passages, but also
for the interpretation of entire Vedic myths. Thus, to mention just a few such myths, Indra’s addiction
to Soma, his cosmic fight with Vrtra, the presence of Pusan at Sturya’s wedding procession, etc., do not
represent myths invented by the Vedic poets ex nihilo, but are based on how Vedic man imagined
celestial phenomena interacting with one another.

The present work, therefore, is dedicated to the astral nature of the main Vedic gods. Its aim is
not to analyze to the smallest detail the contents of the Rig Veda. The passages I analyze throughout
the work are exclusively dedicated to the astronomical meaning of the Vedic myths and gods. These
passages, which are treated in a coherent and systematic way, show that the manner in which a Vedic
god relates to a celestial object is not a matter of coincidence or priestly speculation, but is a
particular expression of the general astral aspect of the Vedic religion. Certainly, there are many other

passages in the Rig Veda that do not have astronomical features. It is beyond the scope of the present
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work to interpret these passages or to determine how non-astronomical elements came to coexist or
to be integrated within the whole of the Vedic (or Aryan) religion. It is also beyond its scope to deal in
detail with other very important issues such as eschatological ones or the world’s creation; but
touching upon some of these is unavoidable.

I divided this work into seven parts. The first concerns Indra and the gods associated with
him: Soma, the Asvins, the Maruts, and Rudra. The second concerns Agni. A third chapter is dedicated
to the “solar aspects” of Savitr and Pusan. Another chapter treats the Adityas, which represent a
compact group within the Rig Veda. The sixth section treats the meaning of the presence of “bulls”
and “cows” in the Rig Veda; this section also touches upon the Vedic eschatological issues. Finally, the
last section treats the “universal myth” of the hero slaying the dragon in the Vedic mythology.

The translation I used for the Sanskrit text is Geldner’s (1951-1957) monumental scholarly
version in German, which has been and still is an indispensable tool of Vedic research (scholars at
Harvard are at work these days on a new translation of the Rig Veda in English, which, it is to be
hoped, will supersede Geldner’s version). I also found it necessary to pair the Sanskrit text with the
German translation. This is because I sometimes had to analyze Geldner’s version at a more detailed
level and then give a new and different interpretation of the Vedic text. In the vast majority of the
cases, however, I found that Geldner’s translation was more than sufficient to express the ideas of the
original text. The most important thing that will emerge from my research is the consistency of these
ideas.

This consistency is twofold. On the one hand, the passages that refer to a particular god
consistently describe the astronomical properties of a certain celestial phenomenon. These
properties, which mainly concern either how that god interacts with the sun or its position in the
nocturnal sky, lead to the identification of the god with that celestial phenomenon. On the other
hand, what emerges with clarity from the present study is that the “astronomical” jargon used to
describe different gods is the same. More explicitly, all Rig Vedic gods interact with the sun and/or are
located in the sky. This shows that the Vedic gods must be considered as having the same nature,
which is celestial. This latter conclusion extends to the Iranian religion, indirectly showing that the
religion of the Indo-Iranians was astral as well. Obviously, a detailed treatment of the Iranian religion

is beyond the scope of this study.
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Thus, the present interpretation of the Vedic gods is meant to be more than a mere
identification of these gods with certain celestial phenomena. My interpretation claims to be a
powerful theory, according to which the Vedic gods, who are the essential part of the Vedic religious
system, are treated in a systematic, coherent way with respect to their astronomical significance.
Therefore, even if it could be shown that a god was wrongly identified with a certain star or
constellation, the present theory implies that the nature of that god would still have to be considered
celestial, and, therefore, one should find another star that better fits the description of that particular
god.

To conclude: the Rig Veda is a book about certain stars and constellations, and, as will become
apparent in what follows, these were stars rising heliacally between the winter and summer solstices.
Today, the majority of these stars and constellations can be seen in the evening winter sky, when they
shine in their entire splendor (they can be best seen between December and March). I confess that I
watched the winter night sky many times after I started my research on the Vedic gods. First, I
discovered Indra; then, the Asvins and their chariot, the Maruts, and Rudra; then Pasan. And, one
special night, when I felt that the final piece of the puzzle had fallen in its proper place, I went out and
gazed into the sky again. The Rig Veda was there, in front of my eyes: the Vedic gods and their myths.
For the first time, I could not help whispering to myself in the silent evening: the wonderful world of

the Rig Veda!
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ON THE NATURE OF THE VEDIC GODS



INDRA THE “BULL”

A. WHO IS INDRA?

Indra is the most important god of the Vedic pantheon. This is clearly shown by the fact that a quarter
of the hymns in the Rig Veda are exclusively dedicated to him. He is the great warrior-god, the divine
champion of the Vedic tribes. In a word, Indra is the “national” god of the Vedic world." In the Rig
Veda, this importance is paralleled only by that of Agni and Soma.

In spite of his importance, it has never been clear exactly who in fact Indra is.” Certainly, he is
the god who slew Vrtra and thus created the world by “releasing the waters.” He is, therefore, a creator
god. In addition, it has been noted that this myth shows Indra not only as a creator god but also as a
warrior god. The passages in which Indra is said to help the Aryans in their battle against the Dasyus
seem to have contributed to this view.? On the other hand, the fact that he “released the waters” by
killing Vrtra with his powerful weapon vajra, which has been seen as similar to Zeus’ thunderbolt,*
contributed to his image as a thunder or an atmospheric god.® Aside from his image as a creator god,
therefore, Indra seems to be a powerful thunder god, who brings down enemies and pours water over
the land.

Indra’s personality, however, features another essential aspect, which is harder to reconcile
with his being the thunder god. This is his solar aspect. Thus, Indra produced the dawn and the sun
(RV 2.12.7, 21.4; 3.31.15, 32.8); he has made the dawn and the sunshine (RV 1.62.5); he placed the sun in
the sky (RV 1.51.4; 52.8; 8.12.30); he gained the sun (RV 1.108.6, 18; 3.34.8). These traits of Indra, which I

' Cf,, e.g., Macdonell (1898: 54); Bhattacharji (1970: 249); Hillebrandt (1980: II go); O’Flaherty (1981: 139-140).

* Pace Macdonell (1898: 54): “The significance of his character is, however, sufficiently clear”; cf. Hillebrandt (1980: II g1, 17—
18).

8 Cf. RV 6.18.3; 4.26.2; see Macdonell (1898: 62).
* Cf. West (2007: 252).

5 Cf. e.g., Eliade (1972:199), Macdonell (1898:54), West (2007: 245—247).
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will explore in more detail below, show Indra as being closely associated with the sun.® Therefore,
Indra’s personality seems to have two aspects, which are apparently antithetical to each other. The
first one associates him with rain and storm, the other one with the sun and its conquest. This
dichotomy is hard to explain.” Obviously, unless one finds a solution to it, there can be no complete
understanding of Indra’s character.

One of the most striking facts about Indra in the Rig Veda is that he is constantly called the
“bull.” The number of occurrences of this epithet for Indra in the Rig Veda is high. Bergaigne (1878-
1883: II 169) notes that the epithet is “répété jusqu'a satiété.” Astonishingly, no special attention has
been paid to this so far, although it has also been long noticed that the “bull” is Indra’s symbol and
sacrificial animal, a fact that confirms that the epithet expresses Indra’s essential feature.® The
Sanskrit word for “bull” is, in the majority of these cases, either vi'san (cf. e.g., RV 10.28.7; 1.32.7, 1.85.7)
or vrsabhd (cf. e.g., RV 3.31.18; 4.18.10; 10.28.2; 10.28.9; 2.12.12; 1.165.7). Sometimes both words are used in
the same hymn (cf. RV 10.28.2; 7).

At first glance, there seems indeed to be nothing special about this epithet, which may only
poetically underscore Indra’s strength and virility. Indra, however, is not just any kind of bull. As a
corollary of his being the greatest god of the Vedic religion, Indra’s location is said to be in the sky.
Indra, therefore, is a celestial bull, who is the master of the sky (brhatdh pdtir; cf. 1.52.13). This idea is

repeatedly expressed in the Rig Veda, e.g., in the following passages:

3.47.5. marutvantam vrsabhdm vavrdhandm dkavarim diviydm sasam indram
visvasaham dvase niitanaya ugrdm sahodam ihd tdm huvema

3.47.5. Den erstarkten Bullen (vrsabhd) in Begleitung der Marutschar, der kein geiziger Herr
ist, den himmlischen Gebieter (divydm sasdm) Indra, den Allbezwinger, den

gewaltigen Siegverleiher, den wollen wir zu erneutem Beistand hierher rufen.

® Bhattacharji (1970: 267) talks about “Indra’s solar character.”
7 Cf. Hillebrandt (1980: II g1), who is aware of these dichotomies.

8 Cf. e.g., Hillebrandt (1980: IT 132); for modern times, cf. Oberlies (1998: 261).
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8.64.4. éhi préhi ksayo divi

8.64.4. Wohl an, brich auf, der du im Himmel wohnst.

8.53.1. upamdm tva maghonam jyéstham ca vrsabhandam

8.53.1. Dich, den Obersten der Freigebigen und den Grof3ten der Bullen ... (bitten wir) ...

One passage even calls him explicitly the “bull of heaven” vrsasi divo:

6.44.21. vrsasi divé vrsabhdh p,rt/zh{yc'i visrsa sindhinam vrsabhd stiyanam
vi'sne ta indur vrsabha pipaya svadii rdso madhupéyo vdraya

6.44.21. Du bist der Riese [Bull — my note] des Himmels, der Bulle der Erde, der Riese der
Fliisse, der Bulle der stehenden Gewisser. Fur dich, den Riesen, o Bulle, flief3t der

Trank, der schmackhafte Saft, siif3 zu trink, nach Wunsch uber.

Certainly, the Bull in this passage is not only the “Bull of heaven,” but also “the Bull of the
earth” etc. The fact, however, that in other passages such as the ones quoted above the Vedic “Bull” is
specifically called “the celestial master,” the “greatest of all the bulls,” whose location is in the sky,
shows that the appellative “the Bull of heaven” is more than a mere epithet or an obscure metaphor; it
shows that Indra is indeed a cosmic or celestial bull. This opens up the path for a wholly new
hypothesis, which concerns the possibility that this “cosmic Bull” is not a poetical invention, but
literally exists in the sky. From this perspective, there is nothing more natural than to ask whether this
“cosmic bull” may have anything to do with the zodiacal constellation Taurus, whose name is, indeed,
vrsabhd in Sanskrit.’ That such inquiry is legitimate is also supported by the fact that, in Babylon,
Taurus was indeed called the “the Bull of heaven.”” Does Indra, therefore, represent the constellation

Taurus in the Rig Veda?

® It is well-known that the Hindus used a different, moon-based zodiac until Hellenistic times, when they borrowed the

twelve zodiacal constellations — among them Taurus — from the Greeks; see below.

** Cf. Horowitz (1998: 160).
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Before starting to assess the validity of this new hypothesis, I will briefly mention some
important facts about the history of the constellation Taurus. This is one of the twelve Babylonian
constellations, which were borrowed by the Greeks from Mesopotamia as their zodiac sometime
during the first millennium BC. The Babylonian twelve-constellation zodiac itself is an invention
belonging to the first millennium BC."” The invention of the Babylonian zodiac in the first millennium
BC, however, does not exclude the possibility that some of the zodiacal constellations had been
invented at a much earlier date. This seems to be the case with Taurus. Pictographic evidence shows
that awareness of this constellation was present in the Mesopotamian world around 3,200 B, if not
earlier, during the times of the prehistoric settlers of Persia, Elam, and Mesopotamia in 4000 BC. The
motif of the lion-versus-bull scene, especially, which has astronomical connotations, seems to emerge
around that date.” On the other hand, the Babylonian name of Taurus itself is of Sumerian origin (™
GU,.AN.NA “bull of heaven”), which also indicates that the origin of the constellation is much older
than the emergence of the twelve-constellation zodiac. Therefore, despite the fact that its actual
origins are not entirely clear, it is likely that the constellation Taurus was known to the Mesopotamian
world and beyond as early as the fourth millennium Bc.”

The astronomical importance of the constellation Taurus is that approximately during 4000
and 2000 BC it heliacally announced the spring equinox, which is one of two moments of the year
when nights and days are equal in duration (cf. fig. 3). In layman’s language, this means that at the
spring equinoxes of that period of time, Taurus was seen as rising from due east just before sunrise; in
other words, it became visible at early dawn just before the appearance of the sun in the east, and
then rapidly vanished from the sky when the sun’s disk approached the horizon line.” The location of
Taurus on the equinoctial circle during the above-mentioned period of time also means that this

constellation was occupying the “middle” band of the sky.

" Cf. OCD, the entry for “constellations and star names”; cf. also Waerden (1974: 127); Rochberg-Halton (1984:121—23).
** Cf. Rogers (1998: 10-11, 24); Hartner (1965).

¥ With regard to the origin of Taurus, the claim has been made that it originates in Egypt; cf. Gundel (1936) 336; Gurshtein

2005 (103-50); also cf. Helck (1972—1992) VI, 16; Hartner (1965) 1-16 argues for Sumer.

" In astronomical jargon, this is called the “heliacal” rising of a star/constellation.
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The fact that Taurus does not announce the spring equinox anymore is due to the well-known
astronomical phenomenon of precession. The “precession of the equinoxes” is due to the earth’s
wobble around its rotation axis, which causes a shift in the apparent position of the constellations in
the sky (cf. fig. 7). As a consequence of this shift, it takes about 26,000 years for one constellation to
return to its previous position in the sky. If we take as a reference the twelve-constellation zodiac,
then it takes about 26,000/12 (~2100) years for a constellation to shift from its position to the position
of the next constellation. Thus, during approximately 2000 BC and o the spring equinox was
announced by Aries; today it is announced by Pisces, which replaced Aries as the constellation of the
spring equinox (cf. fig. 3).

To sum up: The constellation Taurus is most likely much older than the Babylonian zodiac,
being known in the Mesopotamian world during the fourth millennium BC. During the period of time
between 4000 and 2000 BC, Taurus was located on the central band of the sky, which contains the
equinoctial/equatorial circle. In this position, Taurus was the constellation announcing the spring
equinox, which is one of two moments of the year when day and night are equal in duration.

An important issue, which needs special treatment, concerns the way those ancient people
could determine the time of the year when days and nights were equal in duration. The precise day of
the spring equinox is difficult to determine in the absence of a reliable scientific system of
measurements. This is not the case at the solstices, which are easier to observe. At the solstices, the
sun lingers several days in the same positions, which mark the limits in the sky between which the
sun moves from north to south and vice-versa during the year.” Therefore, there is no need for
sophisticated astronomical computations. The situation is different in the case of the equinoxes. At
that time of the year, the sun’s position is altering rapidly and, therefore, it is very difficult to show
that one day rather than the other should be marked as the equinox. Therefore, to assume that the
Hindus knew of the equinoxes seems to be an overstatement of their astronomical knowledge.”

Nevertheless, while it is true that the exact day of the equinox is hard to determine by simply

% In later Vedic literature, the sun’s paths (each of them lasting six months) between the solstices are called uttarayana

‘the path upward’ and daksinayana ‘the path to the south’; cf. Bryant (2001: 253).

*® Cf. Dicks (1966: 31-32).
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observing the position of the sun at its rising/setting, there was nothing that could have prevented
these ancient people from approximating the time of the year when that event took place. On the one
hand, the simple observation that the duration of days and nights vary between the solstices could
very easily lead to the conclusion that such a moment of the year existed. On the other hand, the
Hindus could calculate that moment either by simply dividing in two the distance between the two
solstices, or, more likely, by counting 180 days from one solstice to another, since their year measured
360 days.” Thus, to assume that the ancient Hindus did know about the existence of such a moment,
when day and night are equal, is not a far-fetched hypothesis. Obviously, this does not imply that the
precision of their observations was accurate to the day.”

An additional difficulty, which the present study encounters from the outset when
considering that the constellation Taurus was known to the Vedic Hindus, is the fact that the ancient
system of Hindu constellations (naksatras) did not include Taurus among them.” This system was a
moon-based one comprising 27 or 28 constellations. The rationale of its existence is the fact that it
takes 27.3 days for the moon to make a complete revolution in the sky. Therefore, the celestial sphere
was divided in 27 or 28 parts, so that the moon could be observed as it was moving through each of
these constellations.* This system is completely different from the well-known solar-based system of
zodiacal constellations, which takes into account the sun’s yearly revolution. Since Taurus belongs to
this latter system, it is legitimate to ask how or whether it was possible for the Vedic people to adopt

Taurus as the marker of the spring equinox.” Obviously, the fact that they had their own astronomical

"7 That the Hindu year comprised 360 days, cf. RV 1.164.48, Bryant (2001: 253). For different opinions on whether the Hindus

knew with accuracy the day of the equinoxes, cf. Bryant (2001: 256—257).

*® They could also determine the position of the equinox by observing the North Pole/Star, dhruva, which is the only fixed
point on the rotating vault of the sky; this is shown by the fact that the sacrificial hearths of the Hindus were placed in the
east, west and south respectively; cf. e.g. Hillebrandt (1980 (1): 66). The Egyptians must have done the same thing when
they constructed the Great Pyramid at Giza (~2,500 B C) with amazingly great precision with respect to the cardinal

points; cf. Gingerich (2000: 297-8).
¥ See above n.14.
** Cf. Bryant (2001: 253-54).

* Obviously, such an import could have been possible either from the Mesopotamians or from some other people
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system of constellations does not preclude their having known other constellations, which were
popular throughout Eurasia; the case of the well-known seven Rsis ‘Ursa Major’ is relevant in this
respect. The next step then is to determine whether this was the case with Taurus.

As I noted above, one of the most intriguing aspects of the Rig Vedic Taurus concerns its solar
aspect. I will show below that the Rig Vedic celestial bull, which is described as occupying the central
part of the sky, has a close (astronomical) relation to the sun and not to the moon. This fact, which is
unlikely to be coincidental, shows that the astronomical system of the Rig Vedic world was sun-based.
As we shall see later in the present study, this conclusion is supported by the fact that other Rig Vedic
star-gods are described in a similar way, that is, as interacting with the sun and not with the moon. All
these observations strongly suggest that the Rig Vedic sun-based astronomical system precedes the
well-known Hindu moon-based system of naksatras. To put it differently, it will appear that the
astronomical system of constellations containing Taurus is not imported, but represents the older and
original system, which was strictly related to the sun.

I present below the characteristics of the Vedic bull Indra that show that the Vedic supreme
god is indeed a constellation heliacally announcing the spring equinox.

1) The hymns dedicated to Indra are sung in the morning. The following passages show that the
celestial “golden” bull rises at early dawn and, along with the sun, brings light to the world. Moreover,
it is specifically said that Indra “brings up” the sun to the world; this latter metaphor fits well the

concept of a constellation rising heliacally (i.e., just before sunrise):

3.39.2. divds cid a pirviyd jayamana vi jagrvir viddthe sasydmana
bhadra vdstrani drjund vdsana séydm asmé sanajd pitriya dhih

3.39.2. Noch vor Tag geboren, frithwach, beim Opfer abwechselnd vorgetragen, in schone,
helle Gewénder gekleidet, ist dies unsere in alter Zeit entstandene véterliche Dichtung

[the hymn to Indra is sung just before dawn — my note].

3.39.5. sﬁryam viveda tdmasi ksiydantam

3.39.5. ... fand Indra ... die Sonne, die im Dunkel weilte.

belonging to the same geographical milieu.



3:39.7.

3-39.7.

3.44.2.

3.44.2.

4.16.4.

4.16.4.

2.21.4.

2.21.4.

1.16.3.

1.16.3.

10.112.1.

3.44.4.

3.44.4.

8.50.8.

4.30.9.

4.30.9.
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Jy6tir vrnita tdmaso vijandnn ...

Das Licht zog er dem Dunkel vor, da er den Unterschied kennt.

7 7 £ 7
harydnn usdsam arcayah suryam harydnn arocayah

Gern hast du die Morgenroéte erstrahlen, gern die Sonne leuchten lassen.

suvar yad védi sudystkam arkair mahi jyoti rurucur yad dha vastoh

andha tdmamsi dudhita vicdkse nrbhyas cakara nitamo abhistau

Als das schon zu schauende Himmelslicht durch ihre Zaubergesinge gefunden war,
als sie das grof3e Licht am Morgen leuchten lie3en, da machte der Mannhafteste das
hartnédckige stockfinstere Dunkel in Hilfsbereitschaft fiir die Méinner zum

Durchblicken.

... (ndrah suyajiid usdsah suvar janat

... Indra, der Opferherrliche, erzeugte die Morgenroten, die Sonne.

indram pratdar havamaha

Indra rufen wir am Morgen ...

Indra, trinke nach Lust vom Soma; denn dein ist die Morgenpressung, der Ersttrunk.

jajiiano hdrito visa visvam a bhati rocandm ...

Sobald der goldige Bulle geboren ist, erleuchtet er den ganzen Lichtraum.

Deine falben Wagenpferde ... mit denen du die Sonne einholest.

divds cid gha duhitdram mahan mahiydmandm
usasam indra sam pinak
Die Usas, die doch des Himmels Tochter, die sich grof3 tat, hast du, der Grof3e,

zerschlagen, o Indra.
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The last verse above, which describes Indra as “killing” the Dawn, was considered by Geldner

as alluding to an “obscure myth”: “Ein seltsamer Mythos. Die Ursache ist nirgends angegeben.” The

hypothesis that Indra is Taurus can perfectly explain this verse; the rising of Taurus at the equinox

announces the sun, which, in turn, dissipates the dawn’s feeble light.

2) As the spring-equinox marker, which is positioned close to the sun, the constellation Taurus

defines the succession of the seasons; it also defines the succession and length of the days and nights:

4.16.14.

4.30.3.

2.19.3.

6.21.3.

6.21.3.

2.13.1.

10.89.13.

10.89.13.

Neben der Sonne dich stellend, dass deine, des Unsterblichen, Gestalt in die Augen
fallt (sira upaké tanivam dddhano vi ydt te céti amftasya vdrpah) ... wenn du die

Waffen tragst.

Auch alle Gotter bekdmpften dich darum nicht, O Indra, als du Tage und Nacht

abgrenztest (ydd dha ndktam atirah).

Der machtige Indra ... erzeugte die Sonne ... regelte die Reihenfolge der Tage durch die

Nacht (aktina dhnam vaytunani sadhat).

sd it tdmo avayundm tatanvdt suriyena vayunavac cakara.

Er hat die ausgebreitete zeitlose Finsternis durch die Sonne zeitlich geregelt.

Die Jahreszeit ist seine Gebérerin (rtur jdnitri).

dnv dha masa dnu id vanani dnu ésadhir dnu pdrvatasah
dnu indram rédasivavasané dnv apo ajihata jayamanam
Es ordneten sich die Tage, die Monate, es ordneten sich die Baume, die Pflanzen, die
Berge und willig die beiden Welthalften, die Gewésser dem Indra unter, als er geboren

wurde.

3) Taurus’ location on the middle band of the sky is revealed in the metaphors that describe Indra as

supporting the sky, or as having the sky set on his head:
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8.89.5. .. da hast du ... den Himmel gestiitzt (tdd astabhna utd dyim)

3.49.4. dharta divé rdjasas prstd urdhvé rdatho nd vayir vdasubhir niytitvan
ksapam vastd janita sitriyasya vibhakta bhagdam dhisdneva vajam

3.49.4. Der Tréager des Himmels (dhartcf divd), des Luftraums, gesucht, aufrecht stehend, der
wie der Wagenheld Vayu mit den Géttern die Niyut (als Gespann) hat, der Erheller der

Nichte, der Erzeuger der Sonne, der den Anteil austeilt wie Dhisana den Gewinn.

2.17.2. ... Strsdni dyc’im mahind praty amuricata

2.17.2. ... er setzte den Himmel mit Macht sich aufs Haupt.

2.17.5. .. dstabhnan maydya diyam avasrdsah.

2.17.5. ... er stiitzte mit Zaubermacht den Himmel, dass er nicht herabfalle.

The following passages also show that Taurus is located in the middle of the sky, that is, on the

celestial equator, which, as the greatest circle of the celestial spheroid,” encompasses the whole

universe:

1.61.8. pdri dyavaprthivi jabhra urvi nd asya té mahimanam pdri stah

1.61.8. ... Er hilt Himmel und Erde umfasst, die weiten; nicht umschlie3en die beiden seine
Grof3e.

1.108.12. ydd indragni udita sﬁriyasya mddhye divah svadhdya maddyethe

1.108.12. Wenn ihr, Indra und Agni, im Aufgang der Sonne, in der Mitte des Himmels euch nach

eigenem Ermessen ergotzet ...

I use the term “spheroid,” because it cannot be irrefutably shown that the Vedic world conceived of the celestial vault as
being a geometrically defined sphere. The shape of the vault, however, was seen as close to such shape; thus, in phrases

like dhisdne samiciné (RV 10.44.8, AV 2.34.3) or camvd samici (RV 3.55.20), the vault is seen as a ‘bowl’; cf. Kirfel (1967: 6).

10
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indro divih pratimanam prthh{ycf visva veda sdvana hdnti stusnam
mahim cid dyam dtanot siiriyena caskdambha cit kdmbhanena skdabhiyan
Indra wiegt Himmel und Erde auf; er kennt alle Somaopfer, er erschlagt den Susna.
Den so gro3en Himmel hat er mit der Sonne durchzogen und ihn mit der Stiitzte

gestiitzt, der beste Stiitzter.

4) Taurus (Indra) precedes the sun or prepares the sun’s path; the sun appears for him, shines upon

him. All these features point again to the heliacal rising of a constellation:

2.12.7.

2.12.7.

8.89.7.
8.89.7.

8.93.1.

8.93.1,

8.98.3.
8.98.3.
1.51.4.

1.51.4.

1.52.9.

... Yah suriyam yd usdsam jajana

... der (Indra) die Sonne, die Usas erschaffen hat ...

... a suryam rohayo divi

... die Sonne lief3est du am Himmel aufsteigen.

tid ghéd abhi $rutamagham

vrsabhdm ndriyapasam

dstaram esi suriya

Strya, du gehst fiir den Bullen auf, dessen Gaben berithmt, dessen Werke mannhaft

sind, fiir den Schiitzen.

vibhrajani jydtisa suvar dgacho rocandm divdh ...

Im Licht erstrahlend gingst du zur Sonne, zum Himmelslicht ...

... vrtrdm ydd indra $avasavadhir dhim ad it sﬁiyam divi c’iro/zayo drsé
... Als du, Indra, den Drachen mit Kraft erschlagen hattest, da lief3est du am Himmel

die Sonne zum Schauen aufsteigen (cf. 1.52.8)

brhdt svdscandram dmavad ydd ukthiyam dkrnvata bhiydsa réhanam divah

ydn manusapradhana indram atayah suvar nrsaco maruté 'madann dnu

11
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(Die Gotter) machten mit Furcht den hohen Stieg zum Himmel, der selbstleuchtend,
gewaltig, preisenwert ist, als die wie Menschen um den Siegerpreis kdmpfenden
Hilfen, als die Marut ihrem Herren folgend dem Indra als der Sonne zujubelten. (Indra

and the sun appear in the sky).

7

prd $6sucatyd usdso nd ketiir asinvd te vartatam indra hetih
Wie das Zeichen der erglithenden Usas soll, Indra, dein verschlingendes Geschoss

hervorkommen ...

Indra versteht gewiss gerade dieses (Lied), um es anzuhoren, denn er ist der siegreiche

Wegbereiter fiir den Sonnengott ... (pathikft siiriyaya): Indra prepares the sun’s path.

hdritvata vdarcasa suriyasya srésthai riupais tanuvam sparsayasva
Lass dein Leib vom goldigen Glanze der Sonne, von der schonsten Farben beriihrt

werden!

tuvdm tydm indra suriyam pasca santam purds krdhi
devanam cit tiré vdsam.

Bring, du Indra, diese Sonne, die hinten ist, nach vorn, selbst wider der Gotter willen!

siras cid ratham pdritakmiyayam pirvam karad dparam jijuvamsam
Auch der Wagen der Sonne, der vorausgeeilt war, brachte er im entscheidenden

Augenblick ins Hintertreffen.

This last verse refers to the fact that, before the spring equinox, the sun rises indeed before

Taurus in the morning sky (cf. “vorausgeeilt war”). Beginning with the spring equinox, Taurus rises on

the eastern horizon earlier and earlier, and dawn sees it higher and higher in the sky before its

disappearance in the sun’s light. The sun is left behind (#jparam “ins Hintertreffen”; cf. Grassmann).

That Indra is Taurus can be spectacularly revealed in the following passage from a Rig Vedic

hymn dedicated to both Indra the “Bull” and the Asvins (the Twin gods):

12
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1.30.19. ni aghniydsya miurdhdni cakrdm rathasya yemathuh
pdri dyam anydd iyate
1.30.19. Thr (Asvins) hieltet das Rad des Wagens auf dem Haupte des Stiers (aghnyd) an; das

andere fihrt um den Himmel.

The passage has remained unexplained to this day. The fact that the Asvins stop their chariot
on the bull’s head seems indeed to be an absurd poetical invention. Geldner, who mentions some
possible solutions, simply concludes that the passage is obscure: “Der Ausdruck ‘Haupt des Stiers’ ist
nicht klar.”

The hypothesis, however, that Indra represents the constellation Taurus can shed new light on
this “obscure” verse. Thus, the fact that the whole hymn is dedicated to Indra shows that the bull in
this passage (aghnyd)* cannot be other than Indra himself, that is, given our hypothesis, the
constellation Taurus. This automatically raises the possibility that the solution of the riddle has to be
looked for in the sky. Who are then the celestial chariot and the twins that are close to Taurus?

There are only two known constellations that correspond to the description above. These are
Gemini (the Twins)* and Auriga (the Charioteer). Both of them lie in the proximity of Taurus, and
their relative positions one to another are exactly as described in the passage above (see figs.1 and 2).
Thus, Auriga is located between Gemini and Taurus, and it shares one of its stars with Taurus.* This
shows Auriga as located exactly “on Taurus’ head.” The Twins, on the other hand, seem indeed to stop
the chariot represented by Auriga on the head of Taurus. The last piece of the puzzle seems to have
fallen into its right place.

There are, however, two major problems with the solution above. The first one concerns the
fact that, as its Latin or Greek names show, the well-known constellation Auriga represents a

charioteer (Gk. nvioxog) and not a chariot. In Mesopotamia, however, the stars that compose Auriga or

* Etymologically, aghnyd means “not to be slain”; the feminine aghnya is also used with regards to the inviolability of the

cow; cf. Macdonell (1897: 151).

* The later Hindu name for the zodiacal constellation Gemini is Mithund “the pair”; cf. Scherer (1953: 159); Grassmann.

Gemini (Gk. Aidvpot) is an old constellation, which the Babylonians already knew; cf. Kidd (1997: 235).

* This star is  Tauri, the tip of one of Taurus’ horns.

13
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parts of it were represented as a chariot.*® This solves the first difficulty. It remains now to overcome
the second weak part of my argument, which concerns the initial identification of the Asvins with the
constellation Gemini. It is, therefore, necessary to analyze in more detail the nature of the Rig-Vedic

Agdvins. Is the nature of these Rig-Vedic gods indeed celestial?

B. THE ASVINS IN THE RIG VEDA
The Vedic Asvins, the divine “Twins” or, as their name shows, the “possessors of horses,” are among
the greatest gods of the Vedic world, with more than 50 hymns in the Rig Veda being exclusively
dedicated to them, which means that they are, after Indra, Agni, and Soma, the gods most frequently
celebrated in the Vedic world.” Despite their importance, the nature of the Asvins has remained an
unsolved riddle. In other words, it has not been possible yet to find a plausible interpretation for these
twin gods.*®

Several interpretations have been proposed for the Asvins, all of which start from an analysis
of their main mythological traits. The main characteristics of these gods can be summarized as
follows. The Asvins are helpers in times of trouble; they own a chariot; they appear at Dawn; they
carry Surya, the sun’s daughter, in their chariot; they always appear together and are connected with
the sun; and they are fond of Soma.* Given these well-known traits, the Asvins have been thought to
represent a wide and disparate range of phenomena or characters, such as Vedic saints who help in

distress, the morning and evening stars, rain gods, the constellation Gemini, or the sun and the moon.

* This was the constellation ™ 8 GIGIR (cf. fig.1); cf. Gossmann (1950: 29): “ein zweiridiger Renn-oder Streitwagen,” which

included ¢, y Geminorum and B, { Tauri; cf. also Horowitz (1998: 253).

*7 For a recent study of the Divine Twins from a comparative standpoint, cf. West (2007: 186-89); Ward (1968: 9—28)

underscores the celestial nature of the IE Divine Twins.

*8 The lack of plausible interpretations led many scholars to consider the nature of these gods as obscure; cf. Keith (1925:

13-119, esp. 117); Macdonell (1897: 49); Hillebrandt (1990: 36—47).

* Cf. e.g., Macdonell (1897: 49-54).
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The majority of these theories were rejected by Hillebrandt.* Indeed, some of them are quite
easy to dismiss. As Hillebrandt noticed, the interpretation of the Asvins as Vedic/Indian saints does
not cover the wide range of traits the Asvins possess, among which the most important is their
undeniable association with the Sun and Dawn.” To see them as the evening and morning stars* does
not account for the fact that they always appear together, whereas these stars are always separated.
Also, there are no compelling and obvious reasons to see them as the gods of rain, because one cannot
account for the fact that they are two and not one, or, in fact, any number. The theory that they
represent the sun and the moon goes back to the Vedic commentator Yaska, who tried in this way to
explain the Asvins’ obvious association with light, which is, indeed, pervasive in the Vedic hymns.
Hillebrandt agrees that the sun and the moon can be associated with light, but he rejects the theory
on the grounds that the sun and the moon cannot be regarded as “twins.” In addition, as is the case
with the morning and evening stars, the sun and the moon do not appear conjointly in the sky the
way the Asvins do.

Among all these theories there is one that Hillebrandt’s arguments do not seem strong enough
to dismiss. This is the theory that the Asvins represent the constellation Gemini. It was proposed a
long time ago, in the nineteenth century, by Weber and Brunnhofer, who believed that the myth of
the Asvins had its origins during the astronomical era when Gemini announced the vernal equinox,
that is, around 6000 BC.* These scholars thought that this was the best way to explain the Asvins’
association with sunrise and dawn. Hillebrandt, however, expressed his skepticism about this theory,
arguing that the dating of the myth back to such early era was not acceptable or plausible. Indeed, it is
hard to believe that the Rig Veda could preserve the myth of Gemini announcing the spring equinox

for such a long time.** In addition, there is no evidence in the Vedic texts that the rising of Gemini

% Cf. Hillebrandt (1990: 36—47), who summarizes the issue excellently.

% The same objection can be raised against Dumézil (1968: 49—51), who interprets them as gods of healing and fertility.
% Cf. Oldenberg (1894: 210); West (2007: 234).

% Cf. Hillebrandt (1990:1 41, 371).

% Cf. Hillebrandt (1927: 53—54); another strong argument against this theory is the well-known fact that the Asvins are not

present in the Iranian religion.
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occurred indeed at the spring equinox. It is, however, undeniable that numerous Rig Vedic passages

show the Asvins as belonging to the morning sky and related to the sun and dawn. This still needs to

be explained. I give some of these passages below:

1.34.8.

1.34.8.

1.46.11.

1.180.10.

1.180.10.

4.43.5.

4.43.5.

4.44.5.

4.44.5.

4.45.1.

4.45.1.

... tisrdh prthivir updri prava divé nakam raksethe dyubhir aktubhir hitim
... Uber den drei Erden schwebend bewachet ihr Tag und Nacht das errichtete

Firmament des Himmels (divé nakam).

Der rechte Weg ist bereitet, um gliicklich ans andere Ufer zu gelangen; die Straf3e des

Himmels ist sichtbar geworden.

tdm vam rdtham vaydm adya huvema stémair asvina suvitaya ndvyam

dristanemim pari dyc‘im fyandam v[dyémesdm vrjanam jiradanum

Diesen Wagen von euch wollen wir heute mit Lobgeséngen aufs neue zur Wohlfahrt
anrufen, o Asvin, der mit unversehrten Felgen den Himmel umfihrt. Wir mochten

einen gastfreien Opferbiindler kennen lernen, der rasch schenkt.

urii vam rdthah pdri naksati dyam a ydt samudrad abhi vdrtate vam

Weit iiberholt euer Wagen den Himmel, wenn er vom Meere (mit) euch herkommt.

ano yatam divé dcha prthivyd hiranydyena suvyta rathena
Kommet her zu uns auf dem leichten goldnen Wagen vom Himmel, von der Erde
[“by/travelling the earth® — my note; prthivyd is in the instrumental, div6 is the

ablative].
esd syd bhanir ud iyarti yujydte rathah pdrijma divé asyd sanavi ...

Da steigt jener Lichtstrahl (die Sonne; cf. Geldner) empor; der umfahrende Wagen

wird auf dieses Himmels Riicken geschirrt.
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kiistho devav asvina adycf divé manavasu

Wo seid ihr Gotter Asvin heute, (ihr S6hne) des Himmels, ihr Gedankenreichen ...

’ £ ’ s Z . s Z Z . =
kutha tya kiha nu Sruta divi deva nasatiya

Wo sind die zwei? Wo im Himmel hort man von den Gottern Nasatya's?

stusé ndra divo asyd prasdanta asvina huve jaramano arkaih

ya sadyd usrd vidsi jmé dntan yiyisatah pdri uri vdaramsi

Ich preise die beiden ausgezeichneten Herren dieses Himmels (ndra divd), die Asvin
rufe ich als Frithbeter mit Preisliedern, die sogleich bei Aufgang der Morgenréte die

Grenzen der Erde, die weiten Rdume zu umspannen suchen.

Kommet vom Himmel her zu uns ... (@ no yatam divds pari).

divds cid rocandad ddhi d no gantam suvarvida
Selbst von des Himmels Lichtraum kommet her zu uns, ihr Sonnenfinder, auf die

Gebete hin ...

Ob ihr dort in der Meerflut des Himmels schwelgt oder im Hause der Erquickung (cf.
Geldner: “im Hause des nach euch verlangenden Opferers”), so horet doch auf mich,

ihr Unsterbliche!

... kommet vom Himmel zum Preislied wie Biiffel an einem Rinnsal!

... ihr Manner des Himmels (divé nara) ...

These passages leave little doubt that the Asvins’ place is in heaven, that is, on the sky’s

firmament. The Asvins are invoked to come from the sky, from the realm of light. They reach the sky’s

firmament and go around the sky. They are the “men of the sky,” who find the sun and appear at
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dawn. This last feature, which can be met with in numerous other passages, shows the Advins as

clearly associated with dawn and sunrise.* I give some additional examples below:

1.46.1.

1.46.1.

1.46.7.

1.46.14.

1.46.14.

1.47.6.

1.46.7.

1.46.7.

1.118.11.

1157.1.

es6 usd dpurviya vi uchati priya divah
stusé vam asvina brhdt.
Dort leuchtet die Morgenrote wie keine je zuvor auf, die liebe (Tochter) des Himmels.

Laut preise ich euch, ihr Asvin.

Kommt auf dem Schiff unserer Gedanken, um ans andere Ufer zu gelangen. Schirret

euren Wagen an, Asvin.

Yuvor usa dnu sriyam pdrijmanor upacarat
rtd vanatho aktibhih
Euer, der Umherziehenden, Schonheit zog die Usas nach. In den Nachten gewinnet

ihr die rechten Wege.

.. Schaffet uns Reichtum vom Meere (samudrad) oder vom Himmel (divds) herbei,

vielbegehrten!

ano nava matinam yatdm paraya gantave
yurjatham asvina ratham
Wenn ihr Nasatya’s in der Ferne oder wenn ihr bei Turvasa seid, so kommet von da auf

leichtem Weg zu uns her, zugleich mit den (ersten) Strahlen der Sonne!

... denn ich rufe euch Asvin an unter Opferspenden bei Aufgang der Morgenrote ...

dbodhi agnir jma ud eti suriyo vi usas candra mahi avo arcisa

ayuksatam asvind yatave ratham prasavid devdh savitd jagat pythak

% Cf. e.g., Oldenberg (1894: 207); Macdonell (1897: 50); Keith (1925: 115).
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1.184.1.
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3.58.1.
3.58.1

3.58.4.
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4.44.1.

4.45.1.
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Agni ist erwacht, die Sonne steigt von der Erde empor; die schimmernde grof3e Usas

ist mit ihrem Strahl aufgeleuchtet. Die Asvin haben zur Fahrt ihren Wagen angeschirrt

Leicht rollt (euer) Wagen ... Ihr seid in Begleitung der Himmelstochter Usas (divo

duhitra usdsa sacethe).

Euch beide wollen wir heute, euch kiinftig rufen, bei aufleuchtender Morgenréte ...

In der Friihe ausziehend wie zwei wagenfahrende Méanner ...

... Am Morgen ..., ihr Morgendliche, kommt heran wie Wagenfahrer, ihr Machtige!

a dyotanim vahati subhrdyama usdsa stomo asvinav ajigah
(Usas) bringt in glanzender Auffahrt die Helligkeit. Das Loblied der Usas hat die Asvin

aufgeweckt.

... diese Stuf3trdanke .. haben sie wie Freunde euch dargereicht vor Anbruch der

Morgenrdote.

tdm vam rdatham vaydm adya huvema prthujrdyam asvina sdmgatim goh

ydh siriyam vahati vandhurayir girvahasam purutdmam vasityiim

Diesen euren Wagen wollen wir heute anrufen, den breitbahnigen, ihr Asvin, um die
Zeit, da sich das Rind sammelt (cf. Geldner: “der Morgen”); der die Suirya fahrt, der viel

Platz hat, vom Loblied gezogen, zum vielten Male auf Gutes ausgehend.

esd syd bhanur ud iyarti yujydte
rdthah pdrijma divé asyd sanavi
Da steigt jener Lichtstrahl empor; der umfahrende Wagen wird auf dieses Himmels

Riicken geschirrt.
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5.77.1.
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tid vam prksaso mdadhumanta irate rdtha dsvasa usdso viustisu
apornuvdntas tdma d pdrivrtam sivar nd $ukrdm tanuvdnta a rdjah
Eure Wagen (und) Pferde, die starkungs- und honigreichen, fahren bei Hellwerden der
Morgenroéte aus, die ganz zugedeckte Finsternis aufdeckend, wie die helle Sonne den

Raum durchziehend.

Mit schonem Opferwerk, mit Siif3igkeit wachen die Feuer die Asvin heran um das
Hellwerden der Morgenrdte, wenn mit gewaschenen Hénden, fleif3ig, umsichtig (der

Adhvaryu) den siif3en Soma mit Steinen ausgepresst hat.

dbhud usd risatpasur agnir adhayi rtviyah

dayojivam vrsan vasi rdtho dasrav dmartiyo madhvi mdma $rutam hdvam

Die Usas mit dem hellfarbigen Tier (“die Sonne”; cf. Geldner) ist erschienen, Agni ward
zu rechter Zeit angelegt. Euer unsterblicher Wagen ward angeschirrt, ihr

schitzereichen Meister. Thr Suif3esliebende, erhoret meinen Ruf!

Opfert den Frithkommenden zuerst; sie sollen vor dem missgiinstigen Geier trinken,

denn am Morgen empfangen die Asvin ihr Opfer.

dsoci agnih samidhané asmé upo adrsran tamasas cid dntah

dceti ketiir usdsah purdstac chriyé divé duhitir jayamanah

Das entziindete Feuer ist bei uns entflammt; selbst der Finsternis Ende ist erschienen.
Im Osten hat sich das Banner der Morgenrdte, der Himmelstochter, bemerkbar

gemacht, das zur Schonheit geboren wird.

Dieser sinnreiche Dichter ruft (euch) wach mit wohlgesetzten Worten, noch vor den

Morgenrdten munter.
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Wenn dieser euer Wagen, ihr Wagenfahrer, im Friihlicht angeschirrt seine Umfahrt
vollendet, so bringet uns auf diesem bei Anbruch des Morgens Gliick und Segen zu

diesem Opfer, o Asvin!

Vor ihrer Schwester Usas weicht die Nacht, die Dunkle rdumt dem rétlichen (Strya)

den Weg.

Euren Wagen sollen am jiingsten Morgen die wohlwollenden Bullen(hengste)

herfahren.

Der Wagen, der euch fahrt, der dreisitzige, gutreiche, am Morgen ausfahrende, ihr

Fiirsten, auf dem kommet zu uns, Nasatya’s, wenn der Allgestaltige (?) zu euch geht.

Wenn die Morgenréten aufleuchten, o Advin, so tragen euch die Dichter ihre

erbaulichen Worte vor.

Diese Frithopfer rufen euch Morgendliche, o Asvin.

ydd uso yasi bhanund sdm suriyena rocase
a haydam asvino rdatho vartir yati nrpayiyam
Wenn du Usas mit deinem Glanze kommst, so strahlest du mit der Sonne zusammen.

Dieser Wagen der Advin beginnt (dann) seine mannerschiitzende Umfahrt (vartir).

.. 8ajésasa usdsa sitriyena ca irjam no dhattam asvina
... kommet her und bringet Richtum, eintrdchtig mit Usas und Strya, bringet uns Kratft,

o0 Aévin!®*®

These numerous passages show clearly that, as was the case with Indra/Taurus, the Asvins’

appearance at dawn, just before sunrise, is not coincidental, but represents one of their essential

3 The idea is recurrent in several verses of this hymn: cf. 8.35.4, 9, 16, and 19.
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mythological traits. In addition, the way this appearance is described in all these passages fits
extremely well with the concept of heliacal rising, which is the moment of the year when a
constellation rises from the east just before sunrise. The Asvins show up in the sky along with the
sun’s first rays. They travel on the sky’s firmament. They are invoked along with Dawn and the Sun to
bring prosperity to the worshippers.

We can see, therefore, that the Asvins’ features are similar to those of Indra with regard to the
way they are related to the sun and dawn. This strongly hints at the Asvins’ celestial nature. In other
words, since Indra represents Taurus, the Asvins must also represent a constellation. Which one?

The above-mentioned Vedic passage in which the Asvins are said to stop their chariot on the
Bull's head strongly indicates that this constellation is, indeed, Gemini. Thus, the picture one can see
in the sky (cf. figsa and 2) is spectacularly described in the Vedic myth. The twin gods, who travel
through the sky and “pull” their chariot (Auriga) on the sky’s firmament, find a moment of rest on the
Bull's head.

I will now turn attention again to the Asvins’ chariot (rdtha), which I identified with the
constellation Auriga. The chariot’s constant presence next to the constellations of the Asvins fully
supports this interpretation. In addition, passages such as 1.180.10, 4.43.5, 4.44.5, 4.45.1 (cf. above) show
without any doubt that, like the Asvins, the chariot is indeed located on the sky’s firmament.

The conclusion that the Asvins’ chariot represents the constellation Auriga also shows that the
previous theories that the Advins’ chariot represents the sun’s chariot have no foundation. These
theories are mainly based on the fact that the Advins are associated with the sun.” It is also possible
that the numerous passages that mention the sun’s daughter Siirya® as being borne through the sky in
the Advins’ chariot also contributed to the birth of such theories. Stirya, however, is specifically said to
be seated in the Asvins’ chariot, and not in the sun’s chariot. This clearly shows that this chariot does
not belong to the sun. Therefore, the Asvins’ chariot clearly belongs only to the Asvins, and represents

the constellation Auriga.

% Cf. e.g., Bergaigne (1878-1883: II 509-10): “I'insistance avec laquelle on leur attribue un char ... le char du soleil et celui du

sacrifice”; Hillebrandt (1990: I 369—70) also inclines to associate this chariot with the sun.

% This is certainly a feminine noun derived from Siirya, the word for “sun.”
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To underscore the importance of the Chariot in the mythology of the Agdvins, I quote below

other “enigmatic” passages which describe the Asvins and/or their chariot:

1.30.18.

1.30.18.

1.46.8.

1.47.2.

1.92.16.

1.116.18.

1.180.1.

1.182.2.

samandyojano hivam rdatho dasrav dmartiyah
samudré asvinéyate
Denn euer unsterblicher Wagen féahrt in einer Fahrt auf dem Meere (samudré)®, Ihr

Meister Asvin.

Eure Ruder ist breiter als der Himmel, euer Wagen (steht) am Landungsplatz der

Fliisse (tirthé sindhinam).*

Auf eurem dreisitzigen, dreiteiligen, schonverzierten Wagen kommet, Asvin.*

Thr Aévin, bis zu uns (macht) eure Umfahrt (vartir) ...

Als ihr Agvin ... die Umfahrt (vartir) machtet, (die Rosse) antreibend, da brachte euer
getreuer Wagen reiches Gut. Der Stier (vrsabhd) und das Krokodil waren daran

gesp annt.

Eure lenksamen Rosse (durcheilen) die Rdume, wenn euer Wagen um die

(Meer)fluten (drnas)* fliegt.

Denn ihr ... seid ... die besten Wagenfahrer (rathéya rathitama). Thr lenket den Wagen,

der mit SiiBigkeit voll beladen ist (pirndm rdtham vahethe madhva acitam).

% Cf. 7.68.7, 69.7, where it says that Bhujyu was rescued by the A$vins from the samudrd.
y! Jyu y

4 Grassmann translates tirthd as “Furt des Flusses.”

# Cf. Geldner: the three seats are for the Asvins and for Siirya, respectively.

# Cf. Grassmann: “stromende Flut der Gewisser.”
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irmanydd vdpuse vapus cakrdm rdthasya yemathuh
pdry anyd nahusa yuga mahna rdjamsi diyathah
Das eine Rad des Wagens — zum Staunen erstaunlich — habt ihr zuriick gehalten;
(mit den anderen) flieget ihr {iber die anderen nahuschigen Geschlechter, mit Macht

iiber die Rdume hinweg.

rdatho yo vam trivandhurdé hiranyabhisur asvina
pdri dyavaprthivi bhiisati Srutds téna nasatiya gatam
Euer dreisitziger Wagen mit den goldenen Ziigeln, der Himmel und Erde umkreist, o

Agvin, der berithmte, auf dem kommet her, Nasatya’s.

... Euer Wagen, der zu rechter Zeit geborene, durch die Presssteine zur Eile getrieben,

umfihrt in einem Tage Himmel und Erde (pdri dyavaprthivi'yati sadydh).

In ein und derselben Fahrt gelangt euer Wagen iiber die sieben Strome (sravdto), ihr
Eilige. Nicht fallen die staatlichen gottgeschirrten (Rosse) ab, die euch in euren Jochen

rasch bis ans Ziel fahren.

Thr [the Asvins — my note] holtet den ins Meer gestof3enen Bhujyu aus der Flut mit

euren Fliigelrossen [the Chariot’s horses — my note] ...

Welche Standorte ihr Asvin eingenommen habt in den jiingsten Tochtern des
Himmels .., wenn ihr auf dem Gipfel des Berges sitzet, (kommt von da) dem

opfernden Menschen Labsal mitbringend!

... Den Atri erlostet ihr aus Not, aus der Finsternis ...

Auf dem maénnerfahrenden, gedankengeschirrten, breitgestaltigen Wagen folget ihr

Meister Asvin der Usas.
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rdatham hiranyavandhuram hiranyabhisumasvina
a hi sthatho divispf$am
Besteiget also den Wagen mit dem goldenen Sitz, mit goldenem Ziigel, o Asvin, der bis

zum Himmel reicht!

Das (eine) Rad eures Wagen eilt herum, ein anderes bleibt im Lauf zuriick (cf. 5.73.3;

1.30.19).

An sie des Abends, an sie am Morgen, an die Herren der Schonheit, an sie bei ihrer

Ausfahrt (with their chariot — my note), die in Rudras Bahn wandeln (cf. e.g. 10.39.11).

a sugmiyaya stigmiyam pratd rdthena asvina va saksdni
huvé pitéva sobhart
Ich rufe zu guter Fahrt herbei den gutfahrenden (Wagen) am Morgen, oder die A$vin

in Begleitung ihres Wagens ...

Kommet mit dem Wagen, der schneller als der Gedanke ist ... o Asvin, bei dessen
Anschirrung des Himmels Tochter (Usas; cf. Geldner) geboren wird (und) die beiden

schonen Tageshilften (i.e., cf. Geldner: “Tag und Nacht”) des Vivasvat!

Machet eure Umfahrt (vartir) mit den siegreichen (Wagen) durch den Berg!

Diesen gemeisamen Wagen, den vielgerufenen, preislichen, dreirddrigen, immer
wieder zu den Trankspenden kommenden, herumfahrenden, weiser Rede wiirdigen,

wollen wir mit Lobliedern bei Anbruch des Morgens anrufen!

Wohin fahrt eure Wagen, wer erwartet denn, ihr Herren, den glinzenden zu
gliicklicher Fahrt, den in der Frithe kommenden, der fiir jeden Clan zu haben ist, der

jeden Morgen ausfahrt, mit Dichtung und Werkdienst?
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10.106.9. brhdnteva gambhdresu pratistham padeva gadhdm tdrate vidathah

10.106.9. Wie zwei Hochgewachsene im tiefen Wasser festen Stand®, wie zwei Fiif3e sollet ihr

fir den Durchschreitenden Grund finden.

These numerous passages show the Asvins’ chariot as having certain characteristics, which are
mentioned too often in the hymns to be considered merely incidental. Thus, the chariot is full of
goods and brings richness (1.47.3, 6; 1.182.2), and has three seats (1.47.2; 8.22.5).** As they drive their
chariot, the Asvins cross a body of water, and their chariot stops on the banks of the stream (1.46.8;
1180.1). The Asvins are said to stand in the water (10.106.9). The path of the Asvins’ journey is said to be
circular, that is, a revolution/rotation (vartis); their chariot revolves around the earth and the sky in
one day, through the mountain (10.39.13). The Asvins’ chariot is drawn by (winged) horses or by birds.
As they cross the sea, the Asvins save people who are about to drown or who live in darkness (e.g.,
Bhujyu, Atri).

All these mythological traits of the Advins are still completely unexplained. The conclusion
that the Asvins and their chariot represent the constellations Gemini and Auriga, respectively, can
explain much of this mythology.

The first enigma that can be immediately solved is the fact that the Asvins and their chariot
are said to rotate (cf. vartis above, which denotes a circular movement); indeed, the celestial bodies do
move in this way.*

Another recurrent story in the hymns is that the Advins stand in the water and that the chariot
itself passes through a body of water, which is a river.*’ In addition, the Aévins have a connection with
a celestial sea (samudra), which seems to be different from the river they cross (cf. e.g., 1.30.18; 1.47.6

above). The mystery surrounding the water crossing can be explained in the following way. Thus, it is

* The Sanskrit word is gadhdm, which Grassmann explains as “Ort im Wasser, wo man festen Fuf3 fassen kann.”
# Cf. Keith (1925: 114).

% The idea of a celestial revolution is also present in 3.58.8 (cf. 8.22.5, above), where it is said that the Asvins complete their

revolution around the earth and sky in one day; obviously, this is perfectly applicable to any star or constellation.

4 Cf. above 1.30.18; 1.46.7; 1.46.8; 1.47.6; 1.180.1; 7.67.8; 10.106.9.
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well-known that the Milky Way passes through Auriga and the lower part of the Twins’ bodies, which
are their legs (cf. fig. 2).*” In other words, the Advins are pictured in the sky as standing close to the
bank of the Milky Way, with their legs just inside the starry stream of the Galaxy, while their chariot,
i.e., Auriga, lies inside the Galaxy as well. This leads to the conclusion that, in all likelihood, the body
of streaming water or river the Asvins cross represents the Milky Way. That this is not merely
speculative is shown by the fact that in other ancient cultures such as the Chinese, the Milky Way was
called a “celestial river.”* The Egyptian celestial “Winding Waterway” (Mr nhs), which the dead
pharaoh had to cross in a boat, is often mentioned in the Pyramid Texts, and also is assumed to
represent the Milky Way.*

I will take up the pivotal issue of the Milky Way again below, in the section about Soma. Also,
in the section about the Adityas, I will analyze the significance of the samudrd, the celestial “sea,”
from which the Asvins travel, and which seems to be different from the “celestial river” (Skt. sindhu,
sravat; cf. e.g., 1.46.8 above).

Another spectacular passage, which can be perfectly understood in the context of the celestial

relationship between Taurus and the A$vins/Gemini, is the following:

1.116.18. ydd ayatam divodasdaya vartir bharddvajaya asvina hayanta
revdd uvaha sacand rdatho vam vrsabhds ca simsumdras ca yukta

1.116.18. Als ihr Aévin fiir Divodasa, fiir Bharadvaja die Umfahrt (vartir) machtet, (die Rosse)
antreibend, da brachte euer getreuer Wagen reiches Gut. Der Stier (vrsabhd) und das
Krokodil ($imsumdra) waren daran gespannt [Skt. yuktd= “attached or yoked (to it)”;

“concentrated (upon it)” — my note].

The verse is a splendid metaphor for the proximity of Taurus and Auriga in the sky (cf. fig. 2).

Thus, the Chariot is full of goods, which Taurus, being close to the chariot (right underneath it),

7 Cf. Kidd (1997: 239).
% The Chinese called the Milky Way the “Sky River” or “Silver River’; cf. Schafer (1974: 401-7).

* Cf. Faulkner (1966:154); for the “Winding Waterway” in the Pyramid Texts, cf. Faulkner (1969: 326).
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desires. Most important, however, is that the other animal yoked to or desiring the goods of the
Aévins' chariot is the $imsumara, a Sanskrit word translated as “Krokodil” by Geldner, and as
“Delphinus Gangeticus” by Williams (1899) and Grassmann (1872). Given the context of the present
discussion, it is natural to look to see whether this “Krokodil” represents another constellation in the
sky, which is close to Auriga and Taurus. Not very surprisingly, such a constellation exists. The
constellation Cetus “whale, dolphin” is close to Taurus (right behind it) and seems indeed to “stare” at
the Chariot (cf. figs. 2, 6). Cetus is an old constellation as well, whose origins are believed to go back to
Mesopotamia.” The Vedic verse, therefore, offers a very vivid picture of the relative celestial positions
of Taurus, Auriga, and Cetus.”

One of the most difficult issues in the mythology of the Asvins concerns the significance and
nature of the sun’s daughter Stirya, who always travels across the sky’s firmament in the Asvins’
chariot.®® The Asvins, in fact, are said to possess Surya. I give below some of the most important

passages concerning Surya:

4.43.2. .. rdtham kdam ahur dravddasvam asim ydm siiriyasya duhitavrnita.
4.43.2. ... Welchen Wagen nennen sie den schnellen mit den raschlaufenden Rossen, den die

Tochter des Sarya sich erkor?

4.43.6. .. tdd i st vam ajirdm ceti yanam yéna pdti bhdvathah siriyayah
4.43.6. ... Diese eure schnelle Fahrt machte fein Aufsehen, durch die ihr die Gatten [pdti =

probably, “the possessors,” not “husbands” — my note; cf. Grassmann; cf. 7.68.3 below;

nelis orpoise”; German “Meereschwein.
50E 1 huP ” G UM h »

' Cf. Kidd (1997: 314). Certainly, all these old constellations may have their origin in Mesopotamia; however, it is also

possible that other cultures in Asia knew of them.

5 In Homer (1118.488 = Od.5.274), it is said that the constellation of the Great Bear stares at Orion; cf. Anghelina (2010); the

Homeric metaphor is strikingly similar to that of the Vedic passage about Cetus.

% There are no reasonable explanations for Sarya. Grassmann (1964 = 1872) equates Sturya with the sun; however, in 4.43.3

it is clearly stated that Surya is Sarya’s daughter.
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the meaning “husbands” would presuppose an unattested Vedic matriarchal

polygamy!] der Sairya werdet.

a yddvam SL'm'yc'i ratham tisthad raghusyddam sdda
pdrivam arusd vayo gh_rnc'i varanta atdpah
Wann Siirya euren Wagen besteigt, den immer schnell fahrenden, dann halten eure

rotlichen (Vogel)rosse die Gluten von sich ab, dass sie nicht versengen.

ddhi $riyé duhita siriyasya ratham tasthau purubhuja satétim ...
Des Suirya Tochter hat zur Herrlichkeit euren hunderthelfenden Wagen bestiegen, ihr

Vielniitzende.

prdvam rdtho mdnojava iyarti tiré rajamsi asvina Satétih
asmdbhyam suriyavasi iyandh
Euer gedankenschneller Wagen mit den hundert Gnaden setzt sich in Bewegung

durch die Rdume, o A$vin, zu uns eilend, ihr Besitzer der Strya (suriyavasi).

Diesen euren Wagen wollen wir heute anrufen, den breitbahnigen, ihr Asvin, um die
Zeit, da sich das Rind sammelt (cf. Geldner: “der Morgen,” i.e., “in the morning”); der

die Stirya fihrt, der viel Platz hat (ydh siriyam vdhati vandhurayiir) ...

That Suirya is a very important character in the mythology of the Asvins is shown by the fact

that their chariot has three seats™; in all likelihood, these seats belong to the Asvins and to Sarya,

respectively.” But who, in fact, is Stirya?

The constellation Auriga “the Chariot” can offer a spectacular solution to this issue as well.

This solution concerns one of the stars in Auriga, which is among the brightest stars in the sky of the

northern hemisphere. This is Capella, the “Goat” or o Aurigae, which is a first magnitude star with

5 Cf. above 8.22.5; 1.47.2.

% Cf. above n.46 (Geldner); Keith (1925: 114); Hillebrandt (1990: I 369, n. 11) is opposed to this view.
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regard to its brightness (cf. fig. 1).* Capella is located right at the top of the Chariot, a position which
perfectly accounts for the fact that Sirya is seated in the chariot. Stirya then represents Capella. The
Sanskrit name Surya, which is obviously derived from that of the sun, wonderfully accounts for
Capella’s brightness.

The celestial nature of the Asvins and their chariot can explain other difficult passages as well.
For example, stanza 1.30.19 (quoted above, in the section about Indra), which describes the Asvins
stopping their chariot on the bull's head, contains an interesting metaphor, which is also present in
5.73.3 and 8.22.4; one wheel of the Asvins’ chariot stops upon the bull's head or “is left behind,”
whereas the other one keeps on revolving in and around the sky: pdri dyam anydd iyate.” Geldner
interprets these passages as meaning that one wheel remains in heaven whereas the other one comes
on earth to the worshipper, who would prepare himself to sacrifice a bull for the Asvins. Therefore,
the bull in these passages would be, according to Geldner, a sacrificial bull. This does not seem to be a
viable argument; why and how would a chariot stop on a real bull's head? In addition, the name itself
used for the “bull” in this passage, aghnyd, “not to be slain,” shows clearly that this is not a sacrificial
bull.

Given that the Bull represents Taurus, I would give a different explanation for the passage
above. Thus, the shape of the constellation Auriga lets us imagine the “front” wheel of the chariot, but
not the one on the other side of the chariot (cf. figs. 1 and 2), which seems indeed to be hidden in the
sky.™ The metaphor then may simply underscore this fact; the first wheel, that is, the front wheel of
the chariot, rests on Taurus’s head; the second one, which cannot be pictured on the two-dimensional
surface of the celestial firmament, keeps on revolving in heaven and ensures the motion of the

chariot.”

5% Cf. Kidd (1997: 239).
57 Cf. also 5.73.3: rmanydd vdpuse vdpus cakrdm rdthasya yemathuh.

5% That this is the case is clearly stated in 10.85.16: “Deine zwei Rider, o Siirya, kennen die Brahmanen genau, aber das eine
Rad, das verborgen ist, das kennen nur die Wahrkeitskenner”; cf. Geldner. In the passage it is also said that the chariot has
three wheels, which is strange; this may have to do with the general three-fold form of the chariot (i.e., the three seats of

the chariot; cf. above); obviously, the “front wheel” is represented by the tip of Taurus’s horn, i.e.  Tauri = y Aurigae.

5 That this fact is enigmatic is expressed in 5.73.3: vapuse vapus “zum Staunen erstaunlich.”
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I would finally speculate about the meaning of two other passages, in which the Asvins are
invoked either to come down to earth from the top of the “mountain” (pdrvatasya mirdhani; cf. 7.70.3
above) or to make their celestial revolution through the “mountain” (pdrvatam; cf. 10.17.13). Since the
Advins’ trip is through the sky, it is likely that this “mountain” is celestial as well. The most likely
candidate for this is the celestial meridian, which defines the highest point in the sky a star reaches.
Such a metaphor would not be as strange as it might first seem, since this is actually what happens in
the sky; indeed, during its nocturnal course, a star is seen as “climbing up” in the sky until it reaches its
highest point, which is the celestial meridian (“the mountain”); once it reaches this point, the same
star is seen as “descending” towards its setting point in the west.

The fact that the Advins and their chariot represent Gemini and Auriga, respectively, raises
another important issue, which concerns the transparent etymology of the Asvins’ name. Thus, it is
likely that the “possession of horses” that is implied by this name has to do with the Asvins’ chariot. In
other words, the existence of the chariot implies the existence of horses yoked to the chariot.” Were
these horses represented in the sky by stars or constellations? A clear answer to this question is not
possible to give, but the issue is less important. What is important is that the Asvins possess a chariot,
which naturally has horses yoked to it.

o
In the above discussion I explored some of the most intriguing aspects of the Asvins’ mythology
including their nature; I showed that, in all likelihood, these gods represent the constellation Gemini.
There is, however, one essential aspect that still remains to be explained. This concerns the fact that
the Aévins are — as the numerous passages above show — constantly invoked at dawn to bring their
chariot laden with goods/wealth to earth. What is the significance of this wealth and why is their
chariot laden with it? And, most importantly, why are they invoked at dawn?

To answer this question we need to go back to the discussion about Indra. It is impossible to

fully grasp the role of the Asdvins in the Rig Veda without a complete understanding of Indra’s nature

% It has been noted many times, e.g., by Keith (1925: 114) and Macdonell (1897: 50), that sometimes the Asvins’ chariot is
drawn by birds (swans etc.). However, this may be only metaphorical language. The fact that the chariot is in the sky may
have contributed to the idea that these horses were winged; in fact, this is how Geldner translates adjectives such as

patatrin (cf. 7.69.7, “Fliigelrossen”).
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and role in this religion. Certainly, as the present study shows, Indra represents the constellation
Taurus during an age when the constellation was announcing the spring equinox. He is the great
celestial bull supporting the sky on his head, regulating the succession of the seasons or the
alternation between day and night, preparing the sun’s path at dawn. Indra’s myth, however, has
much more to offer. This concerns the most important aspect of Indra’s mythology, which is the god’s
well-known fight with the demon Vrtra. Therefore, Indra’s role in the Vedic mythology cannot be

completely understood without addressing the issue of this cosmic fight.

C. INDRA AND VRTRA
The identification of Indra with the constellation Taurus immediately raises a pivotal issue, which
concerns the significance of Indra’s fight and victory against the demon Vrtra. Therefore, given that
Indra represents Taurus, who can Vrtra be? Most importantly, why is there a fight between the two? Is
this a meaningless myth?

A closer examination of some passages in the Rig Veda shows that, as is the case with Indra,

Vrtra’s location is also in the sky, where he was placed by Indra:

10.138.6. etd tiyd te $ritiyani kévala ydd éka ékam dkrnor ayajiidm
masam vidhanam adadha ddhi dydvi tvaya vibhinnam bharati pradhim pita

10.138.6. Auf diese rithmlichen Taten hast nur du Anspruch, dass du der Eine den Anderen
opferlos machest. Du setzest (ihn = Vrtra; cf. Geldner) als Einteiler der Monate an den

Himmel; den von dir Zerspalteten tragt der Vater (the sky; cf. Geldner) als Scheibe.

10.49.6. ... ich der Vrtratéter ... den sich auswachsenden, gehorig sich ausbreitenden (Vrtra) am

fernen Ende des Raumes im Himmelslichter verwandelte (duré paré rdjaso

rocanakaram).
1.80.4. nir indra bhitmiya ddhi vrtram jaghantha nir divdh.
1.80.4. Du, Indra, hast von der Erde, vom Himmel den Vrtra vertrieben.
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Vrtra, therefore, represents certain “lights” of the sky at the end of the celestial space (cf. above
RV 10.49.6). As in Indra’s case, these lights function as regulators of the seasons/months, which show
clearly that rocand, the Sanskrit word for “lights,” does refer to “lights” located in the sky, that is, to
stars. In other words, given that Indra is Taurus, these characteristics of Vrtra strongly hint to the fact
that, in all likelihood, Vrtra represents another constellation in the sky. Surprisingly, however, Vrtra is
also said to have been banished from the sky by Indra; this seems to be in contradiction with Vrtra’s
celestial nature.

To determine who the celestial Vrtra is, it is important to notice from the outset that the

cosmic fight between Indra and Vrtra is about conquering the sun. Here are some relevant examples:

1.100.6. sd manyumfh samadanasya karta asmakebhir nfbhih sﬁriyam sanat
asminn dhan sdtpatih puruhiité maritvan no bhavatu indra uti

1.100.6. Der Vereitler der bosen Absicht, der Erreger des Streits mdge mit unseren Mannen das
Sonnenlicht gewinnen, an diesem Tag vielgerufen als der rechtméf3ige Herr — der

Indra soll uns in Begleitung der Marut zu Hilfe kommen.

3.34.8. satrasaham vdreniyam sahodam sasavamsam suvar apds ca devih
sasana yah prthivim dyém utémam indram madanti dnu dhiranasah

3.34.8. Dem vollstandigen Sieger, dem vorziiglichen Siegverleiher, der die Sonne und die
gottlichen Wasser gewonnen hat (sasavamsam), der die Erde und diesen Himmel

gewonnen hat (sasana), dem Indra jubeln die Liederfrohen Beifall zu.

6.17.8. ddha tva visve purd indra deva ékam tavdsam dadhire bhdraya
ddevo ydd abhi atthista devan suvarsata vrnata indram dtra

6.17.8. Da stellten dich allein, den Starken, alle Gotter an die Spitze, um (den Sieg) zu
gewinnen, o Indra; als der Ungott sich iiber die Gotter iiberhob, da erwéhlten sie im

Kampfum die Sonne [suvarsata = “in the fight for light” — my note] den Indra.

The fact that at the spring equinox Taurus “conquers” the sun by killing Vrtra shows that the

constellation Vrtra is also related to the spring equinox. The decisive element for determining this
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constellation is Vrtra’s location at “the end of the celestial space.” Thus, it is well-known that the
constellation Scorpio is diametrically opposed in the sky to Taurus. This means that at the spring
equinox the heliacal rising of Taurus occurs at the same time as the setting of Scorpio, which is indeed
located at “the end of celestial space” with respect to Taurus. Vrtra then cannot be other than Scorpio,
a constellation that, like Taurus, functions as a “regulator” of the seasons (in particular, during the
Taurus era, Scorpio announced the fall equinox!). The Vedic myth, therefore, captures a precise
moment in the early-morning sky; this is the moment when, at the spring equinox, Taurus heliacally
rises in the east, and, simultaneously, Scorpio sets in the west, disappearing from the sky.
Metaphorically, the sun is “conquered” by Taurus-Indra, and Scorpio-Vrtra is “banished” from the sky.

The identification of Vrtra with Scorpio raises the important issue of how the Vedic people got
to know this constellation. Scorpio is an old constellation, known by the Babylonians and, most likely,
even before them by the Sumerians.” Therefore, like Taurus, this constellation also seems to have
been known in Mesopotamia as early as the third millennium Bc. The Indo-Aryans then could have
borrowed Scorpio either from the Mesopotamians, or from other people belonging to the same
geographical milieu.

I would add here another strong element which undeniably shows that Vrtra represents the
constellation Scorpio. This is the fact that Vrtra is often presented as a sort of dragon or snake (dhi).*
Given Scorpio’s shape in the sky (cf. figs. 9; 10), this is unlikely to be a coincidence. Indeed, Scorpio’s
shape can be easily interpreted as either a scorpion or a snake/dragon. That this is not very
speculative is shown by the fact that the Javanese people also imagine Scorpio as a snake.® Therefore,
the interpretation of Scorpio as representing a dragon or snake is not only possible, but, in the context
of the present argument, also very probable. Certainly, I do not mean by this that the Vedic

constellation was identical to the zodiacal sign Scorpio as we know it. In fact, it is well-known that the

% The Sumerian name for Scorpio was ™ GIR.TAB; cf. Hartner (1965: 3-5).
% For references, cf. Grassmann (1964), the entry for dhi.

% Cf. Staal (1988: 225); the information comes from the Zeiss library of planetarium projections (cf. Staal xii); Scorpio is also

pictured as a snake by tribes in Brazil; I did not, however, have access to the original source.
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Babylonian constellation known as Scorpio included the constellation Libra as the scorpion’s claws.*
It is clear, however, that the Vedic world imagined Scorpio’s general shape as representing a dragon or
a snake.

Therefore, the battle between Indra and Vrtra is a metaphor for the cosmic/astronomical
event occurring at the spring equinox, when Taurus appears on the eastern horizon at dawn, and
Scorpio sets in the west. Taurus “wins” the sun and “defeats” the dragon Scorpio.” This interpretation
of the myth points immediately to an additional and important issue. Thus, since the battle between
Indra and Vrtra ends at the spring equinox with Indra’s victory, could this possibly mean that the
Vedic myth tells the story of the spring’s victory over the winter season? In order to answer this new
question, other parts of the myth need to be explained.

One of the most important elements of the myth is represented by the metaphor of the
“release of the waters,” which occurs through Indra’s victory over Vrtra. The “release of the waters” has
been interpreted in various ways.” J. Muir (1868-1873 (5): 95) thought that Vrtra was the demon of
drought, whom Indra conquers in order to bring back the rain. The same opinion, with some
variations, was supported by A. Ludwig (1876-1888 (3): 337), A. Bergaigne (1969-1972 (2): 207), and A.
A. Macdonell (1897: 91). A. B. Keith (1925:127) also finds this opinion plausible. Recently, W. D.
O’Flaherty (1981: 152) has explained the “release of the waters” in similar terms. H. Oldenberg (1913:
137), on the other hand, considers that the “waters” do not represent the rain, but the rivers spreading
from the springs when the winter season is over. This opinion is shared by A. Hillebrandt (1990 (2):
104-105, 109), who believes that the myth of “the release of the waters” expresses a reality found in

temperate regions, in which the rivers free themselves from ice during spring time.” All these

% Cf. Hartner (1965: 15).

% Oberlies (1998: 363-66, 369—70) argues that this myth is cosmogonic and that Vrtra is the primeval dragon, who holds in
himself the primordial waters. This observation is not in conflict with my hypotheses here; in fact, in 10.49.6 (see above) it
is said that Indra placed Vrtra in the sky after he defeated him, which makes this myth etiological as well; the “battle”
between Taurus and Scorpio at the spring equinox then can be interpreted as the reenactment of the primordial battle

between Indra and Vrtra illo tempore.
% For a synopsis of the older views, cf. Hillebrandt (1980 (2): 94-119).

% Hillebrandt’s hypotheses, however, have nothing to do with the astronomical event of the spring equinox.
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hypotheses will prove to be extremely important to my argument here, because they bring up the
issue of seasonal change from winter to spring.

The hypothesis that the myth of Indra slaying Vrtra is a metaphor for the change of the
seasons at the spring equinox, with Indra and Vrtra representing the equinoctial constellations, hints
indeed at the idea that the “release of the waters” may have to do with a shift in the weather pattern at
the spring equinox. Is this shift related to the start of the rainy season?

It is well known that the rainy (monsoon) season in India starts in late June and ends in
September/October. This period of time does not include the spring equinox. This is a great
impediment to the theory of a rainy season beginning at the spring equinox.” Hillebrandt’s
assumptions managed to get around this difficulty by assuming that the myth originated in a region in
which the spring season could indeed determine such a change in the weather pattern. This is the
case only in the northern, temperate regions of Asia. Moreover, Hillebrandt’s argument, according to
which the waters are generated by the melted ice, is not very compelling, since ice does not seem to
play a role in the myth. Therefore, the solution I am proposing here is slightly different from
Hillebrandt's; it combines Hillebrandt’s argument with those relating the waters to the spring rain.

In the temperate regions of Eurasia the beginning of spring is associated with rain, which is
essential for the development of the crops. I argue, therefore, that the “release of the waters,” which is
the result of Indra’s victory over Vrtra, represents the spring rain occurring at the beginning of the
spring season in the temperate regions of Eurasia. In astronomical and meteorological terms, this
means that Taurus’ equinoctial rising in March, when the fields start to germinate, brings rain to the
land. This explains perfectly why Indra was so often invoked to bring prosperity to the Vedic tribes.
The most important consequence of this argument, however, is that the myth must have been created

in those regions in which the Indo-Aryans found themselves before they entered the Indian sub-

% Oberlies (1998: 419—24), drawing on post-Vedic evidence, relates Indra to the beginning of the Vedic new year, which
started, in his opinion, at the winter solstice (the time when the sun “conquers” darkness); however, he eventually
acknowledges that his theory cannot explain the “release of the waters.” One should note, however, that there is no
certainty that the new year started at the winter solstice in the Rig Veda; cf. Bryant (2001: 253—-54). The Iranian evidence

shows that the pre-Zoroastrian new year began at the spring equinox; cf. Blois (1996: 48—49).
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continent. This must have occurred before 2000 BC,” since Taurus announced the spring equinox
between 4000 and 2000 BC.

The observation that the myth of Indra killing Vrtra goes back to before 2000 BC raises an
important question; can this astronomical myth be an Indo-Iranian creation? The answer to this
question is apparently in the negative. On one hand, the status of Indra in the Avesta is not as
prominent as in the Rig Veda; in the Avesta, Indra is only a minor deity.”” On the other hand, the
demon Vrtra is not present in the Iranian religion (Avesta), which means that this religion did not
know the myth of Indra slaying Vrtra. Therefore, this myth seems to be an Indo-Aryan creation.

A connection between the Rig Veda and the Avesta, however, does exist. Thus, in the Avesta
there is a deity called Vrfragna. This immediately brings to mind that one of the most important
epithets of Indra is Vrtrahan “Vrtra’s killer” (cf. Skt. han- = “to kill”). Given this, a natural question
arises: what is the relation between Vrtra and Vrfragna?

In his comprehensive study about Vrtra and Vrfragna, Benveniste (1934: 177-199) argues that
Vrlragna does not refer to a demon Vrfra. His arguments are the following. First, as I have already
pointed out, there is no mention of a demon Vrtra in the Iranian texts. Secondly, the word Vrfragna in
the Avesta has a different meaning from its Vedic counterpart, since it refers neither to a demon Vrtra
nor to Indra. According to Benveniste, the name of the god Vrfragna in the Avesta has its origin in the
neuter noun vrfra, which derives from the root *vr- “to cover” and means “defense.” Therefore, the
meaning of the word Vrfragna would be “the one who destroys the defenses,” and Vrfragna would be
“the god of victory” in the Avesta. Benveniste concludes that the myth of Indra and Vrtra is a purely
Vedic creation that derives from an Indo-Iranian background; thus, starting from the Indo-Iranian
character, the Indo-Aryans would have invented the demon named Vrtra and the myth of Vrtrahan

(Indra) slaying it.”

% The split of the Aryans into Indo-Aryans and Iranians seems to have occurred around or even before 2000 BC; cf.
Mallory (1989: 38-39).

™ Cf. e.g., Macdonell (1897: 66); Hillebrandt (1980: I 257—59).

™ Benveniste also notices that a fight between a hero and a snake/demon does exist in the Avesta; these characters are
Oraitauna and Azi Dahaka (cf. Skt. dhi). Benveniste argues that this myth, which represents the general IE myth of the

hero fighting the dragon, continued to exist in the myth of Indra and Vrtra. Therefore, the Indo-Aryans would have

37



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)

Benveniste’s arguments are extremely interesting from the standpoint of comparative
mythology. The absence of Vrtra from the Iranian religion, however, does not exclude the possibility
that the Indo-Iranian *Vrtraghan, the “god of victory,” represented Taurus in Indo-Iranian times.”
Certainly, if Benveniste is right about the origins of Vrtra, this would mean that the Indo-Iranians
celebrated Taurus in a religious context lacking Scorpio. It would also mean that the further
development of the myth, which contains the fight between Indra/Taurus and Vrtra/Scorpio, was an
Indo-Aryan invention dating back to at least 2000 BC, during the time when Taurus still announced
the spring equinox.” Even in such circumstances, which seem unlikely to me, the myth would still
have to be seen as created outside India, in the more northern and more temperate Asian regions.” I

will take up these issues again in the section on the Adityas.

D. AN OLD AND FORGOTTEN THEORY
The hypothesis that Indra represents a constellation is not new.” E. M. Plunket (1903) was struck by
the astronomical connotations of some of the passages in the Rig Veda and thought that Indra was the

god of the summer solstice and that Vrtra represented the constellation Hydra. In her view, the victory

adapted the character of Vrtrahan to their new myth, inventing a demon Vrtra, which they further used in the myth of the

hero slaying the dragon.

™ Schmidt (2006) argues that the Vedic Indra replaced the Indo-Iranian *Vrfragna; for a synopsis of the whole issue, cf.

Oberlies (1998: 247—250); Gnoli & Jamzadeh (1988).

™ In my opinion, the dating of this myth to before 2000 B C is unavoidable. Thus, Indra defines the succession of the
seasons, and supports the sky on his head; these are transparent hints to his being located on both the celestial equator
and the ecliptic. In addition, the existence of the Indo-Iranian Vrtrahan, who is likely to be identical with Indra/Taurus,
also supports the same dating, since the Indo-Iranian group must have existed only before 2000 B C. On the other hand,
the myth of the “release of the waters,” which marks the beginning of the spring season, makes perfect sense only in
respect to the spring equinox. In other words, if one assumes that the myth was created on Indian soil after 2000 B ¢, when
Taurus rose heliacally in April, there is no way to reconcile the myth with the Indian monsoon season in June! Finally, it is
worth noting that the mere fact that Indra is the greatest Vedic god means that he must have been astronomically

important; this is the case of Taurus before 2000 B C.
™ For the chronological issues, also cf. Oberlies (1998: 152—62).

™It is worth mentioning that Plunket was not a specialist in Vedic studies.
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of Indra and the release of the waters would symbolize the beginning of the monsoon season in India,
which occurs around or shortly after the summer solstice (late June). Plunket, therefore, tries to
connect the myth of Indra with the seasonal cycle of the Indian subcontinent; obviously, for her this
myth is a creation belonging to the Indian subcontinent.

This interesting idea, however, is unlikely to be true. The summer solstice at the time when
the Vedic people arrived in India (most likely not before 2000 BC) was represented by the
constellation Cancer. It is hard to see any connection between the “great Bull of the sky” and Cancer.”
Why would Cancer be the Vedic “great Bull of the sky” when Taurus had already been fulfilling this
role in several cultures for thousands of years? This single objection renders Plunket’s theory and
dating of the myth untenable. Another problematic aspect of Plunket’s theory concerns the
identification of the dragon Vrtra with Hydra. Thus, as I showed above, Vrtra is a constellation
indicating the seasons. Hydra does not fulfill this role, since it is not located on the ecliptic. Finally, as
we shall see below, another strong argument against Plunket’s theory is that the identification of
Indra with Cancer cannot account for the close relationship existing between Indra and Soma.

The arguments against Plunket’s theory are strong. It is worthwhile, however, to explore
Plunket’s apparently strongest argument for the identification of Indra with the summer solstice
constellation. This is based on those few passages in the Rig Veda in which Indra is said to “stop” the

horses of the sun:

10.92.8. stras cid d harito asya riramad indrad a kds cid bhayate taviyasah
10.92.8. Selbst die Sonne hielt ihre falben Stuten an. Vor Indra als Stirkerem fiirchet sich ein
jeder ... (cf. Geldner's note: “Auch dem Svar brachte er seine Falbinnen zum

Stillstand”).

1.121.13. tuvdm suro harito ramayo nin

1.121.13. Du Indra hieltest die Falbinnen des Sonnengottes an den Ménnern (beistehend) ...

7 Plunket does not seem to notice that Indra is the “Bull” par excellence.

39



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)

The Sanskrit verb ram in these passages can indeed mean to "stop,” as translated by Geldner
(Germ. halten "to stop"). Plunket, who follows Griffith's English translation, in which the verb is
translated as "to stop" as well, interprets this as a transparent allusion to the summer solstice, the time
of the year when the sun's horses would "stop.” ™

The passage Plunket mentions, however, can be interpreted in a different way. Thus, there are
other Rig Vedic passages in which Indra apparently does not "stop" the sun's horses, but brings them

behind/next to him.

5.29.5. ddha krdtva maghavan tibhyam devd dnu visve adaduh somapéyam
ydt sitriyasya haritah pdtantih purdh satir ipara étase kdh

5.20.5. Da gestanden dir alle Gotter nach Wunsch den Somatrank zu, du Gabenreicher, als du
des Sarya fliegende Falbinnen, die voraus waren (purdh satir) unter Etasa ins

Hintertreffen (dpara) brachtest.

8.50.8. Deine falben Wagenpferde, die ohne Unfall zu erleiden des Windes Kraft iiberholen,
mit denen du den Dasyu vor Manu zum Schweigen brachtest (?), mit denen du die

Sonne einholest (yébhih sivah pariyase).

The story of Indra catching up with the sun's horses then may be the same with that in the
passage quoted by Plunket. If this is the case, then the meaning of the verb ram in that passage should
be reconsidered. Monier-Williams gives one possible meaning of ram, as “to calm; to set to rest”; this
seems indeed to have been one of the main meanings of ram, since in other Indo-European languages
and in Sanskrit as well words derived from the same root have similar meanings (cf. Lith. rimti “to be
calm”; Gk. erémos “lonely”; Skt. ramd, ramya “night” = “time for rest”).” It is then possible that the
meaning of the passages Plunket alluded to is that Indra calmed the sun's horses so that he could
catch up with them at the spring equinox. As I noted above, this is precisely what happens at the

equinox. The verb ram in the passages quoted by Plunket then may mean “to calm down.” In fact, in

" In fact, the sun’s horses never stop, since the sun never stops.

7 Cf. Mallory & Adams (2006: 355).
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the passage describing the Asvins “stopping” their chariot on the bull's head, the word for “to stop” is
ni-yam (cf. also 5.73.3), not ram.

To sum up: the Rig Vedic evidence that Indra represents the constellation Taurus makes the
interpretation of Indra as the god of the summer solstice unlikely. Plunket's merit, however, is
incontestable, since she had the intuition that the Rig Vedic passages and myths express celestial
phenomena.™

Indra’s myth, therefore, concerns the advent of the prosperous spring. It is in this context that
one can best understand the Advins’ role in bringing wealth to the land/people. The heliacal rising of
Taurus at the spring equinox (in March) implies that the heliacal rising of Gemini occurred in the
second part of April. In the temperate regions of Eurasia, this is the time of the year when, after the
rains of the early spring, the fields begin to produce the early green foliage, which will eventually
become the crops to be harvested at the end of summer. The As$vins’ wealth, therefore, is not an
abstract notion. As was the case with the “release of the waters” in the myth of Indra, the invocation of
the Asvins’ chariot to bring wealth to the people has a clear correlate in nature. Therefore, since the
worship of these gods most likely took place in April, there is no need to assume — as Brunnhofer and
Weber assumed a long time ago — that the myth was created during a period of time when the Asvins
announced the spring equinox, i.e., between 6000 and 4000 BC.* In addition, the probable absence of
the Asvins in the Iranian religion also shows that the myth was created later, after the separation of

the Indo-Aryans from their Iranian brethren.*

™ Plunket also identifies other Vedic gods with known constellations. I do not find her hypotheses very attractive. To give
an example: she identifies the Advins with the late Hindu naksatra Asvini, which represents § and y Arietis. If this were
true, the Asvins’ chariot would be directed in the sky in a direction opposed to that assumed in the present paper. Asvini,

however, is a feminine noun, and, therefore, cannot represent the Asvins.

% I explained above that the constellation announcing the spring equinox changes every 2000 years because of the “the

precession of the equinoxes.”

8 The communis opinio is that the origin of the Asvins is Indo-European, since similar twin gods can be met with in
different IE cultures such as the Greek, Baltic or Germanic ones; however, this does not constitute a proof that the
astronomical A$vins were of Indo-Iranian origin, as e.g. Macdonell (1897: 53), Keith (1925: 117) or Hillebrandt (1990: I 36)

think. The Aévins are not present in Iranian religion, although it is known that they are present in the Indo-Aryan branch
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The Vedic religion, therefore, celebrated the advent of the spring through the worship of the
constellations Taurus and Gemini in March and April, respectively. Before these months, these
constellations were invisible in the sky for most of the night time. One can, therefore, easily
understand why they were worshipped with such devotion; their sudden appearance in the morning
sky coincided with the advent of the spring, the season of the year that brought prosperity to the land
and its people.

The present astronomical interpretation of Indra and the Asdvins raises the possibility that
other important Vedic gods might enjoy the same celestial status. The next gods who immediately

come to mind as potential candidates for a celestial place are Indra’s associates, the Maruts.

E. THE MARUTS
Among the most important deities in the Rig Veda are the enigmatic Maruts, thirty-three hymns being
dedicated to them alone, seven at least to them conjointly with Indra, and one hymn with Agni and
Pusan.” The Maruts are intimately associated with Indra. Thus, they increase Indra’s strength and
prowess (3.35.9; 6.17.11), and they assist Indra in his fight against Vrtra (8.65.2—3; 10.113.3); they even
strike Vrtra assisted by Indra (1.23.9). Their chief is Indra (1.23.8); they are accompanied by Indra
(10.128.2). These associations with Indra made Macdonell (1897: 81) think they were, like Indra, gods of
the storm. The hypothesis, however, that Indra is the constellation Taurus forces us to reevaluate the
meaning of these gods and their mythological traits.

One of the most important qualities of the Maruts is their brightness, which lights darkness.
The Maruts appear at dawn with the first sun rays. They are located in a place which is said to be the
seat of the world order (rtdsya sddanesu). I give below these passages which describe the attributes of

the Maruts.

1.37.2. ... von selbst glanzend (svabhanavah)

of the Mitanni people. In any case, even if they could be shown to be present in the Iranian religion, this would not mean

that their worship goes back to before 4000 B C.

% Cf. Macdonell (1897: 77).
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... die Heerschar von funkelndem Glanze

... die Nachte belebend ... (ksdpo jinvantah)

’ e — Z i — 1 . z . z ’ .
té dasagvah prathama yajiidm tihire té no hinvantu usdso viustisu

usa nd ramir arunair dpornute mahd jyotisa sucata géarnasa

té ksonibhir arunébhir nd asijibhi rudra rtdsya sddanesu vavrdhuh

niméghamana dtiyena pajasa suscandrdam varnam dadhire supésasam

Die Dasagva’s haben zuerst das Opfer ausgefiihrt. Die sollen uns bei dem Aufgang der
Morgenréte anspornen: Wie die Morgenrdte mit ihrem rétlichen (Farben) die Néchte
aufdeckt, (so deckten sie die Kuhhohle auf) mit dem herrlichen, glithenden,
rinderwogende Lichte./ Die Rudraséhne [the Maruts are Rudra’s sons — my note]
sind mit ihren Scharen wie (die Usas’) mit ihren rétlichen Farben an den Sitzen der
Weltordnung (rtdsya sddanesu) grof3 geworden. In Rossgestalt herabharnend nahmen

sie ihre leuchtende, schone Farbe an.

yésam $riyadhi rédasivibhrajante rathesu a

divi rukmd ivopdri

Die durch ihre Schonheit auf ihren Wagen Himmel und Erde iiberstrahlen wie der
Goldschmuck (i.e., the sun; cf. Geldner) oben am Himmel.

... Himmel und Erde schmiickend ...

Sie lassen mit Macht der Sonne den Ziigel schief3en, dass sie ihre Bahn laufe.

(Zugleich) mit deren Strahlen haben sie sich zerstreut.

/ seL . - P z s £ s =
agnir hi jani parviyas chando nd siro arcisa

té bhanubhir vi tasthire
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Denn Agni ward als erster geboren; wie ein Verfiihrer (lacht) die Sonne im

Strahlenglanz. (Zugleich) mit der Sonnenstrahlen haben sie sich zerstreut.

Many passages show the Maruts as connected with the sky; they can appear in the night sky,

travel along the sky, and come up in the sky. Most importantly, they are located in the sky:®

1.38.2.

1.85.2.
1.85.2.

5:52.3

10.77.2.

10.77.2.

2.34.10—11.

7.58.1.

5.53.8.

8.7.11.

Vor eurer Auffahrt weicht der Menschensohn ...

Wohin jetzt - was ist eure Reiseziel?

... divi rudraso ddhi cakrire sadah

... die Rudra(sohne) haben sich im Himmel einen Sitz erworben.

Sie springen iiber die Nédchte weg wie die sprunglustige Stiere ...

Sriyé mdrydso aﬁjfﬁlr akrnvata sumdrutam nd purvir dti ksdpah

divds putrasa éta nd yetira ...

Zur Schonheit legten die Jiinglingen ihre Zierraten an, wie ihr schones Marutwetter
iiber viele Nichte. Des Himmels Sohne haben sich wie Antilopen

zusammengeschlossen ...

Diese eure wunderbare Fahrt, ihr Marut, ist denkwiirdig ... Die grof3en, eilig gehenden

Marut ...

... sie kommen bis zum Himmel aus dem Reiche des Todes ...

Komm her, ihr Marut, vom Himmel ... (d yata maruto divd).

mdruto ydd dha vo divih sumnaydnto havamahe ...

% In fact, they are literally called the heroes (virah) of heaven; cf. 1.64.4; 1122.1; 5.54.10; Macdonell (1897: 78).
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8.7.11 Thr Marut, wenn wir euch vom Himmel rufen um Wohlwolen bittend ...

1.166.4. ... Wunderbar ist eure Auffahrt ...

5.55.7- .. ihr fahret um Himmel und Erde ... (utd dyavaprthivi yathana pdri)

5.61.1 Wer seid ihr Herren, die ihr als Allerschonste einer nach dem anderen aus fernster

Ferne gekommen seid?

Like Indra, the Maruts are connected with the sun; they are the “men of the sun” who
surround Indra; they prepare the path for the sun; Indra, the “Bull,” is their leader and brother (cf. e.g.

1.170.2 and 8.20.9):

1.166.11. ... sammisla indre marutah paristibhah
1.166.11. ... die Marut, dem Indra gesellt als seine Umjauchzer [“attached to” — my note, cf.

Grassman: “verbunden mit”].

5.57.5. .. dvé arka amftam nama bhejire.
5.57.5. ... des Himmels Chore, wurden sie unsterblichen Namens teilhaft.
5.54.10. ydn marutah sabharasah suvarnarah sitrya uidite madatha divo narah

nd vo dsvah srathayantaha sisratah sadyé asyd ddhvanah pardm asnutha
5.54.10. Wenn ihr gleichgewichtigen Marut, ihr Sonnenménner, ihr Mannen des Himmels bei
Sonnenaufgang ausgelassen seid, so lassen eure Rosse in ihrem Laufe niemals locker.

An einem Tage erreicht ihr das Ende dieses Weges.

8.7.8. srjdnti rasmim djasa pantham siryaya yatave
té bhanubhir vi tasthire
8.7.8. Sie lassen mit Macht der Sonne den Ziigel schief3en (srjdnti rasmim), dass sie ihre

Bahn laufe. (Zugleich) mit deren Strahlen haben sie sich zerstreut.
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All these attributes of the Maruts, which underscore their association with the night (or early-
dawn) sky and with Indra, point to their celestial origin and place. Since Indra is Taurus, who might
these bright men of the sky be?

Given the context of the present discussion, the answer to this question seems to come from
itself. The celestial Maruts, who accompany Indra, i.e., Taurus, their leader, cannot be other than a set
of stars or constellations. Which ones?

A brilliant hypothesis concerning the nature of the Maruts was made long ago by Hillebrandt
(1980: I 381), who believed that the Maruts represented the star-cluster of the Pleiades.* Indeed, the
Pleiades, which represent an asterism belonging to the constellation Taurus, are a very good
candidate for being the Vedic Maruts.* Thus, their proximity to Taurus perfectly explains why Indra is
said to be the Maruts’ brother or leader and why the Maruts are able to help Indra in defeating Vrtra; it
also explains why the Maruts are said to “prepare” the path for the sun, since the Pleiades are, like
Taurus, an equinoctial asterism; finally, it explains why the Maruts are said to bring rain to earth (the
advent of the spring season).®

The number of the Maruts, which is said to be either three times sixty, i.e., 180 (8.96.8), or
thrice seven, i.e., 21 (1.133.6), reflects well the fact that the Pleiades appear in the sky as a cluster of
many stars.”

An interesting feature of the Maruts is that they are located rtdsya sddanesu, that is, on the
“seat of rtd.” The Vedic concept of rtd has remained obscure and unexplained to this day. Geldner

translates it in very different ways such as “world order” (Germ. Weltordnung, as above), “truth”

% The later Hindu name of this star-cluster is Krttikds; the renaming process of this constellation, therefore, seems to be
similar to that of the Aévins. Witzel (1999) analyzes the presence of the Krttiks in later literature (SB) and raises the

possibility that this asterism (that is, Krttikas, not the Maruts!) was known to the Aryans in the third millennium B C.

% I would not exclude the possibility that the Maruts represent the Hyades (the head of Taurus), a constellation known by

the ancient Greeks.

% Cf1.64.5: bhitmim pinvanti pdyasa pdrijrayah “ ... Sie iiberschwemmen herumfahrend die Erde mit Nass”; 1.85.5:

cdrmevoddbhir vi undanti bhiima “Wie ein Fell begieBen sie die Erde mit Wasser.”

% Certainly these numbers do not represent the exact number of the Maruts. For the Greeks, for example, the Pleiades

comprised seven stars, which were the most visible.
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(Germ. Wahrheit), or “law” (Germ. Gesetz); the variety of these translations shows how difficult it is for
scholars to interpret this concept.*® I do not see how “truth” or “law” could explain the passage in
which the Maruts are said to reside on the “seat of rtd.” The interpretation of rtd as the “world order,”
however, can perfectly explain the passage. Thus, as I noted above, the Pleiades are an equinoctial
asterism; this means that they are located on the sun’s path, that is, on the ecliptic. It is well known
that in the ancient world the ecliptic was pivotal for the keeping of time. Given this role of the ecliptic,
the interpretation of rtd as the “world order” makes perfect sense in the context above. The Vedic
“world order” represents the order that refers to the keeping of time, that is, to the regular succession
of days, months, seasons, etc. (that is, “Time”!). It appears then that the Vedic concept of rtd, the
“world order,” refers to the ecliptic.

This interpretation of rtd can also explain why this concept is mentioned in 1.46.11 (quoted

above in the section on the Asvins), a verse that belongs to a hymn dedicated to the Asvins:

1.46.11. dbhud u pardm étave pantha rtdsya sadhuya
ddarsivi srutir divih

1.46.11. Der rechte Weg ist bereitet, um gliicklich ans andere Ufer zu gelangen; die Straf3e des
Himmels [srutir divah — a more accurate translation would be the “celestial stream”

or “the stream of heaven” — my note] ist sichtbar geworden.

Geldner translates the first two lines as “Der rechte Weg is bereitet (sadhuya), um gliicklich
ans andere Ufer zu gelangen (pardm étave).” This translation, however, is not accurate. The phrase
pantha rtasya “der rechte Weg” literally means the “way/road of rtda.” The conclusion that rtd
represents the ecliptic (or the “cosmic order” derived from it) puts the whole passage into a
completely different perspective. Thus, it is well known that, like the Pleiades, the constellation
Gemini (i.e., the Asvins) is also located on the ecliptic. Given this observation, the mention of rtd or of

the “road of rta” in the context of the Asvins’ appearance in the morning sky makes perfect sense;

% Cf. 7.64.2 (Mitra and Varuna are called rtasya gopa “the lords of rtd,” that is, “Herren des Gesetzes” for Geldner); 7.60.5
(Mitra and Varuna are said to grow in the “house of rtd” imd rtdasya vavrdhur duroné, “im Hause der Wahrheit” for

Geldner).
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indeed, the Advins, alias Gemini, “travel” on pdntha rtdsya, that is, on the ecliptic. As with regards to
srutir divah, which Geldner translates as “the heavenly road,” a more appropriate translation would be
“the stream of heaven.” As I showed in the section on the Asvins, this celestial river represents the
Milky Way; it is the “river” in which the twin gods stand (cf. fig. 2).

The Asvins and the Maruts, therefore, share the common feature of being located on the
ecliptic (rtdsya sddanesu ~ pdntha rtasya) which is described by the Vedic concept of rtd. It is well
known, however, that other gods are even more intimately associated with rtd; these are the Adityas.
Therefore, I will take up the issue of rtd in more detail in the chapter on the Adityas. Before that,
however, in the section below on Soma, we will see why Soma is also associated with this Vedic
concept.

The hypothesis that the Maruts represent the Pleiades opens up the path for another new and
interesting possibility, which concerns the nature of Rudra, the Maruts’ father.® Given the celestial

nature of the Maruts, it is natural to ask whether Rudra is a celestial god as well.

F. RUDRA

Rudra’s essential feature is that he is a divine archer armed with a bow and arrows. This is clearly

stated in the Rig Veda:*

2.33.10. Mit Fug und Recht trigst du Pfeile und Bogen ... (drhan bibharsi sayakani dhdnva)
5.42.11. Preise den, der guten Pfeil und guten Bogen hat ... (tdm u stuhi ydh suisih sudhdnva)
7.46.1. ima rudrc’iya sthirddhanvane girah ksiprdisave devéya svadhavane ...

7.46.1. Dem Rudra mit festem Bogen und schnellem Pfeile bringet diese Lobrede dar, dem

eigenméchtigen Gotte ...

% Cf. RV 1.114.6, 9; 2.33.1; Macdonell (1897: 74); the Maruts are also called the Rudrak; cf. e.g., Hillebrandt (1980: 11 173-174).

% Rudra is also a divine archer in the Atharva Veda; cf. 1.28.1; 6.93.1; 15.5.1—7; Macdonell (1897: 74).
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10.125.6. ahdm rudrcfya dhdnur a tanomi brahmadvise $drave hdntava u

10.125.6. Ich spanne fiir Rudra den Bogen, dass sein Geschoss den Feind der heiligen Rede tote

These characteristics of Rudra hint at a constellation, one well known for its proximity to the
Pleiades. This is Orion, the hunter. Orion is already present in Homer (A 572—575), where his weapon
is a club (pémaov) and not the bow. Certainly, this creates a difficulty in equating Orion with Rudra,
which confers a speculative character upon this hypothesis. Some other facts, however, point in the
same direction. Thus, Rudra is called sometimes pasupati “the shepherd” in the Atharva Veda,” which
reminds us of Orion’s origins in Babylon, where he was called ™ SIBA.ZI.AN.NA “the true shepherd of
the sky.”” In addition, the Chuckchee people in Siberia also seem to identify Orion’s weapons with a
bow and arrows.” The fact that the Asvins’ journey with their chariot takes place close to Rudra’s path
(8.22.14) also hints at the fact that Rudra is Orion; indeed, Orion neighbors Gemini in the sky.

Therefore, while there is no irrefutable proof that Rudra is Orion, the corroboration of all the
elements above makes this hypothesis very attractive.”

The discussion about the origins of the Maruts started from the fact that they are said to be
Indra’s associates in the sky. The Maruts, however, are not the only deities that are closely associated

with Indra. Soma, one of the greatest gods of the Vedic religion, is also associated with Indra.

" Cf. Macdonell (1897: 75); I could not verify this information.
% Cf. Kidd (1997: 303).
% Cf. Staal (1988: 63); I could not verify the original source; cf. above n.68.

% Plunket (cf. above) identifies Rudra with Sagittarius, “the Archer,” which is a constellation opposed to Orion and the
Pleiades in the sky. I can see no relationship between Sagittarius and the Pleiades, which may justify considering

Sagittarius to be the “father” of the Pleiades.
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G. SOMA®
The relationship between Indra and Soma is a very special one. Indra is the great Soma-drinker; his
addiction to Soma, which is his favorite nutriment (RV 8.4.12), is unique among gods and men (RV
8.2.4). After he drinks Soma, Indra is capable of performing cosmic actions such as the slaying of Vrtra
(RV 2.15.1;19.2; 6.47.1-2; 5.29.7; 6.17.11).%°

One can, therefore, say that, along with the slaying of Vrtra, the other most important
mythological trait of Indra is his association with Soma. This is also shown by Indra’s frequent epithets
somapd or somapdvan “Soma-drinker.” Given the present hypothesis that Indra represents the
constellation Taurus, the association between him and Soma raises the possibility that Soma’s place is
also in the sky.” This is the direction that I will further explore.

That Soma is located in the sky is clearly shown throughout Book 9 of the Rig Veda, which is
entirely dedicated to Soma. Soma flows through the sky, being the “milk” of heaven or a stream in the
sky; the rivers generated by Soma flow through the sky; Soma runs to certain places of the sky, which
he loves the most; his place is in the lap of the stars, on the sky’s firmament; Soma is as bright as the
sun and holds up the sky, whose child he is; Soma was born in the sky and brought to earth from the

sky; Soma is the “lord of the sky”:

9.3.7. Dieser durcheilt den Himmel (esd divam vi dhavati).

9.12.8. abhi priyd divds pada sémo hinvand arsati

9.12.8. Zu den lieben Stétten des Himmels flief3t Soma zur Eile getrieben ...
9.38.5. ... des Himmels Kind (divdh sisuh), der Saft ...

% Since it is well known that Soma has been interpreted so far as a hallucinatory drug/juice (“Soma-Rausch”), I will not

repeat here what others said in this respect; for a synopsis, cf. e.g., Oberlies (1998: 149-52, 449-55).
% Cf. e.g.,, Macdonell (1897: 56).

% In fact, that the origin of Soma as celestial has been long recognized; cf. e.g., Hillebrandt (1980: 190); Macdonell (1898: 111).
Astonishingly, the celestial aspect of Soma (see below) has sometimes been seen as being caused by the hallucinatory

effect of imbibing the juice/drug Soma; cf. e.g., Oberlies (1998: 452—53).
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tdm tva nrmnani bibhratam sadhdsthesu mahé divdh ...

Dir da, der die Manneskrifte bringt an den Stédtten des hohen Himmels ...

aydm surya ivopadrg aydm sdaramsi dhavati
saptd pravdta a divam
Dieser ist ein Anblick wie die Sonne; dieser ldsst Seen, sieben Strome zum Himmel

fliegen.

aydm visvani tisthati punand bhivanopdri
somo devo nd suriyah

Dieser sich lduternde Soma steht iiber allen Welten wie Gott Sirya.

ucca te jatdm dndhaso divi sdd bhitmi a dade.
In der Hohe ist deines Tranks Geburt. Den im Himmel befindlichen (Trank) nehme

ich auf der Erde an mich.

ydsya te dyumndvat payah pavamanabhrtam divdh.

Du Pavamana, dessen glinzende Milch (pdyas) vom Himmel gebracht wurde ...

sahdsradhare dva té sam asvaran divé nake madhujihva asascdtah ...
Auf (die Seihe) mit tausend Abtraufen brausten sie herab, an des Himmels Firmament

die Strome ...

divé yd skambho dharunah suatata

Der die tragende schongerichtete Sdule des Himmels ist ...

Der Triger des Himmels (dharta divdh) ...

Dein Gebote sind wie des Konigs Varuna ...

... des Himmels Herr (pdtir divdh)
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9.108.1. ... der himmlischste Rauschtrank (mdhi dyuksdtamo mddah) [“a drink whose abode

(Skt. ksi = “wohnen”) is in heaven” — my note].

9.109.6. Du bist der Triger des Himmels (divé dhartasi) (cf. 9.110.8).
10.85.2. .. tho ndksatranam esam updsthe séma ahitah.
10.85.2. ... in den Schof3 dieser Sternbilder ist Soma gestellt.98

The idea that Soma is (celestial) milk, a white cream that shines brightly in the night sky, in

darkness (cosmic light), can also be met with in the following:

9.54.1. asyd pratnam dnu dyitam sukrdm duduhre dhrayah
payah sahasrasam fsim
9.54.1. Seinem altbekannten Glanze gemif3 haben die nicht Schiichternen aus dem

tausendgewinnenden Rsi die helle Milch (pdyas) herausgemolken.

9.97.14. ... von Milch (pdyasa) schwellend ...
9.107.13. Der Begehrenswerte hat sich in ein weif3es Gewand gehiillt ...
9.108.8. sahdsradharam vrsabhdm payovidham priydm devaya janmane

rténa yd rtajato vivavrdhé ra'/jd devd rtam brhdt
9.108.8. Den tausendstrahligen Bullen, den milchreichen, lieb dem géttlichen Geschlechte, der
aus dem Gesetze geboren durch das Gesetze grof3 geworden ist, der Konig, der Gott,

das hohe Gesetz selbst.

9.108.12. ... der das Dunkel mit dem Lichte ergliitht (pratdpari jydtisa tamah)

% Geldner — probably following Hillebrandt's well-known theory — interprets this passage as referring to Soma “the

moon”; cf. Macdonell (1898: 113).
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dti tri' soma rocand réhan nd bhrajase divam
isndn sitryam nd codayah
Wie der iiber die drei Lichtrdume zum Himmel steigende (Sonnengott) erstrahlst du,

Soma.

Soma shines and banishes darkness; he is the eternal light where people want to go; he is

associated with rtd (cf. also 9.108.8 above):

9.66.24.

9.66.24.

9.70.3.

9.70.3.

9.113.7.

9.113.7.

pdvamana rtam brhdc chukrdm jydtir ajijanat
krsnd tdmamsi janghanat
Pavamana hat das hohe Gesetz (rtd), das helle Licht erchaffen, die schwarze Finsternis

vertreibend.

té asya santu ketavo dmrtyavo adabhiydso janisi ubhé dnu ...
Diese seine Lichtstrahlen, die unsterblichen, untriiglichen sollen zu beiden

Geschlechtern dringen ...

ydtra jyotir djasram ydsmim loké sivar hitam
tdsmin mam dhehi pavamana...
Wo das ewige Licht ist, in welche Welt die Sonne gesetzt ist, in diese versetzt mich, o

Pavamana ...

To sum up: Soma’s place is in the night sky, where he shines brightly as an eternal light. He is

often compared with milk (pdyas), being called the “heavenly drink.” He is a white cream. He flows

through the sky as a stream or river (of milk). He banishes darkness with his light. He is the master of

the sky, a white and bright heavenly stream in the middle of the stars. He gave birth to light and rta.

Soma’s celestial nature as revealed in the passages above points transparently to a well-known

astronomical phenomenon. In all likelihood, as a heavenly stream, Soma represents the Milky Way.*

% The Chinese called the Milky Way the ‘Sky River’ or ‘Silver River’; cf. n.53 above.
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Our Galaxy has all the properties that are attributed to the celestial Soma in the Rig Veda.” Certainly,
among its most important attributes are its brightness and resemblance to a river, which is similar to a
milk stream.” In fact, in Greek, the word gdla, which denotes the Milky Way, means “milk.”***

Soma, therefore, is very likely to represent the Milky Way."” It remains now to explain the
close association of celestial Soma with Indra, who represents the constellation Taurus. The position
of Taurus in the sky with regards to the Milky Way can give an answer to this issue. Thus, Taurus’
horns and head lie close to the band of the Milky Way (cf. figs. 1; 2; 10).”* Given this position of Taurus,
the association of the two gods in mythology finds a reasonable explanation; Indra drinks Soma
because Taurus’ head lies close to the band of the Milky Way."” Interestingly, Soma is sometimes

considered as being Indra’s bolt (vajra), with which Indra kills Vrtra.” This fact can also be explained

" Witzel (1984) suggests that the Milky Way (svargaloka) is represented by the Vedic mythical river Sarasvati, which has
indeed the quality of being bright. This is an interesting suggestion, but the evidence for it is tenuous; the characteristics of
Soma listed above clearly show this great god as being the best candidate for representing the great celestial phenomenon

of the Milky Way.

! An additional and, at the same time, interesting feature of the celestial Soma is that he wears a drapi- “bright garment”
(cf. 9.86.14: “Einen Mantel umlegen ...), which encompasses the world. On the Iranian side, this garment is a belt
embroidered with stars, which Haoma wears; cf. Hillebrandt (1980: I 258); Eisler (1910: 94—5, 99 n.3); it goes without saying

that this belt perfectly fits the appearance of the Milky Way.
2 The earliest attestation of this metaphor for the Milky Way is in Parmenides (fr. 1.2), who calls our Galaxy gdla
tourdnion “the heavenly milk”; cf. Kidd (1997: 352—3).

s Soma is not only “milk,” but also “divine sperm”; cf. 9.86.39 (Soma is retodhd “the one who places the seed”); 1.164.35
(Soma is rétas “seed”); 9.74.1 (Soma is called divé rétasa “(through) the celestial seed/sperm”); cf. also Liiders (1959: 703);

Oberlies (1999: 42—44).

4 In fact, the constellation Auriga, which shares one of its stars with Taurus ( Tauri, the tip of Taurus’ horn), is mostly

located on the Milky Way; cf. Kidd (1997: 239).

% That Soma as the Milky Way reaches Taurus is apparent in 9.86.16ab: prd ayasid indur indrasya niskrtdm/ sakha sdkhyur
nd prd minati samgiram “Der Saft hat sich auf den Weg zu Indra’s Treffort gemacht; der Freund bricht nicht die Abrede mit

dem Freunde.”

"% Cf. 9.72.7; 77.1; 1m.3; it is known that Soma also receives Indra’s epithet Vrtrahan; cf. Macdonell (1898: 109). Interestingly,

in 6.47.28, the divine Chariot is also said to be Indra’s vajra; this makes sense, because Auriga is located both on Taurus’
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in astronomical terms. Thus, it is well known that Scorpio’s position in the sky is also on the band of
the Milky Way (cf. fig. 10). Under these circumstances, Indra’s weapon, the vajra, may be the part of
the Milky Way that stretches from Taurus to Scorpio (cf. fig. 10)."” That this is the case is confirmed by

the Rig Veda itself:

8.14.13. apam phénena ndmuceh $ira indréd avartayah
visva yad djaya spidhah
8.14.13. Mit Wasserschaum [the stream of the Milky Way — my note| hast du das Haupt des

Namuci (Vrtra) in die Hohe gewirbelt, o Indra, als du alle Gegner besiegtest.

Thus, during the third millennium B, the appearance of the dawn sky at the spring equinox
must have been spectacular; starting from the horns of Taurus, the arch of the Milky Way stretched
across the whole sky to reach the other side of the vault, where Scorpio was located (cf. fig. 10); it was
the time of the year when Indra’s vajra finally defeated the dragon, which slowly sank under the
western horizon and thus freed the day sky from its presence.

The conclusion that Soma represents the Milky Way can also explain the relationship
between Soma and rtd (see above). As I already showed in the section on the Maruts, the association
between the Maruts (the Pleiades) and rt¢d strongly suggests that rtd refers either to the ecliptic or to
the cosmic order (“Time”) derived from it. Since the Milky Way stretches from Taurus to Scorpio, the
association between Soma and rtd becomes natural; during the age of Taurus, the Milky Way crossed
the ecliptic near the equinoctial points (cf. fig. 10), thus defining or representing the “world order.”

We can see that the concept of rtd is pivotal for the Vedic religion. This concept will be fully
explained in the chapter on the Adityas, which are the gods of rtd.

I conclude the discussion on the association between Indra and Soma with some remarks on

Soma’s relationship with the Advins. As I noted above, the great twin-gods also enjoy a special relation

horns and on the band of the Milky Way. Therefore, both Auriga and Soma can be said to be the vajra.

7 In the preface/summary of Tilak (1893), Tilak mentions a Persian tradition in which Mithra’s vazra (Skt. vajra)

represents the Milky Way; see the section on Mithra, below.

55



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)
with Soma, being often invoked to come down to the worshipper and drink Soma.”® Given that the
Advins represent the constellation Gemini, their association with Soma is logical and natural, since
this constellation is partly situated on the band of the Milky Way." In addition, the location of the
Asvins’ chariot on the Milky Way, in the “immortal” heavenly stream, explains why this chariot is
“laden with wealth.” Finally, the position of Gemini on the other side of the Milky Way with regards to
the Chariot may have contributed to their image as good seafarers and rescuers from all sort of

difficult situations.™

H. PARTIAL CONCLUSIONS I
The first part of the present study shows that the nature of some of the most important gods in the Rig
Veda is celestial. Indra represents the equinoctial constellation Taurus, which announced the spring
equinox between around 4000 and 2000 BC. At the same time, Indra’s foe, Vrtra, represents the
constellation Scorpio, which is diametrically opposed in the sky to Taurus. The myth of the fight
between Indra and Vrtra represents the cosmic fight between darkness and light, which takes place
between the fall and spring equinoxes.™ This fight ends with Indra’s victory at the spring equinox,
when Indra “conquers” the sun (that is, the sun is in Taurus). Indra is helped in this fight by his close
companions, the Maruts, who represent the asterism of the Pleiades.

The mysterious Asvins represent the huge constellation Gemini; their divine chariot
represents parts of the constellation Auriga, which seems to have been imagined as a chariot in

ancient Mesopotamia.

8 Cf. above 3.58.4; 4.55.5; 7.67.4; 7.74.3; 8.87.1; for other examples, cf. Macdonell (1897: 50).

' Cf. 1.46.11 quoted above (a hymn dedicated to the Asvins), in which Soma is called srutir divih “the stream of heaven”; for

the relationship between the Asvins and Soma, see my discussion above, in the section on the Asvins.
"*In other words, the Twins have already “crossed the river” safely.

™ That Vrtra belongs to the fall season (Scorpio rises heliacally at the autumn equinox) is shown by the fact that his
“fortresses,” which Indra destroys, are autumnal (piiro Saradir); cf. 1.131.4; 1174.2; 6.20.10; in other words, Scorpio’s

domination begins in autumn.
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Indra and the Asvins are spring constellations, which were invoked to bring prosperity during
the early spring season in the temperate regions of Asia. The heliacal rising of Taurus at the spring
equinox announced the rainy season, which was essential for the development of the crops. The
Advins were probably invoked during the next month (April) to bring wealth to the worshippers,
which also meant rich crops; this was the time of the year when, in the Asian temperate regions, the
seeds were starting to grow.

One of the greatest gods in the Rig Veda, Soma, represents the Milky Way, which in ancient
times was the most conspicuous and spectacular phenomenon in the night sky. Its association with
Indra and the Asvins is due to its close proximity to Taurus and Gemini, respectively. Therefore, the
“divine juice” of the Rig Veda does not have its origin in a specific plant, but in the sky. In fact, why
would a plant or its juice be regarded as among the greatest gods of any religion? The conclusion then
is that the well-known Vedic plant that produced “soma” must have been only a means to
“metaphorically” represent the “celestial river” in the ritual (cf. 9.61.10 above).

Soma can also be met with in the Iranian religion (cf. Haoma). This shows that the myth about
the “celestial river” must have been conceived at least during the Indo-Iranian period, a fact that
supports the dating of these myths to before 2000 BC.

Since Taurus announced the spring equinox between 4000 and 2000 BC, this means that
Indra’s astronomical myth was conceived during that period of time. This conclusion further implies
that the Vedic religion was brought to India from the outside. In addition, the fact that the Asvins
apparently are not present in the Iranian religion suggests that the myths about them were invented

12

after the Indo-Aryans split from their Iranian brethren.” This possibly shows that the split must have
occurred before 2000 BC.

The most important conclusion so far, however, is that the Vedic religion was not concerned
with obscure or — from the modern perspective — unintelligible deities. The Vedic religion is

essentially an astral religion, which means that its greatest gods are celestial with respect to both their

origin and nature. The Vedic people who created or developed this religion watched the sky with great

"* This is obviously an argumentum ex silentio. Given the changes that the Zoroastrian reform performed on the Aryan
(Indo-Iranian) religion, the possibility that the Asvins alias Gemini were known to the Indo-Iranians cannot be completely

excluded; cf. above n. 86; Puhvel (1987: 41).
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attention. The objects of their worship were those natural phenomena that have always left the
human race in astonishment and will certainly continue to do so in ages yet to come.

With these things in mind, we can now explore the nature of the other important Vedic gods.
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THE VEDIC AGNI

Agni is among the greatest and most celebrated gods of the Vedic religion. One of his most mysterious
characteristics is his dual nature. Thus, on the one hand, the Vedic hymns show Agni as being the
terrestrial fire, which is started during a mysterious early-morning ritual; this role is consonant with
the etymological/semantic association of the word “agni” with the PIE or Sanskrit words for “fire.”™
On the other hand, the hymns of the Rig Veda leave little doubt that Agni does not represent merely
the cultic terrestrial fire, but also a “higher” divine character, whose origins are celestial.

One of the most important issues in Vedic mythology has been to determine the relation
between Agni’s two aspects. Interestingly, the celestial Agni has been treated so far as something
secondary and derived from the fire cult. Therefore, it is not surprising to find Agni listed as a
“terrestrial deity” in the major studies of the Vedic religion.”™ In all these studies, Agni’s celestial role is
completely overshadowed by his “terrestrial” role. The present study attempts, from a totally different
perspective, to reassess the importance of the celestial Agni.

The most striking characteristic of Agni, which clearly relates him to the sky, has been long
noticed and concerns Agni’s celestial origin and birth; this origin is reflected in the myth of the
mysterious Matari$van, who, similarly to the Greek Prometheus, brings the fire (Agni) from heaven to
earth.”™ As I noted above, this celestial origin of Agni has not been seen as an indication of Agni being

16

a celestial god in his own right;" on the contrary, the worship of the celestial Agni has always been

thought to have its origin in the worship of the “terrestrial” Agni, that is, in the fire cult. To mention

" The PIE word for fire was reconstructed as *hng"ni- (cf. Lat. ignis); cf. West (2007: 266); of course, in Sanskrit the

common noun designates the fire.

" Cf. e.g., Macdonell (1897); Keith (1925): “The appearance of Agni is clearly merely a description of the fire”; Oldenberg

(1894:102-105).

" Cf. e.g. Macdonell (1897: 92); Keith (1925: 156); Oldenberg (1894: 105-109; 121-122); Bergaigne (1878-1883: I 11-31);
Hillebrandt (1990: I 48-55).

"% A notable exception is Geldner (1951-1957), who acknowledges that there are two distinct Agnis: “das Opferfeuer” and

“der Himmelsgott” (n.1 on 1.44.8).
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some previous theories, Bergaigne argued that fire became divine when the sacrificial fire started to
be worshipped as an intermediary between gods and men: “L’attribution au feu terrestre du
charactere divin s'expliquerait déja par la puissance effective de cet element. Elle serait mieux
justifiée encore pour le feu du sacrifice par le role d'intermédiaire qu'il joue, ainsi que nous le verrons,
entre les hommes et les dieux.”"” Oldenberg followed the same idea with some variations when he
thought that the heavenly Agni would merely represent the personification of the force of the cultic
fire." In a similar way, Hillebrandt also starts from the importance of the fire cult; Keith thinks that
the god Agni is “intimately connected with the element of which he is the deity,” i.e., with the
domestic/cultic fire; Macdonell argues that “Agni comes to be celebrated as the divine counterpart of
the earthly priesthood.”” Obviously, this latter opinion refers to Agni’s well-known feature of being a
divine priest. I will return to this interesting characteristic later in the present study.

It is clear that the accounts above are all based on the firm belief that the fire-cult could
generate the personification of the fire and, subsequently, the emergence of a fire celestial deity. At
first glance, this does not seem to be implausible. We will see, however, that the worship of Agni in
the cult contains elements indicating that Agni is more than a mere personification of fire and that his
origins cannot be simply derived from the cultic fire.” In fact, even the word “personification” is in
this case somewhat misleading. Agni has, indeed, some characteristics such as being flame-haired,
tawny-haired, butter-backed, with seven tongues etc, which could indeed describe individualized
objects; these features of Agni, however, do not represent the description of any personified object but
represent mere metaphors. To give a clear example, it is well known that Agni is imagined as
representing very different beings such as a priest (fotr), a bird, a horse or a bull. All these attributes,
which are irreconcilable with one another, must be considered as metaphors and not as properties of

a person/being. In other words, they do not show Agni as being a persona.™

"7 Cf. Bergaigne (1878-1883:112)

" Cf. Oldenberg (1894: 102-103): “Man personficirte es [das Feuer — my note] als starken, reinen, weisen Gott ...”
"0 Cf. Hillebrandt (1990: 48—49); Keith (1925: 154 ); Macdonell (1897: 96).

** Hillebrandt (1990: 49) is aware of these issues.

" Keith (1925: 154) noted that Agni is not anthropomorphic.
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Among the elements that are hard to reconcile with the theory that the fire-cult is at the
origin of the divine Agni, two seem to be of extreme importance. These are, on one hand, Agni’s
associations with natural phenomena such as the sun or lightning, and, on the other hand, his
mysterious birth in the water(s). In the first case, it is not plausible that the Vedic sun could be
conceived as having its origins in the cultic fire, or as being a form of fire. Strya is a highly
individualized figure in the Vedic pantheon and his traits do not seem to be derived from fire. In the
second case, it is hard to see how one can derive fire and water from each other, since they are two
completely different elements. I will take up these issues below one by one.

It has been argued that, in some Rig Vedic passages, Agni is to be identified with the sun.
Bergaigne, for example, thinks that the sun is often seen as a form of Agni and that the identification
of the two gods originates in the comparison between them: “pour les poétes védiques la comparaison
n'est pas éloignée de I'assimilation ... les deux termes d'une comparaison peuvent étre identiques.”*
He exemplifies his argument with two passages from 6.4.6 and 3.14.4. His first example, however,
shows precisely the opposite, namely that Agni is different from the sun; we can see below that the
comparison particle “nd” leaves no doubt that Agni and the sun are only compared with each other,
being therefore different from each other: @ siryo nd bhanumddbhir arkair dgne tatdntha rédasi vi
bhasa.™ The translation given by Bergaigne “en qualité de soleil” is only a means to make the Sanskrit
text fit his hypothesis. In the second case he quotes, however, there is no comparison particle present
in the text and Agni is indeed said to be “the sun of men”; thus, the second hemistich of 3.14.4 goes as
follows: ydc chocisa [from socis “flame” — my note] sahasas putra tistha abhi ksitih prathdyan siiryo
nin “(Agni) dass du, o Sohn der Kraft, mit deiner Flamme aufstehen mogest, iiber die Lander, sie

ausbreitend, die Sonne der Manner.””* The passage, however, still does not show that Agni is to be

"** Cf. Bergaigne (1878-1883:113); in the same passage, talking about ‘I'identité d’Agni sous les différentes manifestations de
la chaleur et de la lumiére,” Bergaigne also asserts that “ ... certain traits ne permettent guére de douter que cet astre [the
sun — my note] ne soit encore designé sous le nom d’Agni ... .” Bergaigne considers lightning to also belong to these

categories.
%8 Cf. Geldner: “Agni! Du hast wie die Sonne mit den glinzenden Strahlen mit deinem Lichte beide Welten durchzogen.”

"** Geldner rejects translations such as “als Sonne die Lander ausbreitend fiir die Médnner,” which compare Agni with the

sun.
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identified with Strya. The phrase “the sun of men” seems to indicate as well that Agni is only
compared with the sun and not identical to it. Otherwise, Agni would have been called simply “the
sun,” and not “the sun of/for men.”**®

Oldenberg also notes that Agni and the sun are indeed in a very close connection. Unlike
Bergaigne, however, he makes it clear that Agni is not the sun: “Agni, das irdische Feuer, das mit der
Sonne am Himmel vielmehr verglichen als ihr gleichgesetzt wird.”*® To prove his argument,
Oldenberg quotes 5.85.2, in which the sun is clearly different from Agni: “Im Herzen schuf Varuna den
Willen, im Wasser den Agni, die Sonne am Himmel, auf den Felsen den Soma.”

Macdonell’s opinions on this issue, on the other hand, are not consistent with one another.
Thus, in one place he says that “Agni is to be identified with the sun; for the conception of the sun as a
form of Agni is an undoubted Vedic belief.” In the same passage, however, he seems to believe the
opposite: “Agni is usually thought of in his terrestrial form, being compared rather than identified
with the sun.”*” Therefore, in this latter quote he seems to share Oldenberg’s opinion.

Hillebrandt also thinks that the sun is a form of Agni.”® To support his argument he gives
10.88.11 as an example. This is a hymn dedicated to Surya and Vai$vanara (Agni), which Hillebrandt
thinks are the same. The verse in question runs as follows: “Als die opferwiirdigen Gotter ihn an den
Himmel setzten, den Sirya, der Aditi Sohn, als das wandelnde Paar erschien, da erst sahen alle
Welten.”*® The exact meaning of this verse, however, is obscure. Different Vedic commentators such
as Yaska (fourth century BC) and Sayana (fourteenth century AD) interpreted the passage differently.
Thus, if Sayana thought that the pair referred to Sirya and Vaisvanara, Yaska assumed that the pair
represented the dawn and the sun. Therefore, it is not clear at all that Stirya and Vai$vanara are to be

identified with each other in this passage. In fact, that Stirya and Vaisvanara are different is proved by

% Both Geldner and Bergaigne take njnas an abbreviated G.pl. of the usual form nfpam.

% Cf. Oldenberg (1894:108-109).

7 Cf. Macdonell (1897: 93).

% Cf. Hillebrandt (1990: I go).

9 In Sanskrit: yadéd enam ddadhur yajiityaso divi devah siiryam aditeydam/ yada carisnii mithunav dbhiitam ad it prapasyan

bhivananivisva.
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other verses in the same hymn, e.g.,, by 10.88.2, in which it is said that the sun became visible when
Agni was born: avih suvar abhavaj jaté agnai; obviously, the passage would not make any sense if
Agni and the sun were the same.

Another controversial issue concerning Agni’s mythology is his mysterious birth, growth, and
hiding place in the (celestial) waters. There are different interpretations of this myth. The commonest
position can be exemplified by Bergaigne and Macdonell, who both consider this myth as a metaphor

130

for Agni representing lightning.”® The basis for such an interpretation is certainly the fact that

131

lightning is associated with rain/water.” From a somewhat different perspective, Hillebrandt thinks

132

that the waters represent the rainy season which obliterates the sun (Agni).”** With this latter opinion,
we are back to the identity Agni = the sun. Oldenberg, on the other hand, is more prudent when he
states that “gewohnlich wird er [Agni — my note], wo er mit dem Blitz zusammen gennant wird, mit
diesem — oder dieser mit ihm — verglichen und eben dadurch von ihm unterschieden.”** Agni and
lightning, therefore, are in his vision different from each other. Consequently, Oldenberg proposes
another interpretation, which is based on the obvious fact that fire in general can be extinguished by
water.”* In his opinion, Agni’s “dwelling/hiding in the waters” would be just a metaphor for the
quenching of fire with water. Furthermore, probably because he could not make the connection
between the “quenching of fire” and the existence of a personalized deity, Oldenberg makes the
hypothesis that the myth of Agni dwelling in the waters is the result of the contamination of two
earlier myths/stories; the first one would be about Agni as the cultic fire, whereas the second one

would be about a water-demon (called Apam Napat in the Rig Veda) with whom Agni would have

been later identified.”> The combination of these two myths then would have led to the story of Agni

% Cf. Macdonell (1897: 92); Bergaigne (1878-1883: 115.16).

' In verse 2.6.5 (see Geldner’s translation below), Agni is invoked to bring rain.
%2 Cf. Hillebrandt (1990:1 95).

%8 Cf. Oldenberg (1894: 112).

¥4 Cf. Oldenberg (1990: 120).

% Cf. 3.9.1; Macdonell (1897: 70); see below for an ampler commentary about Apam Napat.
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dwelling in the water. The scenario proposed by Oldenberg is certainly not impossible, but the
probability of its existence is, from the perspective of Occam’s razor, low.

All the theories above, regardless of the degree of plausibility some of them may have,
ultimately fail to explain what is the fundamental nature of Agni and why Agni is celebrated as one of
the greatest gods in the Rig Veda. In particular, the theory of Agni being originally the sacrificial fire
fails to explain why it was this particular fire that needed to be celebrated, and not others, and why
there should be a connection between the sacrificial fire and the sun or the waters. Last but not least,
these theories fail to explain why fire was mainly celebrated at dawn. I do not see any reason for the
celebration of fire at the beginning of the day. To my mind, evenings (dusks) are more appropriate
times to celebrate fire.

Therefore, 1 think that Agni’s nature should be investigated from a totally different
perspective. This perspective concerns a detailed analysis of Agni’s celestial nature and of his
associations with phenomena pertaining to the sky. Below, I enumerate these celestial characteristics
of Agni, which are revealed in numerous Rig Vedic passages.

The following verses show Agni as being a strong light connected with dawn:

1.79.1. ... hell strahlend [Agni — my note], der Vertraute der Usas ... (Stcibhraja usdso
naveda)
1.94.5. Du bist der Hirt der Ansiedlungen; als seine Angehorigen kommen Zweifiif3ler und

VierfiifSler wiahrend der Nachte. Du bist der préchtige grof3e Vorgesicht der

Morgenréte (citrdh praketd usdso mahdn asi) ...

3.2.14. Sucim nd _yc'imann isirdm suvardisam ketim divé rocanastham usarbidham
agnim miirdhanam divé dpratiskutam tdm imahe ndmasa vajinam brhat.

3.2.14. Emsig wie die helle (Sonne) auf der Fahrt, sonnenaugig, des Himmels Banner, im
Glanze weilend, am frithen Morgen wach, das unbestrittene Oberhaupt des Himmels,

den sieggewinnenden Agni gehen wir mit hoher Verbeugung an.

3.6.7. ... den vielen ergldnzenden Morgenréten glanzest du nach ...
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3.15.2. Sei du beim Aufleuchten dieser Morgenrdte, du nach Sonnenaufgang unser Hiiter!

3.20.1. Der mit den Lobliedern Fahrende ruft am Morgen den Agni, die Usas ...

4.3.11. ... avih suvar abhavaj jaté agnai.

4.3.11 ... die Sonne kam zum Vorschein als Agni geboren war.

413.1. prdti agnir usdsam dgram akhyad ... it stiriyo jydtisa devd eti.

413.1. Agni hat den Anbruch der Morgenrdten erwartet .. Gott Sirya geht mit seinem
Lichtglanz auf.

7.6.7. Gott Vaisvanara hat bei Aufgang der Sonne die Schitze der Tiefe an sich genommen ...

7.9.L dbodhi jara usdsam updsthad.

7.9.L Der Buhle der Morgenréten ist erwacht aus ihrem Schof3e (aufleuchtend) ...

7.9.3. .. citrdbhanur usdsam bhati dgre apam gdarbhah prasiva a vivesa.

7.9.3. ... Er (Agni) leuchtet noch vor den Morgenréten in prachtigem Glanz; der Wasser Kind

ist er in die sprossenden Pflanzen eingegangen.

10.3.5. svana nd ydsya bhamasah pdvante récamanasya brhatdh sudivah
Jyésthebhir yds téjisthaih krilumddbhir varsisthebhir bhanubhir ndaksati dydm

10.3.5. Dessen Strahlen rein werden wie die Tone, wenn der Hohe erglinzt, der den schonen
Tag (sudivah) bringt, der mit den vorziiglichsten, schirfsten, spielenden, hochsten

Lichtern den Himmel erreicht.

10.3.3. bhadré bhadrdya sdcamana dgat svasaram jaré abhi eti pascat.

supraketair dyubhir agnir vitisthan rusadbhir varnair abhi ramdm asthat
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10.3.3. Der Lobliche ist in Begleitung der loblichen (Usas) gekommen; ihr Buhle geht er
hinter der Schwester her. Mit den gliickverheif3enden Tagen breitet sich Agni aus; mit

seinen hellen Farben hat er das Dunkel bemeistert.

10.8.4. Denn du gehst jeder Usas voraus (usdsdm ety dgram), du Guter ...
10.88.12. visvasma agnim bhivanaya deva vaisvanaram ketum dhnam akrnvan

ayds tatana usdso vibhatir dpo wrnoti tdmo arcisa ydn
10.88.12. Fiir die ganze Welt machten die Gotter den Agni Vai$vanara zum Zeichen der Tage;
der die aufleuchtenden Morgenroten ausgebreitet hat, er deckt auch die Finsternis ab,

wann er mit seinem Lichtstrahl kommt.

Agni, therefore, is born in the morning. He brings the sun up in the sky, anticipating the day;
he appears at dawn, he is the dawn’s lover; the sun rises after Agni appears. Most importantly, he is
called the “head of the sky” (agnim miirdhanam divé; cf. 3.214 above), which is an indication that
Agni’s place might be in the sky. Numerous other Vedic passages confirm the idea that, indeed, the

“celestial” Agni is located in the sky:

1.59.2. miirdha divé nabhir agnih prthivya...
1.59.2. Das Haupt des Himmels, der Nabel der Erde ist Agni ...
1.96.5. ... Zwischen Himmel und Erde erglinzt er (wie) ein Goldschmuck (dyavaksama rukmé

antdr vi bhati). Die Gotter erhalten (dharayan) Agni, den Schétzespender.

1.108.12. ydd indragni udita sitriyasya mddhye divih svadhdya maddyethe
dtah pdrivisanav a hi yatdm dtha sémasya pibatam sutdsya

1.108.12. Wenn ihr, Indra und Agni, im Aufgang der Sonne, in der Mitte des Himmels euch nach
eigenem Ermessen ergotzet, so kommet doch ja von dort her, ihr Bullen, und trinket

vom gepressten Soma!
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Wenn er vom hochsten Vater her geholt wird ... (vom Himmel; cf. Geldner)

Als er [Agni — my note] im hochsten Himmel geboren wurde (sd jayamanah paramé
viomani) ... | ... Als er nach seinem Ratschluss in (voller) Grof3e entflammt wurde,

erleuchtete seine Glut Himmel und Erde.

Der Sterbliche ist glinzend, o Redegewaltiger, grof3, der Hochste im Himmel (sd

) e 7 £ .
candré vipra martiyo mahé vradhantamo divi) ...

Du bist diese alle zusammen und wiegst sie an Grof3e auf und iiberragst sie noch, du
edelgeborenener Gott Agni, wenn sich deine Kraft hier in (voller) Grof3e entfaltet,

iiber Himmel und Erde ...

Erbauet durch Opfer den Jatavedas, verehret den Agni mit Opfergabe, den

himmlischen Hotr ...

(Bring) uns Regen vom Himmel ...

vaisvanardh pratndtha nakam daruhad

divas prstham bhdandamanah sumdnmabhih

Vai$vanara hat in alter Weise das Firmament erstiegen, zum Riicken des Himmels,
von den Sinnreichen beneidet. Wie frither dem Menschen Reichtum schaffend zieht

er wachsam im Kreise die gleiche Bahn.

rtavanam yajiityam vipram ukthiyam a yam dadhé matarisva divi ksayam

tdm citrdyamam hdrikesam imahe suditim agnim suvitaya ndvyase

Den wahrhaften, opfergewaltigen, redefertigen, preislichen, den Matari$van an sich
nahm, da er im Himmel wohnte, ihn, dessen Aufffahrt prachtig ist, den goldhaarigen,

schon leuchtenden Agni gehen wir zu erneuter Wohlfahrt an.
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Du erfiillest bei deiner Geburt die beiden Welthélften und du Opfersamer (?) ragtest

auch noch an Grof3e sogar iiber Himmel und Erde hinaus, o Agni.

Der Grofde, der dauernd an seinen Platz gesetzt ist, (verkehrt) als Begehrter

(hdryamanah) zwischen Himmel (und Erde) ... *°

Dieser Agni soll unserer (Gotter)ladung seinen heilsamsten Schutz gewédhren, daraus

er das Gut im Himmel and im Wasser iiber unsere Lande ausschiitten moge.
Agni, du gehst zur Flut des Himmels ...

Agni, du bist des Himmels kluger Sohn (dgne divah sinur asi prdcetas) ...
agnir dyavaprthivi visvdjanye a bhati devi amyte dmiirah

Agni beleuchtet Himmel und Erde, die allen Volkern gehdrenden, unsterblichen
Goéttinnen ...

Agni und Indra! Kommet hierher in das Haus des Opferspenders ...

Die allbekannten Marut, durch Agni verschont ...

.. er iiberschaute Himmel und Erde (... dd id dyavaprthivi pdry apasyat).

urjé napatam adhvaré didivarsam vpa dydvi

agnim ile kavikratum

Das Kind der Kraft, der bei der Opferhandlung zum Himmel leuchtet, den Agni rufe

ich an, der Sehergabe besitzt.

136

This was seen as a “Paradoxon” by Geldner.
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Durch das Brennholz sich aufrichtend hat Agni das Firmament emporgerichtet (iid
astambhit samidha nakam rsvé), indem er das hochste Lichter wird (agnir bhdvann

7 L
uttamo rocananam) ...

... divd va nabha ni asadi héta

... im Nabel des Himmels hat der Hotr sich niedergelassen.

... du den Himmel kennst (divé jatavedas) ...

va[évdnarc’iya milhuse sajésah katha dasema agnaye brhad bhah

dntinena brhata vaksdthena tpa stabhayad upamin nd rédhah

Wie konnten wir einmiitig dem Agni Vai$vanara, dem Belohnenden, hohen Glanz
verleihen? In vollkommenen, hohem Wachstum stiitzt er (den Himmel) wie der

Pfeiler den Deich.

... Du fithrest die Clane leuchtend mit dem hohen Lichte des Himmels, Agni (tuvdm

viso anayo didiyano divé agne brhatd rocanéna).

Das Haupt des Himmels (mirdhanam divo) ...

vai§vanardsya vimitani cdksasa sanuni divé amytasya ketina

tdsyéd uvisva bhivanadhi miardhdni...

Durch das Auge des Vaisvanara, durch das Wahrzeichen der Unsterblichkeit sind die
Hohe des Himmels ausgemessen. Auf seinem Haupte (stehen) alle Welten ...

Im Himmel erstarkt ward Agni auf Erden eingesetzt ...

Im hochsten Himmel geboren (sd jayamanah paramé vioman)

z ’ z z .71z £ —
ndvam niu stomam agndye divah Syenaya jijanam ...

Ein neues Lied will ich jetzt fiir Agni, den Falken des Himmels hervorbringen.
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8.44.16. Agni ist das Haupt, die Spitze des Himmels, der Herr der Erde (agnir mirdha divih

kakut pdtih prthiviya aydm) ...

8.60.19. Agni ... bist du der Grof3e, des Himmels Wachter (divds payur) ...
10.3.2. krsnam ydd énim abhivdrpasa b/za'j jandyan yosam brhatdh pitir jc’im

ardhvdm bhanim striyasya stabhaydn divé vdsubhir aratir vi bhati
10.3.2. Wenn er in einer Verwandlung die schwarze buntfarbige (Nacht) beschlich, die junge
Frau erzeugend (Usas — cf. Geldner) so ergldnzt der Lenker des Himmels mit den

Vasu’s, indem er den aufgerichteten Strahl des Suirya stiitzt.

I shall now briefly summarize the main ideas present in the numerous passages above. Agni is
the head of the sky and shimmers between the sky and the earth; both Indra and Agni are located in
the sky; Agni is brought down to the earth from the sky (the well-known myth of the mysterious
Matari$van, the character interpreted as the Hindu Prometheus, who brings the heavenly fire to
mankind);"*" Agni was born in heaven, in the sky’s navel; he is the sky’s son or the sky’s hawk; the sky
and the earth received his light; Agni is mortal, but he is the highest in the sky; his strength reaches
the sky and the earth; Agni lives in the sky, goes up in the sky; his place is eternal, and he is wanted
both on earth and in the sky (3.6.4), a fact that Geldner thought to be a paradox; Agni goes to the
celestial river; he lights up both the sky and the earth; he knows the sky and supports the sky’s
firmament as a pillar; he is the light of the sky and measures the height of the sky; all the worlds stand
on Agni’s head; he is the sky’s master, guardian, and guide.

It is obvious that all these passages are not the result of some fancy views about Agni’s relation
with the sky. Their great number and consistency with one another show that not only is the celestial
Agni born in/from the sky, but also that he is located in the sky itself. In particular, the verses 3.2.12, in
which Agni climbs up the firmament on the sky’s back, and 3.5.10, in which he becomes the highest
light, leave no doubt that Agni is not the fire, but something else, which has to do with a certain light

in the sky. Certainly, the case can be made again that, in all these instances, Agni, the great, divine

7 Oldenberg (1894: 122) calls Matari$van “der Prometheus des Veda.”
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light of the sky, is the sun. We already saw that this was not likely. In fact, some of the passages above

also show Agni as clearly different from the sun; thus, in 4.11.1 Agni shines besides the sun, and in

4.13.1, 10.3.2 Agni supports the sun. These examples are not isolated; other passages also make it clear

that Agni is different from the sun:

1.148.1.

3.2.14.

3.2.14.

3:5:5

3-3:5-

4.3.11.

7.6.7.

... priachtig [Agni — my note| wie die Sonne zur Schonheit erstrahlend (suvar nd

. ’ 7 . Z
citram vdpuse vibhavam).

Sucim nd _yc’imann isirdm suvardi$am ketim divé rocanastham usarbidham

agnim miirdhanam divé dpratiskutam tdm imahe ndmasa vajinam brhdt

Emsig wie die helle (Sonne) auf der Fahrt, sonnenaugig, des Himmels Banner, im
Glanze weilend, am frithen Morgen wach, das unbestrittene Oberhaupt des Himmels,

den sieggewinnenden Agni gehen wir mit hoher Verbeugung an.

.. der Jiingste hiitet den Weg der Sonne (pati yahvds cdranam siriyasya).

Den schimmernden Agni ... der das Sonnenlicht findet ...

... die Sonne kam zum Vorschein als Agni geboren war (avih sivar abhavaj jaté agnai)

Gott Vais$vanara hat bei Aufgang der Sonne die Schitze der Tiefe an sich genommen

(a devé dade budhniya vasuni vaisvanard udita suriyasya) ...

Therefore, the celestial Agni is not the sun, although he is present in the sky. Agni is also

different from lightning as the following verse clearly shows:

3.1.14.

Hohe Strahlen begleiten den glanzverschonten Agni wie die hellen Blitze (agnim
sacanta vidyito nd sukrah). Thm, der gleichsam heimlich in seiner Heimat grof3
geworden war im unermesslichen Ozean, (stehen) die den Gottertrank milchenden

(Kiihe zur Seite).
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To sum up: Agni, which is neither the sun nor lightning, is consistently shown as a light in the sky,
appearing at dawn, being inexplicably celebrated at dawn. All these facts change completely the
perspective on Agni, and point in a transparent way to his real nature. Thus, as a bright light in the
sky, Agni must be a star or a constellation.™ In fact, in 10.88.12-13, Agni is called expressis verbis a

“star” (ndksatram),” which casts away any remaining doubt about Agni’s celestial nature:

10.88.12. visvasma agnim bhivanaya deva vaisvanardm ketim dhnam akrnvan
a yds tatana usdso vibhatir dpo trnoti tdmo arcisa ydn.

10.88.12. Fiir die ganze Welt machten die Gotter den Agni Vai$vanara zum Zeichen der Tage;
der die aufleuchtenden Morgenroten ausgebreitet hat, er deckt auch die Finsternis ab,

wann er mit seinem Lichtstrahl kommt.

10.88.13. vaisvanardm kavdyo yajiityaso agnim devd ajanayann ajurydm
ndksatram pratndm dminac carisni yak,sdsyc'idhyak_sam tavisdm brhdntam

10.88.13. Die opferwiirdigen Seher, die Gotter, erschufen den Agni Vai$vanara, den alterlosen,
das uralte, nie (die Richtung) verfehlende, wandelnde Gestirn (ndksatram), den

starken, hohen Aufseher des Geheimnisses.

The conclusion that Agni is a star/constellation is not unexpected, since in the previous
chapter I showed that the main Vedic gods represent celestial bodies.” It is then natural for Agni, one
of the greatest Vedic gods, to be of the same kind. In fact, the way in which Indra/Taurus and Agni are

invoked leaves, again, no doubt that Agni’s nature is identical to that of Indra, that is, celestial (star or

constellation):
8.38.5. ... Indra und Agni kommet her ...
8.40.8. ya nil $vetav avé divd uccdrata upa dyibhih

138

Agni is compared to gold or has a golden body (e.g., RV 2.2.4; 7.3.6; 4.3.1; 10.20.9).

%9 Indra, the Aévins, and Soma represent Taurus, Gemini, and the Milky Way, respectively.
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8.40.8. Die beide [Indra and Agni — my note] Weif3glinzenden, die unterhalb des Himmels

Tag fiir Tag aufzugehen pflegen ...

1.108.3. ... Lasst euch vereint nieder, Indra und Agni; ihr Bullen, schiittet in euch vom
bullenstarken Soma! (tdv indragni sadhriaiica nisddya visnah sémasya vrsand

vrsetham ...)

Agni, therefore, represents a star or a constellation. This explains why Agni, like Indra and the
Agdvins, is invoked at dawn and why he is said to appear at dawn. In other words, Agni is celebrated at
dawn not because he represents the god of fire but because he is a star appearing on the eastern
horizon just before sunrise, that is, in astronomical terminology, a star rising heliacally. The passages
that describe Agni’s appearance at dawn then describe the heliacal rising of this star.

It is obvious that, in order for him to receive such cultic importance, Agni must have been a
special and astronomically significant bright star in the sky. To identify this star, I will first appeal to
the other important aspect of Agni’s mythology, which is his association with the waters (dpak). Thus,
the waters are Agni’s abode (8.43.9; 5.85.2; 7.49.4; 10.9.6; 10.91.6); Agni’s abode is in apam updsthe “the
lap of the waters” (6.8.4), in the dark (6.9.7); strangely for his nature, Agni is kindled in the waters
(10.45.1). Agni is called apam gdarbham “the germ of the waters” (3.1.12-13; 3.5.3; 1.70.3) and apam ndpat
“the son of the waters” (3.9.1), which is one of his mythical appearances (2.35). The hymn 2.35, in
particular, is very important for the present discussion, since it is entirely dedicated to Apam Napat,

whom the poet associates or identifies with Agni. I quote below some relevant verses.

2.35.3. Wihrend die einen sich vereinigen, miinden andere (ins Meer); die Fliisse fiillen den
gemeinsamen Ozean. Diesen reinen, leuchtenden Apam Napat umgeben die reinen

Gewisser (apam ndpatam pdri tasthur apah).

2.35.4 tdm dsmera yuvatdyo yivanam marmyjydmanah pdri yanti apah
sd Sukrébhih $ikvabhi revad asmé didayanidhmé ghrtdnirnig apsi
2.35.4. Ohne (verschdamt) zu lacheln, umkreisen (ihn) die Jungfrauen, die Gewisser, den

Jugendlichen putzend. Mit seinen hellen, geiibten (Gliedern) leuchtet er reichlich bei
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uns, ohne Brennholz (leuchtet er) in den Gewissern, dessen Festgewand das Schmalz

ist.

In dessen eigenem Hause die gutmelke Kuh steht, die schwellt seine Lebenskraft; er
isst die gutbekommliche Nahrung. Apam Napat, der in den Gewissern kriftige
Nahrung hat, erstrahlt, um dem Verehrer seine Schitze zu spenden (sé ‘pam ndpad

urjayann apsu antdr vasudéyaya vidhaté vi bhati).

apam ndpad a hi dsthad updstham jihmc’indm urdhvo vidyutam vdasanah

tdsya jyéstham mahimanam vahantir hiranyavarnah pdriyanti yahvih.

Denn Apam Napat hat ihren Schof3 bestiegen, aufrecht stehend, wihrend sie quer
liegen, in Blitz sich kleidend. Seine hochste Hoheit tragend umkreisen ihn die

goldfarbigen Jugendlichen.

hiranyarapah sd hiranyasamdrg apc'im ndpat séd u hiranyavarnah

hiranydyat pdriyéner nisddya hiranyada dadati dnnam asmai

Goldahnlich (hiranyarupah), wie Gold ausehend ist der Apam Napat, derselbe auch
goldfarbig, nachdem er sich niedergelassen hat aus goldenem Schof3e (kommend).

Die Goldgeber geben ihm Nahrung.

tdd asyanikam utd caru nama apiciyam vardhate ndptur apam
ydm indhdte yuvatdyah sam itthd hiranyavarnam ghrtdm dnnam asya
Dieses sein Antlitz und der teuer Name des Apam Napat wird Heimlich grof3, den die

Jungfrauen hier entziinden. Goldfarbige Schmalz ist seine Speise.

sd im visajanayat tasu garbham sd im $isur dhayati tam rihanti

s6 ‘pam ndpad dnabhimlatavarno anydsyevehd taniiva vivesa

Er erzeugte als der Bulle in ihnen die Leibesfrucht. Als Kind saugt er ab ihnen; sie
lecken ihn. Apam Napat von unverwelklicher Farbe wirkt hier gleichsam mit dem

Korper eines anderen.
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2.35.14. asmin padé paramé tasthivamsam adhvasmdbhir visviha didivamsam
apo ndptre ghrtdm dnnam vahantih svaydm dtkaih pdri diyanti yahvih
2.35.14. Thn, der an diesem fernsten Orte seinen Stand hat, der allezeit mit fleckenlosen
(Flammen) leuchtet und sich selbst mit Gewédndern (bekleidet), umschweben die

jlingsten Gewdsser, in dem sie dem (Apam Napat) ihr Schmalz als Speise bringen.

2.35.15. dayamsam agne suksitim janaya ayamsam u maghdvadbhyah suvrktim
2.35.15. Ich habe, o Agni, dem Volke, gute Wohnung gewihrt, ich habe den Lohnherren ein
gutes Lied gewihrt ...

The hymn dedicated to Apam Napat is extremely important for the present argument because
it identifies Apam Napat “the son of the waters” with Agni, as the last verse 2.35.15 clearly shows.*’
This identification is also supported by the fact that Apam Napat's attributes are strikingly similar to
those of Agni. Thus, Apam Napat is surrounded by waters; he shines like lightning in spite of being lit
without firewood, and his food is in the waters; he resembles gold; he is the bright child of the waters,
who grows in the waters. Below, I present other significant passages about Agni, in which his

characteristics are similar to those of Apam Napat in the hymn mentioned above (2.35):
1.65.9. Er zischt dasitzend wie der Schwan im Wasser (svdsiti apsii hamsé nd sfdan)

1.67.9-10. viyé virutsu rédhan mahitva utd praja utd prasiisv antdh
cittir apcfm ddme vis‘vc'iyu[z sddmeva dhirah samméya cakruh

1.67.9-10. Der in den Pflanzen méchtig wichst, sowohl das (neugeborene) Kind, als in den
befruchteten (Pflanzen), der Geist der Wasser, lebensldnglich im Hause. Wie der

Werkmeister ein Wohnhaus haben sie gleichmif3ig seinen Sitz bereitet.

140

Cf. Geldner at 2.35.15; Macdonell (1897: 70): “the deity is invoked as Agni and must be identified with him.”
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tvesam rupdm krnuta uttaram ydt sampriicandh sadane gobhir adbhih
Er nimmt seine funkelnde Gestalt an, die sein oberes (Gewand) ist, wenn er an seinem

Platz mit (Kuh)schmalz, mit Wasser in Berithrung kommt.

asyd tvesa ajara asyd bhandvah susamdysah suprdtikasya sudyutah

bhdtvaksaso dti aktiir nd sindhavo agné rejante dsasanto ajdrah

Seine funkelnden alterlosen (Flammen), seine Strahlen, des schonleuchtenden, schon
zu schauenden von schonem Angesicht, des lichtstarken Agni, zittern die Nacht iiber

gleich dem Farbenspiel der Fliisse, nicht schlafend, nicht alternd.

abhi dvijanma tri rocanani visva rdjamsi $usucand asthat
héta ydjistho apam sadhdsthe
Der Zweigeborene hat flammend sich iiber die drei Lichtrdume, tiber alle Welten

erhoben, der bestopfernde Hotr am Sammelort der Gewésser.

dvardhayan subhdgam saptd yahvih svetdm jajiiandm arusdm mahitva
Die sieben jiingsten (Strome) zogen den Holden grof3, den weif3 und rétlich in voller

Grof3e geborenen.

candrdm agnim candrdratham hdrivratam vaisvanardm apsusddam suvarvidam
vigahdm titrnim tdvisibhir avrtam bhiirnim devasa ihd susriyam dadhuh

Den schimmernden Agni mit schimmerndem Wagen, dessen Werk golden ist, den
Vai$vanara, der im Wasser wohnt, der das Sonnenlicht findet, den untertauchenden,
zielerreichenden, von Starken umgebenen, ungeduldigen, herrlichen haben die Gotter

hierhergesetzt.

kayamano vana tuvdm ydn matir djagann apdh

nd tdt te agne pramyse nivartanam ydd duré sann ihabhavah.
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Wenn du, der du an den Holzern deine Freude hast, in deine Miitter, die Gewdsser,
eingegangen bist, so sollst du, Agni, die Riickkehr nicht vergessen, (und) dass du, der

in Ferne weilende, (frither) hier warst.

divds pdri prathamdm jajite agnir asmdd dvitiyam pdri jatdvedah

trtiyam apsi nymdna djasram indhana enam jarate suadhih

Vom Himmel wurde Agni zuerst geboren, ein zweites Mal von uns, der Jatavedas. Den
zum dritten im Wasser (Geborenen), den nie Ermattenden entziindend, ruft ihn in

guter Absicht der wie ein Herrscher Denkende wach.

samudré tva nrmdna apsu antdr nrcdaksa idhe divé agna idhan
trt[j/e tva rdjasi tasthivamsam apam updsthe mahisa avardhan
Dich ... den im Euter des Himmels (Weilenden) ... dich, den im dritten Dunkelraum

Weilenden, im Schof3e des Wassers zogen die Biiffel grof3.

prd héta jaté mahan nabhovin nrsddva sidad apam updsthe ...
(Neu)geboren (tritt) der grof3e Hotr vor, der Wolkenkundige; der unter Madnnern

Sitzende saf3 im Schof3e der Gewisser.

apo ha ydd brhatir visvam ayan gdrbham dddhana jandyantir agnim
Als da die hohen Gewiésser kamen, das All als Keim empfangend, den Agni erzeugend,

da entstand er daraus ...

Agni’s mysterious and still unexplained presence in the waters certainly does not reveal per se

who Agni is. The Vedic identity/close relationship between Apam Napat and Agni, however, is echoed

in the Avesta. Thus, in a hymn dedicated to the star Tistriya (Yast 8), the deity called Apam Napat is

put in connection with Tistriya. I quote the most relevant passages of the Avestan hymn in Lommel’s

translation (1927):
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2. Den prichtigen gldnzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, der friedliches
Wohnen, gutes Wohnen gewihrt, den hellen, leuchtenden, hervorblinkenden,
umbherstrahlenden, heilkriftigen, im Lauf schnaubenden, erhabenen, der mit
leuchtenden, lauterem Schein weit umherstrahlt, - und das Wasser, das weite Meer
bildet ...

3. Wegen seiner Pracht und seines Glanzes will ich ihn mit lautem Gebet und
Opfergiissen verehren, den Stern Tistriya. Den prachtvollen gldnzenden Stern Tistriya
vereheren wir.

4. Den prichtigen glinzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, den
regenerzeugenden (af3¢i9ram)'®' erhabenen Helden, den kriftigen, in der Ferne
blinkenden, erhabenen, iiberméichtigen; von ihm .. vom Wasserkind (sein?)
Geschlecht (apgm nafadrat haca ¢iSram) ... "™

5. Den prichtigen gldnzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, nach dem sich
Klein- und Grof3vieh sehnen, und die Menschen .. Wann wird uns der prachtige
glanzende Tistriya aufgehen ... ?

7. Da half ihm der Weise Herr'*3, der Schopfer, da die Wasser und Pflanzen ...

8. Den prichtigen glinzenden Stern TisStriya verehren wir .. Zu der
rossgestalteten wahrhaftigen Flut des kraftigen schongeformten, tiefen Sees Vurukurta
mit seinen weiten Wassern kommt er [TiStriya — my note] fiirwahr herzu und lasst

die Flut heranwogen ...

' This is an Avestan word, which Darmsteter (1882) translates as “the seed of the waters,” and Panaino (1990: I 30, 92) as
“the origin of rains” (cf. Lommel); Herzfeld (1947: 585-586) translates it as “kindred to water,” and considers it to mean “the

son of Apagm Napat.”
2 Bartholomae (1904) translates ¢i%ram as “Ursprung, Herkunft, Nachkommenschaft,” namely “origin”; ha¢a means “from”;
therefore, literally, the passage can be translated as “whose origin/nature is from Apam Napat; cf. also Lommel (1927: 50);

nafadrat is another morphological form of Napat (in the ablative here; cf. Skt. naptr-); cf. Bartholomae (1904); Grassmann

(1964).

3 “Der weise Herr” is the supreme Zoroastrian god Ahura Mazdah; cf. Panaino (1990: I 33, 59).
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11. Wenn die Menschen mich dem Gebet, das meinen Namen nennt, verehren
wiirden, so wie die anderen Gotter mit Gebeten, die ihre Namen nennen, verehrt

warden, so kiime ich zu den wahrhaftigen Ménnern (zur bestimmeten Lebenszeit?)'**

32. Von da an, o Spitama Zarathustra, steigt der préchtigen glinzenden
Tistriya wieder aus dem See Vurukurta ...

35. Den prichtigen glinzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, der von da an
zugleich mit der strahlenden Morgenrote daherfliegt auf fernumbiegendem Weg auf
der von den Gottern bestimmten Bahn, der vorgeschriebenen wasserreichen, zur
Freude des Weisen Herr ...

36. Den prichtigen glanzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, nach welchem die
Jahresbestellung des Menschen und die raterteilenden Herrn und die wilden Tiere ...
ausblicken, wenn er emporsteigt.

37. Den prichtigen glinzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, der sich schnell
dahinschwingt, der im Schwung dahinfihrt ... zum See Vurukurta ...

44. Den prichtigen glanzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir,den der weise Herr
zum Herrn und Aufseher iiber alle Sterne bestellte ...

45. Den préchtigen glinzenden Stern Tistriya verehren wir, dem der weise
Herr tausend Zauberkrifte verlieh als dem gewaltigsten unter den
Wassererzeugern'®, der mit Wassererzeugern herbeikommt, inmitten der

Himmelslichter sich bewegend.

The Avestan passages strikingly echo the Vedic passages about Agni and Apam Napat. Thus,
Tistrya shines brightly in the sky and originates in the waters or has a close connection to them; the
waters and the plants take care of it. It shines in the east and is venerated by men. It appears in the sky
at dawn. It is the lord and overseer of all stars and is associated with the deity called Apam Napat.

These characteristics of Tistriya strongly indicate that this star is, in all likelihood, identical

44 “At the appointed time”; cf. Panaino (1990: 104).

5 Cf. Av. afSciraebiio, which Panaino (1990: 135) translates as “among the rain-originators” (i.e. the stars).”
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with the star Agni. This conclusion is indeed bold, but, as I have shown above, it is not the result of a
mere comparison between the Vedic and Avestan texts. Independently of the Iranian texts, the Rig
Veda showed that Agni’s nature was celestial (stellar). On the other hand, the deity called Apam Napat
must be of Indo-Iranian origin, since he belongs to both the Vedic and the Iranian pantheons.
Certainly, it is still unclear at this point whether this deity is identical with Tistriya /Agni or not.”** The
clear association of Apam Napat with both Tistriya and Agni, however, along with the similar jargon
used to describe these stars, supports the hypothesis that Agni is, indeed, the star Tistriya.

The identity of Tistriya is a thorny issue. The scholarly consensus is that it represents the star
Sirius, the brightest fixed star in the northern hemisphere.”” This identification is based on a passage
in Plutarch (first century AD), who states that, in the Persian religion, the star Sirius was created by
Horomazes (Ahura Mazda) to be the guardian and scout for the other stars.'**

The theory that Tistriya is identical with Sirius encounters some difficulties.”® One of these
concerns the fact that, as some Avestan verses above show, Tistriya is said to bring rain. As is well

150

known, Sirius’ heliacal rising occurred in the middle of the summer heat.” This is hard to reconcile
with the idea of Sirius bringing rain to the land. Panaino’s theory (1995: 19—21) that the “rain” in such

passages is to be identified with shooting stars or meteor showers, which would occur most frequently

" Boyce (1982: I 40—48) identifies Apam Napat with Varuna; her evidence is based on Y. 13.95, in which Mitra’s association

with Apam Napat (invoked as “protectors of the lands”) would be similar to that between Mitra and Varuna in the Rig
Veda. This theory is questionable. Unlike Agni, Varuna, who is indeed associated with the watery element, is never called

Apam Napat in the Rig Veda.

7 Sirius was well known in the ancient world; the Greeks called it x0wv “the Dog”; cf. Il. 22.27—30; Xeiptog (cf. Lat. Sirius) is
also used by the Greeks from ancient times (cf. e.g.,, Hes. Op. 417; 587; 609). Sirius was highly venerated in Egypt (as the

goddess Isis), where its heliacal rising announced the flooding of the Nile.

"5 Plut. De Is. et Os. 47: “He (Horomazes) set up among them [the stars — my note] one star, Sirius, before the rest, to be as

it were a sentinel and a scout”; cf. Panaino (1995: 6); Panaino (2005); Boyce (1982: Il 204—206); Scherer (1953: 113).

9 For discussion, cf. Panaino (1995: 1-14).

150

For the Greeks and the Romans, the heliacal rising of Sirius during the summer time announced torrid days, which
could bring unbearable heat, with the subsequent parching effect on the crops, diseases etc. Since Sirius was part of the
Canis Maior “the Dog,” the Romans nicknamed this star Canicula “the little dog,” a word which in Romance languages

ended up meaning “burning heat” (e.g., Fr. canicule); cf. Kidd (1997: 306—08).
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after the rise of Sirius (during the summer), is hardly credible.

The considerations above are an impediment to the theory that identifies TiStriya/Agni with
Sirius. In spite of this, some of Agni’s mythological features can be explained through Agni’s
identification with Sirius. Thus, it is well known that Sirius has a long period of invisibility in the sky,
which is due to its position towards the south of the celestial vault.” The rebirth of Agni then may be
a metaphor for Sirius’s reappearance in the sky after a long period of invisibility. Obviously, this
period of invisibility would be able to account for why the Vedic people invoked Agni with so much
fervor. It seems then that Sirius can still be considered a good candidate for a possible identification
with Agni. The biggest obstacle against the identification of Agni with Sirius, however, lies elsewhere.
Thus, the star Agni is said to “hide and grow” in the waters. I do not see how Agni’s possible
identification with Sirius could explain this part of the myth.

To solve the riddle, I will appeal to verse 45 of the Tistriya hymn, in which it is said that the
star Tistriya moves in the midst of the stars. At first glance, this seems to be strange, since a star does
not move relative to the other stars. There are, however, stars that are not fixed; these are the planets.
The possibility that Tistriya represents a planet gives an expected twist to the present argument. Thus,
it is well known that, among the planets, there is one that represents the brightest object in the sky
after the sun and the moon; this is the planet Venus, which is an object even brighter than Sirius and
which has indeed the property of moving amongst stars.” Is Agni alias Tistriya Venus?

That the hypothesis above is not without foundation is shown by the following Rig Vedic

passages (10.88.13 already quoted above):

10.88.13. Die opferwiirdigen Seher, die Gotter, erschufen den Agni Vai$vanara, den alterlosen,
das uralte, nie (die Richtung) verfehlende, wandelnde Gestirn (ndksatram ... dminac

carisnit), den starken, hohen Aufseher des Geheimnisses.

! Because of its location, which presupposes a shorter trajectory in the sky, Sirius is absent from the sky about 70 days

before its heliacal rising in the summer; cf. Evans (1998: 3—5, 195-196).

152

The brightness of Venus also perfectly explains its association with fire (Agni).
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4.13.5. dnayato dnibaddhah kathc'iydm niann uttand dva padyate nd
kdya yati svadhdya ké dadarsa divd skambhdh samrtah pati nakam
4.13.5. Wie kommt es, dass er nicht kopfiiber herabfillt, obwohl er nicht festgehalten, nicht
angebunden (dnibaddhah) ist? Durch welchen Eigengesetzt geht er, wer hat (es)
gesehen? Als Sdule des Himmels angebracht schiitzt er das Firmament (divd
skambhdh samrtah pati nd/kam).lf’3

Agni’s attributes in these two passages (or, at least, in the former one) point to his being a
planet rather than a fixed star. Thus, Agni is a “moving” star (carisni); he is not “bound” and follows
his own law. The hypothesis that Agni is Venus seems to be on solid ground.

In order to explain Agni’s mythological features it is necessary to mention some of the
astronomical properties of Venus. Before this, however, it is worth noting the well-known fact that, in
the middle of the first millennium B, the Iranian name for Venus was Anahiti, “the Pure One.” This
might be considered indeed an obstacle to the present theory, in which Venus is identified with
Tistriya. The worship of Venus as the goddess Anahiti, however, is not attested in the Avesta, but only
in western Iran. The only deity with a similar name known in the Avesta is the one called aradvi sira
andhita “the moist, mighty, pure one”; this deity, however, was not Venus, but the goddess of a
mythical/celestial river.”* This shows that a possible presence of Venus in the Avesta implies a
different name for this planet. Tistriya then remains a very good candidate for representing Venus."

The most important astronomical feature of Venus, which belongs to the planet Mercury as

well, is that it is an “inferior” planet. Venus and Mercury are called “inferior” planets because their

%8 Geldner interprets this passage as referring to Sturya (mentioned in the previous verse). This is, indeed, possible.
However, since the whole hymn is dedicated to Agni, it is also possible that this verse refers to Agni. In fact, the same idea
(Agni supports the sky) is expressed in: 4.5.1cd dniinena brhatd vaksdathena tpa stabhayad upamin nd rédhah “In
vollkommenen, hohem Wachstum stiitzt er (den Himmel) wie der Pfeiler den Deich”; 3.5.10a tid astambhit samidha nakam

rsv6 “Durch das Brennholz sich aufrichtend hat Agni das Firmament emporgerichtet.”
%4 Cf. Lommel (1927: 26—44); Boyce (1982: I 29—30; 201-03).

% This hypothesis also answers Panaino’s concerns (1995: 67—68) that the Avesta reveals no apparent knowledge of the

planets.

82



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)
orbits lie between the orbit of the Earth and the sun, whereas the other planets, which are farther
from the sun than the Earth is, are called “superior.” Given that their orbits lie between the orbit of the
Earth and the sun, Venus and Mercury are always seen close to the sun, which means that they can be
seen either before sunrise (as morning stars) or after sunset (as evening stars). During the day, they
obviously disappear in the sun’s glare and cannot be seen.

Venus — and Mercury as well — has another extremely important property. Given that it can
move to one side or the other of the sun, thus alternatively being either a morning or an evening star,
during the year Venus twice becomes invisible in the sky. The period of invisibility occurs when, from
the perspective of an observer from the Earth, the planet crosses the sun’s disk. What is of crucial
importance for the present argument is the fact that the passage from visibility to invisibility does not
occur instantaneously but gradually. In astronomical jargon, this means that Venus has “phases” —
like the moon — that is, its size increases or decreases depending on its relative position with respect
to the sun and the Earth.

The astronomical characteristics of Venus can perfectly explain Agni’s myth of “hiding and
growing in the waters” or Agni’s being born many times. Indeed, because of its phases, the planet
Venus appears to either “hide in the waters” (when it becomes invisible), or “grow” (when it is born)

156

and reach full brightness.”” I give below two more examples illustrating Agni’s growth in the waters:

10.8.1. .. Im SchoBe der Gewisser ist der Biiffel gro3 geworden (apam updsthe mahisé
vavardha).

10.45.3. Dich .. im SchoBe des Wassers zogen die Biiffel gro3 (apam updsthe mahisa
avardhan).

' T would also make the hypothesis that Matari$van, whose name probably means “grown/growing in his mother” (cf.

Macdonell (1897: 72)), and who is sometimes identified with Agni (cf. 3.26.2), symbolizes Venus'’s full phase, that is, the
time when Agni “the fire” is “brought to earth” (this explains the apparent contradiction that Agni is both identical with
Matari$van and brought to earth by Matari$van); cf. 3.29.11: Agni is called (ucyate) “Matarisvan” when he is undiminished
in his mother matarisva yad dmimita matdri “wenn er in der Mutter sich bildete.” Venus's new phase is probably
represented by Narasamsa (cf. 3.29.11: ... zum Narasamsa wird Agni, wenn er geboren wird ... ”). The intermediary phase of

Venus is probably Tantinapat (cf. 3.29.11: tdnindpad ucyate garbha).
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The hypothesis that the Vedic people were able to observe Venus’s phases is not as peculiar as
it might seem at first. It is known that the Babylonians were able to record Venus'’s phases in the first
half of the second millennium B¢.™”

A difficult issue in Agni’s myth is to establish the nature of the “waters” in which the star Agni
hides and grows. One possibility is that they represent the sky’s light-blue surface at early dawn.
Another possibility, which is more plausible, is that the presence of the waters in Agni’s myth is just a
metaphor accounting for why Agni, that is, fire, gets extinguished. In other words, it is possible that
these waters did not represent any visible celestial object, and that their presence in the sky was
assumed only indirectly, through the phases of Agni/Venus. In fact, it may be that, in essence, Agni’s
waters are identical with those released by Indra at the spring equinox. This hypothesis can explain
why Venus was invoked to bring rain; indeed, since it always “follows” the sun’s path through the
constellations, Venus can be seen as a seasonal marker and, therefore, invoked to bring rain at certain
times."®

Agni’s growth in the waters can also explain why he is called “Apam Napat”; obviously, since
he is “born in the waters,” Agni, the “child of the waters,” can rightly be called Apam Napat. Apam
Napat then may represent the transition phases through which a planet passes before reaching its

fully developed phase.™ It is then possible that, without representing a separate deity in the Indo-

7 Cf. Waerden (1974: 49—59); Roscher (1965:1478).

'® Another possible interpretation for the “waters” would be that they represent the surface of the sky that is closer to the

horizon, that is, the space in which Venus moves; in the section on the Agvins, I interpreted the “mountain” the Asvins
climb as the celestial vault from the horizon to the celestial meridian; the “waters” then may represent the “inferior” part of
this “mountain” since waters can be found at the base of any mountain; this can also apply to the “wood” through which
Agni burns; cf. n158 above. It may also be that these celestial waters are related to the “celestial Sea” (cf. the constellation
Aquarius), which I will mention in detail in the chapter on the Adityas; this latter hypothesis, however, would imply that
this part of Agni’s myth was conceived when Venus was in certain places of the sky (in the “Sea”); I do not consider this

hypothesis very attractive.

9 For the nature of Savitr, who is also called “Apam Napat” (cf. 1.22.6; 10.149.2), see the next chapter of the present study.
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Iranian religion, Apam Napat was the generic name designating the inferior planets Venus and
Mercury.'”

I will now turn attention to another important feature of Agni, which is that he is a priest
(hotr).* This feature may be explained as well through Venus’s travel in the sky during the year. Thus,
as the sun moves through the zodiacal constellations during the year, Venus does the same, that is, it
moves through these constellations along with the sun. The fact that Taurus and Gemini, which are
zodiacal constellations, are heavenly gods (Indra and the Asvins, respectively) shows that, in all

likelihood, the other (zodiacal) constellations were also considered to be celestial gods. This perfectly

»162 163

explains why in the myth Agni “the priest”™ serves or is received by different gods.
Interestingly, Agni “the priest” and Indra “the warrior” are the greatest gods of the Vedic
religion. This means that, from a wider perspective, at the cosmic level, Agni and Indra reflect the
most important functions of the Vedic society.
In addition to being a priest, Agni is also diité devanam “the gods’ messenger” (cf. e.g., 3.3.2;

6.15.9; 10.4.2); this feature can also be explained through Venus’s movement from one constellation to

another.

* The characteristics of Apam Napit (cf. 2.35) perfectly apply to the moon, which is obviously also a celestial body
displaying phases; interestingly, Hillebrandt (1927 I: 365-80) already associated Apam Napat with the moon, which he
identified with Soma; however, his hypothesis has nothing to do with the moon’s phases. The moon in the Rig Veda is

candrdmas (cf. Grassmann) and has no relationship to Apam Napat.
" Cf. 2.2.1 above, or, e.g., 8. 49.1; 6.16.1; 9.66.20; 10.7.5; Macdonell (1897: 96-97).

%> A less important Vedic “priestly” god is Brhaspati, who is identified with the planet Jupiter in later literature. Hillebrandt
(1990: 1107-8) thinks this is the result of the transfer of the Vedic god’s name to the planet. Given the “priestly” nature of
Brhaspati (purdhitah; cf. 2.24.9), which is similar to that of the planet Agni, this god may indeed represent Jupiter. Other
features that point to his celestial nature: Brhaspati was born in the sky (cf. 4.50.4: jayamano mahé jydtisah paramé
vioman), drives away darkness with his light (cf. 10.68.5: dpa jydtisa tdmo antdriksad ... ajat), climbs up in the sky (cf.
10.67.10: d dyam druksad tttarani sddma), shines “in the house” (cf. 5.43.12: ddma @ didivamsam); he is also invoked

together with “the Bull” Indra (cf. 4.49; 7.97).

' Cf. 1.95.6 above: “ .. Die Gotter erhalten (dharayan) Agni ...”
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That Agni is Venus is shown by other features of Agni. Thus, given that Venus is always
perceived as close to the sun, it is appropriate to say that Agni/Venus guards the sun’s path, precedes

the day, or adds to the sun’s brightness:

3.5.5 ... er [Agni — my note] hiitet den Weg der Sonne (pati yahvds cdranam siriyasya).

10.3.2. .. indem er den aufgerichteten Strahl des Siirya stiitzt (iirdhvdm bhanim sitriyasya
stabhaydan).

10.88.12. Fiir die ganze Welt machten die Gotter den Agni Vais$vanara zum Zeichen der Tage

(ketum dhnam akrnvan, literally “the banner of the days”); der die aufleuchtenden
Morgenréten ausgebreitet hat, er deckt auch die Finsternis ab, wann er mit seinem

Lichtstrahl kommt (already quoted above).

It is also appropriate for Agni to show up before sunrise, since the rising of Venus as a morning

star occurs before sunrise (cf. also the many passages I quoted above):

2.1.1. “Du, Agni, (wirst) mit Tagesanbruch (geboren).”

4.3.11. ... die Sonne kam zum Vorschein als Agni geboren war.

These latter features are beautifully echoed in the Odyssey in a passage in which Venus is

described astonishingly similarly to the Rig Vedic Agni (13.93-5):

E3t’ dotp Umepéaye padvrorog 8¢ Te uAAoTA

EpyeTal Ay yEAwy gdog Holg Npryeveing ...

At the time when shines the brightest star, which beyond others

Comes with announcement of the light of the young Dawn goddess... 164

%4 Cf. Heubeck (1990: 169).
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Another interesting feature of Agni is that he “organizes the times”:

.. prvam dnu prd disam parthivanam rtiin prasasad vi dadhav anusthi
... Die ostliche Gegend der irdischen Rdume (kennend) hat er die Zeiten bestimmend

richtig eingeteilt.

Der Gott (Agni), der der Hiiter der Zeiten ist (rtupQ) ...

Viy6 rdjamsi dmimita sukrdtur vaisvanaré vi divé rocand kavih

pdriy6 visva bhivanani paprathé ddabdho gopa amftasya raksita

Vai$vanara, der klugsinnige Seher, der die Rdume ausgemessen hat und die Lichter des
Himmels, der sich iiber alle Welten ausgebreitet hat, der untriigliche Hiiter, der

Waichter der Unsterblichkeit.

Stelle die verlangenden Gotter zufrieden, du Jiingster; der (Opfer)zeiten kundig, du

Herr der Zeiten, opfere hier! (vidvarm rtivmr rtupate yajehd)

.. agnir vidvan sd yajat séd u hota s6 adhvaran sd rtin kalpayati
... Agni is der Kundige, er soll opfern; er allein ist der Hotr, er soll die Opfer, er die

Zeiten (rtin) einteilen (kalpdyati).*

... agnis tad visvam a proatividvan yeébhir devar rtiibhih kalpayati.
... so moge der kundige Agni das alles wieder gutmachen nach den Zeiten, auf die er

die Gotter verteilen wird (cf. Geldner: “bei jedem Gotte zu seiner Zeit").

Geldner argues that the “times” (Skt. rti) in such cases are those when the sacrifices for

different gods are due.” This is an interesting suggestion, which, in the context of the present

% Skt. kalpdyati can also mean “to organize” (Germ. “ordnen, in die richtige Ordnung bringen, verteilen”; cf. Grassmann).

% Cf. Geldner at 10.2.3 above: “die Opferzeiten oder die Reihenfolge der Gotter im Sinne der rtdvah.”
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argument, implies that the constellations representing celestial gods were worshipped when
Agni/Venus passed through them. I would make, however, another hypothesis, which is slightly
different from Geldner’s. This concerns again the fact that, during the solar year, Venus passes through
all the constellations that are located on the sun’s path, i.e., through the zodiacal constellations." It is
probably because of this astronomical feature that Agni/Venus was seen as “the guardian/lord (rtupa)
of the times.” Indeed, since in antiquity the stars/constellations on the sun’s path had the role of
measuring time (or “the times”), the association between Venus and the constellations is an
association between the planet and the “times” (of the year).

Another interesting feature of Agni is his well-known epithet of Vrtrahan (cf. e.g. 1.74.3; 3.20.4).
We saw that, although this epithet is intimately associated with Indra, other gods such as Soma may
share it. Soma (the Milky Way) is called Vrtrahan because of its relative celestial position with respect
to Indra (Taurus) and Vrtra. One can explain Agni’s epithet in a similar way. Thus, when Taurus
announced the spring equinox (that is, when the sun was in Taurus at the spring equinox), Venus,
which is always close to the sun, must have also been close to Taurus (perhaps even in Taurus,
depending on when this myth was created). This made Agni/Venus a participant at the cosmic drama
that was taking place in the sky at the spring equinox; consequently, like Indra and Soma, Agni was
also called Vrtrahan.

I conclude this section with a final word concerning the fact that Agni’s worship seems to
have been mainly performed at dawn, which means that Venus was worshipped as a morning star.
The question arises whether the Vedic people knew of the identity between Venus'’s evening and
morning aspects.”® The following passages show that these people worshipped Agni in the evening as

well:

4.2.8ab. yds tva dosa yd usdsi prasamsat priydm va tva krnavate havisman ...

"7 The Babylonians considered that Venus, the sun, and the moon governed the zodiac; they also called Venus the “queen

of heaven”; cf. Roscher (1965:1478).

% Not all peoples in antiquity knew that the two stars are one and the same; the Greeks for example attributed this
discovery to either Parmenides or Pythagoras; the Babylonians or the Sumerians, on the other hand, knew about their

identity; cf. Scherer (1953: 78); Waerden (1974: 56); Roscher (1965: 1478).
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4.2.8. Wer dich [Agni — my note| des Nachts [evening — my note|, wer am Morgen lobt

oder dich mit Opfergaben zum Freunde macht ...

7.1.6. upa yam éti yuvatih suddaksam dosa vdstor havismati gh,rtcfc[
upa svainam ardmatir vasiyuh

7.1.6. Der Verstiandige [Agni — my note], dem die Jungfrau, die Schmalzkelle, abends und
morgens mit der Opfergabe naht und Gutes wiinschend die ihm gebiihrende

Andacht.'®®

It is not clear, however, whether Agni in such cases represents the “celestial fire” as well and
not only the “terrestrial” one. Consequently, at this point it cannot be established with certainty
whether the Vedic people knew of the identity between the two aspects of Venus. I will take up this

issue again in the last chapter (“Bulls and Cows”) of the present study.

A. PARTIAL CONCLUSIONS II

The second part of the present study challenges the universally accepted idea that Agni, one of the
greatest Vedic gods, mainly represents the sacrificial fire. It also challenges the idea that it was the
sacrificial fire that generated the cult of the other aspect of Agni, which is essentially celestial.

The celestial Agni plays a well-defined role in the Rig Veda, and his worship at dawn has, as
expected, nothing to do with the fire cult. It has also nothing to do with the sun or with lightning as it
has generally been assumed; the evidence shows that Agni is only compared to the sun or to lightning,
and is never identical to them. The celestial Agni is consistently shown as being located in the sky or
on the sky’s firmament. He is a bright light in the dawn sky, which precedes the appearance of the
morning sun. These characteristics clearly point to Agni being a star rising heliacally. That this is not
merely speculation is shown by a Vedic passage in which Agni is specifically called a “star” (ndksatra).
To determine the nature of this star I used evidence from the Iranian Avesta. This evidence shows that

Agni is identical to the Avestan TiStriya. Drawing on both Avestan and Vedic evidence, I showed that

%9 Cf. also 2.8.3; 4.12.2; 7.3.5; Oldenberg (1894: 439); for the Agnihotra ritual performed both at dawn and in the evening, cf.

Oberlies (1998: 313-14).
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Agni or Tistriya are likely to represent the planet Venus, which is the brightest object in the sky after
the sun and the moon. The identification of Agni with Venus can explain the myth of Agni hiding and
growing in the “waters.” Thus, these mythological features “metaphorically” represent the phases of
Venus. The planet Venus has a period of invisibility in the sky and a period of “growing” depending on
its relative position with respect to the Sun and the Earth. The period of invisibility is described by the
metaphor of Agni “hiding” in the celestial waters; the “growth” of Agni is related to Venus’s passage
from the new phase to the full phase (after having been invisible).

Another very important conclusion of the present study concerns the relation between the
celestial Agni, alias Venus, and the worship of the sacrificial fire. It is known that the Iranians

170

venerated fire (Avestan Atar§).” The existence of the “terrestrial” Agni probably shows that this cult
of fire goes back at least to the Indo-Iranian period. Obviously, the worship of Venus must also go back
to Indo-Iranian times. Therefore, since the Iranians do not seem to have associated the fire-cult with
the cult of Venus, the Vedic Agni’s origins are probably to be looked for in the conflation of two
different cults, the fire-cult and the cult of Venus. Be it as it may, the association of Venus with fire and

the further Vedic development of the myth is the result of a splendid metaphor, by which the

brightest star in the sky came to be compared with fire.

'7° Cf. Boyce (1987); the etymology of this name is unknown.
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THE “SOLAR ASPECTS” OF SAVITR AND PUSAN

A. SAVITR

The nature of the important Vedic god Savitr has been a keenly debated issue. Despite the uncertainty
surrounding this god’s origins, role, or significance, however, there has been a general agreement
among scholars that Savitr's most important characteristics relate him to the sun. Moreover, the “solar
aspect” of Savitr caused many scholars to identify him with the sun. I will try to explore Savitr’s “solar
aspect” in more detail and assess whether this god can be indeed interpreted as representing either an
aspect of the sun or the sun itself.

Savitr, therefore, has been partially or totally identified with the sun-god Sarya. This
identification is old, going back to the ancient Vedic commentators. Thus, Yaska (fourth century BC)
identified the sun with Savitr; Sayana (fourteenth century AD) argued that the sun is called Savitr
before his rising, but Siirya from his rising to his setting.” In modern times, similar opinions, with
some nuances, were held by Muir (1872 V: 155-56), Bergaigne (1878-1883 III: 38), Macdonell (1894: 34),
Hillebrandt (1990: 67-75), among others. It is important for the present discussion to examine the
“nuances” of these arguments. Thus, in Muir’s opinion “There are two other gods ... who are exact
personifications of the sun, viz., Strya and Savitr. It is under these two different appellations that the
sun is chiefly celebrated in the Rig-veda; and although it may be difficult to perceive why the one
word should be used in any particular case rather than the other, the application of the names may
perhaps depend upon some difference in the aspect under which the sun is conceived, or on some
difference in the functions which he is regarded as fulfilling.” Along the same line of thought,
Macdonell argued that “Savitr was originally an epithet of Indian origin applied to the sun as the great
stimulator of life and motion in the world ... but ... as differentiated from Sarya he is a more abstract
deity. He is in the eyes of the Vedic poets the divine power of the sun personified, while Strya is the

more concrete deity” ... In Bergaigne’s opinion, “Le personnage de Savitr est dans un rapport

"7 Cf. Yaska (Nir. 10.32); Sayana (on 5.81.4); Macdonell (1897: 33).
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particulierement étroit avec les phénomene solaires, quelquefois identifié au soleil (Strya).””* Keith
(1925: 105-106), on the other hand, drawing on the probable etymology of Savitr'?, defined the “solar
aspect” as follows: “While Stirya represents the concrete aspect of the sun, Savitr, the stimulator or
instigator, seems to denote the sun as the motive power which drives men to action ... Savitr is one
aspect of Strya, the most important aspect of the power which wakens man to his work and the priest
to his sacrifice.””

Arguments such as those above, however, are not convincing. The reason for this is the
existence of Vedic passages in which the two gods are clearly different and not merely aspects of each
other. Thus, Muir (1872: 168-69) notes that the verse 1.35.9, in which Savitr is said to “bring or
approach Suirya” (veti siryam), clearly shows that the two gods are different. Sayana’s explanation for
this verse that it would show two different forms of the same god approaching each other is,
obviously, artificial, to say the least.

In order to explain why Savitr and Siirya seem to be both identical and different, Hillebrandt
(1990:72) invents an evolutionary model, according to which these gods would have been originally
identical but would have become differentiated over the course of time; the Rig Vedic passages then
would reflect the different stages of this development. This theory should be rejected because it
presupposes that an older and “rational” stage of the Vedic religion evolved to practically a
nonsensical one. There is no evidence on which to postulate such a development.

The main difficulty in identifying Savitr with Siirya, therefore, lies in that there are Rig Vedic
passages in which the two gods are clearly distinct from each other. This was clearly stated by
Oldenberg, who challenged the theory that these two gods should be seen as identical.”” For

Oldenberg, Savitr is the personification of the abstract concept revealed by his name, which

7 In another passage, Bergaigne (1878-1883 III: 51) is more prudent: “... [Savitr — my note] ne pouvait représenter
purement et simplement le soleil, ainsi que I'entendent les partisans d’'un naturalisme exclusive.”

Fayy «

' The consensus among scholars is that the word “Savitr” is built on *s1 “to stimulate, impel.”

' Obviously, Keith refers to Savitr’s well-known features of waking up creatures in the morning and putting them to rest in

the evening.

' Cf. Oldenberg (1894; 1897; 1905).
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etymologically means “the enlivener, impeller, or stimulator’”: “Das Wesentliche an der Conception
des Savitar ist nicht die Vorstellung der Sonne, auch nicht die Vorstellung der Sonne in einer
bestimmten Richtung, insofern sie ndmlich zu Leben und Bewegung antreibt: sondern das
Wesentliche ist der abstrakte Gedanke dieses Antreiben selbst. Er giebt sozusagen den Rahmen her,
welcher den Savitar betreffende Vorstellungen umfasst.””” This represents a new and totally different
perspective on Savitr. According to Oldenberg, therefore, it is not the case that one of the sun’s aspects
(Sarya “the enlivener”) became a separate god Savitr, as Hillebrandt assumed in his evolutionary
model, but Savitr — originally an abstract deity, the “enlivener” — was eventually identified with a
concrete deity that is the “enlivener” par excellence, that is, with the sun. Oldenberg calls the process
by which the two gods came to be associated “Anndherung” (i.e. “approach”): “Dort (im hoheren
Altertum) finden wir eben nur Anndherungen an den Sonnengott, hochst begreiflich bei der
natiirlichen Verkniipfung des Antriebs zu Leben und Bewegung mit der Morgenstunde, bei der Kraft
der Sonne, aufgehend die Welt wie Savitar zur Tatigkeit anzuspornen, untergehend sie wiederum wie
Savitar zur Ruhe einzuladen.””

We can, therefore, see that, regardless of how they explain the historical relation between
Savitr and the sun, all the previous theories acknowledge these two apparently irreconcilable facts:
Savitr seems to be both identical to and different from the sun Surya. In addition, since the sun is
obviously the more “concrete” deity, these theories explain Savitr as the more “abstract” god. This
abstractness, therefore, would be revealed in the etymology of the word “Savitr.”

Oldenberg’s belief that an ancient and “abstract” deity could change with time into a “more
concrete” one is not convincing. To put it differently, there is no reason to assume that “abstract”

deities evolve to a more “concrete” stage. On the contrary, it seems more natural to assume the

176

In Oldenberg’s own words “Gott Antreiber” (1897: 478).
"7 Cf. Oldenberg (1894: 64;1897: 473).

7 Cf. Oldenberg (1905: 264).
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opposite.” That Savitr’s “solar” features are not younger than his “abstract” aspect but inherent to his
character is clearly shown by Dandekar (1939), who keenly argues against Oldenberg’s theory.™

Oldenberg’s theory, however, has a great merit. Thus, in Oldenberg (1905:259-63), which is
directly intended to refute Hillebrandt’s assumptions that Savitr is to be identified with the sun in
some Vedic passages, Oldenberg unequivocally shows that Savitr is different from the sun everywhere
in the Rig Veda. 1 give below three of these passages, which were considered by Hillebrandt as

evidence for the identity between Savitr and Strya:

4.13.1-2. prdti agnir usdsam dgram akhyad vibhatinam sumdna ratnadhéyam
yatdm asvina sukjto durondm it siiriyo jydtisa devd eti /
urdhvdm bhaniim savita devé asred drapsdm ddavidhvad gavisé nd sdtva
dnu vratdm vdruno yanti mitrd ydt siiriyam divi arohdyanti.
413.1-2. Agni hat den Anbruch der Morgenroten erwartet, der freundlich Gesinnte die
Schatzspende der Erstrahlenden. Kommet, ihr Aévin, ins Haus des Frommen. Gott
Sturya geht mit seinem Lichtglanz auf/ Gott Savitr hat sein Licht aufgesteckt, sein
Banner schwingend wie ein Krieger, der auf Rinder auszieht. Mitra und Varuna folgen

seinem Gebot, wenn sie den Siirya am Himmel aufsteigen lassen.

4.14.2-3. tardhvdm ketiim savitd devé asrej jydtir visvasmai bhivandya krnvdn
apra dyavaprthivi antdriksam vi siiriyo rasmibhis cékitanah/
avdhanti arunir jydtisagan ...

4.14.2-3. Gott Savitr hat sein Banner aufgerichtet, der ganzen Welt Licht bereitend. Strya hat
Himmel und Erde, die Luft angefiillt, mit seinen Strahlen prangend./ Auf ihrer

Herfahrt ist die Morgenréte mit ihrem Lichte gekommen ...

' This was clearly stated by Keith (1925: 106).

% In fact, Dandekar (1939: 305) dismisses all the previous theories about Savitr: ... the explanations regarding the true
nature of Savitr proposed by Oldenberg, Hillebrandt, Macdonell ... Bergaigne are either one-sided and incomplete or
definitely beside the mark”; unfortunately, Dandekar’s own theory is also “beside the mark,” since he eventually identifies

Savitr with Varuna; his arguments concern some putative “solar aspects” of these two gods.
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5.81.2. visva ripani prdti musicate kavih prasavid bhadrdm dvipdde cdtuspade
vi nakam akhyat savitda vdreniyo dnu prayanam usdso vi rajati
5.81.2. Alle Gestalten legt der Seher [Savitr — my note] an. Zweifiif3ler und Vierfii3ler hat er
jetzt Gutes zugewiesen. Savitr, der Vorziigliche, hat jetzt nach dem Himmelsraum

Ausblick gehalten; nach der Ausfahrt der Usas fiihrt er das Regiment.

Oldenberg rightly argues that there is nothing in these passages that would justify the
identification of Savitr with Sairya. On the contrary, the mere fact that, in the first two passages, these
gods bear different names shows them as being different from each other. In the third passage, on the
other hand, Savitr's appearance at dawn does not necessarily mean that he is the sun, although he is
said, as if he were Sirya, to bring light to the world. Oldenberg, who acknowledges that Savitr and [ ]
Strya seem to have similar functions, argues that the passages above only show the approach
(“Anndherung”) that took place between the “sun-god” and an original “enlivener god” (“Antreiber”),
and not the identity between the two gods. In other words, Oldenberg’s belief is that Savitr borrows
some of his characteristics from the sun, although he is originally completely different from this one.
As we have seen above, it is difficult to explain why and how this process took place.

The association of Savitr with the sun does not seem to be, as Oldenberg thought, an addition
to Savitr’s original character. As Dandekar noted, the god’s “solar aspect” is not the result of a later
development, but an inherent feature of his character. What is more interesting, however, is that
Savity’s features concern not only the morning “solar aspects,” but also those of evening or night time.
In other words, Savitr is also related to darkness.

The following passages make it clear that Savitr’s action, which is to put nature to rest, takes

place during night time:

1.35.1. .. hvdyami ratrim jagato nivésanim hvdyami devdm savitaram iitdye

1.35.1. ... Ich rufe die Nacht, die alles Lebende zur Ruhe bringt, ich rufe den Gott Savitr zur
Hilfe.

1.35.2. a krsnéna rdjasavdartamano nivesdyann amrtam mdrtiyam ca

. z oL, £ 7 =g ’ — . 77
hiranydyena savita rathena a devo yati bhuvanani pdsyan.
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Indem er mit dem schwarzen Dunst sich heranbewegt und Gott und Mensch zur Ruhe

bringt, kommt Gott Savitr auf goldenem Wagen, die Wesen beschauend.

Die weif3fii3igen Rappen haben alle Menschen beschaut, wihrend sie seinen Wagen
mit der goldenen Deichsel ziehen. Allezeit ruhen die Menschenstimme, alle Welten
im Schof3e des gottlichen Savitr/ Drei Himmel gibt es, zwei sind der Schof3 des Savitr,

der eine ist in der Welt des Yama ...

samavavarti visthito jigisur visvesam kamas cdratam amabhut

$dsvar dpo vikrtam hitvi dgad dnu vratdm savitir daviyasya

Wer auf Gewinn ausgezogen war, kehrt heim; aller Wanderer Wunsch ging heimwirts.
Jeder lief3 die Arbeit halbgetan liegen und ist heimgekehrt nach dem Gebot des

gottlichen Savitr.

Der Asura mit der goldenen Hand, der gute Weiser ... die Unholde und Zauberer

abwehrend steht der Gott allabendlich da, der gepriesene.

... Auf des Savitr Gebot ist die Nacht gekommen (dnu vratdm savitir moki agat).

Diesen [Schirm — my note] hat der grof3e Gott alle Nichte fiir uns aufgerichtet.

... der du die Ganze Erde, Zweifiif3ler und Vierfii3ler, zur Ruhe zu bringen und

aufzutreiben da bist.

ud u sya devih savitd ddmuna hiranyapanih pratidosdm asthat ...

Dort hat sich Gott Savitr, der Gebieter mit goldenen Handen, allabendlich erhoben ...

In all these passages, Savitr, who is never said to be the sun, is a god appearing at night-time.

Savitr, however, can appear both in the morning and at night or in the evening:

96



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)

4.53.6. brhdtsumnah prasavita nivésano jdgata sthatir ubhdyasya yé vasi
sd no devdh savitd $drma yachatu asmé ksdyaya trivdritham dmhasah
4.53.6. Grof3es Heil bringend, aufweckend und zur Ruhe bringend, der Gebieter von beidem,

was lebendig ist und was fest steht, dieser Gott Savitr moge unserem Wohnsitze den

Schutz gewihren, der dreifach vor Not schiitzt.

4.53.7. dgan devd rtubhir vardhatu ksdyam dddhatu nah savitd suprcy'(fm isam
sd nah ksapabhir dhabhis ca jinvatu prajavantam rayim asmé sdm invatu

4.53.7. Gott Savitr ist zu seinen Zeiten gekommen; er soll unseren Wohnsitz mehren, soll uns
das Labsal guter Kinder gewidhren. Er soll uns Nacht und Tag stdrken und uns

Kinderreichtum verschaffen.

5.81.4. utd yasi savitas trini rocand utd sitryasya rasmibhih sdm ucyasi
utd ratrim ubhaydtah pdriyasa utd mitré bhavasi deva dhdarmabhih

5.81.4. Und du kommst zu den drei Lichtreichen, o Savitr, und wohnst mit den Strahlen der
Sonne zusammen, und du umbkreisest auf beiden Seiten (ubhaydtah) die Nacht, und

du bist nach deinen Eigenschaften der Mitra, o Gott.

7.45.1. Gott Savitr ... die Welt zur Ruhe bringend und erweckend (nivesayarsi ca prasuvdri ca
bhiima)
4.53.3. dprd rajamsi diviycfni pc'irthivd $lokam devdh krnute svdya dhdrmane

prd bahit asrak savita savimani nivesdyan prasuvdnn aktibhir jagat
4.53.3. Er hat die himmlischen, die irdischen Raume erfiillt, der Gott erlidsst seinen Weckruf
nach eigener Bestimmung. Savitr hat die Arme ausgestreckt, um anzuweisen, alle

Néchte die Welt zur Ruhe bringend und (wieder) aufweckend.

In other passages, Savitr is said to appear with the sun at dawn, the time when he wakes up all

beings:
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stryarasmir hdrikesah purdstat savita jyétir ud ayan djasram.
Mit der Sonne Strahlen, mit goldigem Haare hat Savitr im Osten sein unverlschliches

Licht aufgesteckt.

yd ima visva jatani asravayati $lokena prd ca suvati savita

Der alle diese Geschopfe mit seinem Weckruf anruft, wenn Savitr seine Weisung gibt.

Savitr has also another special relationship with the sun; thus, he drives the sun forward, and

the sun listens to his command; this obviously shows that Savitr and Sirya are different from each

other:

1.35.9.

1.35.9.

7.45.2.

7.45.2.

hiranyapanih savitd vicarsanir ubhé dycfvdprt/zivf antdr tyate

dpamivam badhate véti siir[yam abhi krsnéna rdjasa dyém rnoti

Savitr mit der goldenen Hand, der Ausgezeichnete, fihrt zwischen beiden, zwischen
Himmel und Erde. Er vertreibt die Krankheit, treibt die Sonne an; er reicht mit den

schwarzen Dunst bis an den Himmel.

tid asya bahii $ithird brhdnta hiranydya divé dntam anastam

nindm sé asya mahima panista siiras cid asma dnu dad apasyam

Seine gelockerten grof3en goldenen Arme haben sich bis zu den Grenzen des Himmels
erstreckt. Jetzt sei diese seine Grof3e gepriesen; auch die Sonne ordnet ihre Titigkeit

ihm unter.

To sum up: Savitr is bright and has rays; he is different from the sun and appears with him at

sunrise and (after) sunset; the sun is subordinated to him; importantly, Savitr can appear in the sky

during night time (cf. 1.35.9 above).

Given all these features of Savitr, it is understandable why this important god was considered

to be the sun or one of its aspects. Savitr, however, is clearly different from the sun and, at the same

time, does not seem to be an abstract deity. That this is the case is clearly shown by his bright

appearance at night time, which would be strange if Savitr were the sun or an abstract deity.
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Savitr’s attributes, however, do point to a celestial object, which is not the sun; thus, Savitr's
features represent the main characteristics of the inferior planets, which are Venus and Mercury.
Below I explain why this is indeed the case.

As I already mentioned in the previous chapter on Agni, the planets Venus and Mercury are
called “inferior” because their orbits lie between the Earth’s orbit and the sun. In particular, Mercury is
the innermost planet of the solar system, which means that Mercury is the nearest planet to the sun.
The other planets, which are called “superior,” are farther from the Sun than the Earth is. Because
their orbits lie between the Earth and the sun, the inferior planets are always seen close to the sun,
which means that they cannot be seen for most of the night time, except for the short periods before
sunrise and after sunset. Because of these features, these planets are either morning stars or evening
stars. Their aspects as morning or evening stars depend on what side of the sun they are from the
perspective of an observer from the Earth.

The periods of time during which Venus and Mercury can be seen before sunrise or after
sunset depend on their elongations. This astronomical term is defined by the angle between the sun
and the planet as viewed from the Earth. Thus, the greatest elongation of Venus is about 48°, whereas
Mercury’s is about 28°. This means that, when, for example, Venus is at its greatest elongation, it
appears at an angle of 48° from the just-rising sun. In such a case, obviously, Venus can appear at the
eastern horizon even three hours before sunrise, during night time; the same goes for Venus as an
evening star.”™ For Mercury, this interval is shorter, less than two hours.

These characteristics of the inferior planets can easily explain Savitr’s features. Thus, Savitr
“impels” nature to either wake up or go to rest/sleep because, as an inferior planet, it appears in the
sky shortly either before sunrise or after sunset, respectively. It is also natural for Savitr to belong to
the night sky, since he is a star. The fact that the inferior planets appear in the sky close to the sun (cf.
1.35.9; 7.45.2; 10.139.1 above) explains why Savitr is said to “drive” the sun forward; it also explains why
night comes through the laws of the planet Savitr (cf. 2.58.3 above). Finally, Savitr’s features of being
bright or having rays, which previously led scholars to identify him with the sun, also belong to all the

stars.

** The celestial vault makes a complete rotation (360°) in 24 h, which means that it moves 360°/24 h = 15° every hour.
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Savitr, therefore, is likely to represent either the planet Venus or Mercury. In addition, Savitr’s
attributes show that he represents both the morning and evening aspects of the same planet.* It
remains now to try to determine which planet Savitr represents.”®* Obviously, since Savitr’s features
can apply to either planet it is hard to decide between the two. There is, however, a feature that can
be helpful in making this decision. Thus, Savitr is said to wake nature up to life in the morning. This
feature points to Savitr as representing Mercury rather than Venus. Indeed, given that Mercury’s
elongation is much shorter than that of Venus (almost half of it), this planet appears in general closer
to sunrise than Venus and, therefore, is a better candidate for being the “awakener.” It is then more
likely that Savitr represents the planet Mercury, a fact which is consistent with my conclusion in the
previous chapter that Agni represents Venus.

The identity between Savitr and Mercury can explain why, like Agni, this god is also called
Apam Napat (cf. 1.22.6; 10.149.2). Indeed, since it is, like Agni, an inferior planet, Savitr/Mercury also
displays “phases,” that is, wanes and waxes according to his relative position to the sun.

The Vedic worship of Mercury is not as singular and strange as it might seem at first. It is well-

known that other people in Asia such as the Babylonians did the same."™

B. PUSAN

It is known that, like Savitr, the Vedic Pusan has been also long recognized as having a “solar aspect,”
and thus identified with the sun. This theory found an echo among the majority of the scholars.™ It is
also well known that there have been other interpretations of Piisan, among which the most popular

ones are those identifying him with a pastoral god or with the god of the paths.” The variety of these

%2 Cf. above n.173.

%3 One can see that I establish which planet Savitr represents independently of the previous conclusion that Agni

represents Venus.
'8¢ Mercury was represented by the god Nabu in Babylon; cf. Waerden (1974:187).

%5 Yaska (Nir.7.9) held this view in antiquity; for modern views, cf. e.g., Atkins (1941: 14) who also summarizes all the

interpretations of Pusan (cf. 2-30); Kramrisch (1961: 105); Hillebrandt (1990: I 208-09); Macdonell (1997: 37).

%8 Cf. e.g,, Oldenberg (1897: 229-233).
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theories shows how difficult it is to reconcile Pusan’s features or aspects to one another. In this
respect, Hillebrandt (1990: II 208—09), for example, rightly argued that it was not possible to account
for Pasan’s “solar aspect” if he were originally a “lord of the paths,” and that it would be easier to
assume the opposite.™

As was the case with Savitr, the theories that identify Pusan with the sun encounter major
difficulties. Thus, if Puisan is an aspect of the sun, it is hard to understand what this aspect is and why
it was necessary to invent another sun-god besides Siirya.

The hypothesis that Savitr represents not the sun, but the inferior planet Mercury puts the
whole issue of Pusan into a new perspective. What if Pasan’s “solar aspect” is not related to the sun,
but to the stars? To answer this question, I will reevaluate the passages in which Piisan seems to be
connected with the sun.

One of the main reasons why Pusan has been thought of as representing an aspect of the sun
is that he is invoked as aghrni “the glowing one.” Other possible “solar aspects” were identified by

Atkins (1941: 1-14). I give below some of his examples:

6.58.1. Licht ist deine eine, opferwiirdig deine andere (Form) (Sukrdm te anydd yajatam te
anydd) ...

5.81.5. ... du bist der Pasan durch deine Fihrten, o Gott (Savitr) ... (utd pisa bhavasi deva
yamabhih)

2.40.2. Uber die Geburt dieser beiden Gétter [Soma and Pisan — my note] freuten sich (alle

Gotter); sie beseitigten die unerfreuliche Finsternis (imau tamamsi guhatam djusta) ...

2.40.4. Der eine (Piisan) nahm einen Sitz hoch im Himmel (divi anydh sddanam cakrd ucca),

der andere (Soma) auf der Erde, in der Luft ...

7 Also, cf. Keith (1925: 104).

% Etymologically, dghrni is related to *ghar “glithen, warm sein” (“to glow with heat”); cf. Grassmann; Atkins (1941: 12).
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2.40.5. Der eine (Soma) hat alle Wesen erschaffen, der andere (Pasan) wandelt alles
beschauend (visvam anyé abhicdsksana eti). Soma und Pusan begiinstiget mein

Gedicht ...

6.58.2. ... bhuvane visve darpitah
dstram piisa Sithiram udvdrivyjat samcdksano bhivana devd iyate
6.58.2. ... Uber die ganze Welt eingesetzt, die biegsame Gerte schwingend fahrt der Gott

Pasan, die Welten iiberschauend.

These passages allow us to summarize Pisan’s “solar aspects” as follows: Puisan’s essence is
light, and darkness vanishes when he appears; Pasan’s place is in the sky, on the firmament, from
where he beholds all beings; Piisan is sometimes associated with Soma and Savitr.

The immediate conclusion that emerges from the summary of Atkins’ examples is that there is
nothing in the Rig Veda indicating that Pusan represents the sun in one way or another. To put it
differently, the evidence from the Rig Veda shows that there is neither a direct nor an indirect
association between Piisan and Siirya, the sun-god.” In fact, that Piisan and Siirya are two different

entities may be revealed in the following passage:

10.139.1. suryarasmir hdrikesah purdstat savita jyotir ud ayam djasram

tdsya pusa prasavé yati vidvan sampdsyan visva bhuvanani gopah

z — z . 7 z — - . £ ’ - 7 .
10.139.2. nredaksa esd dive mddhya dasta apaprivan rodast antdriksam

sd visvacir abhi caste ghrtacir antara purvam dparam ca ketim

10.139.3. rayo budhndah samgdamano vdsunam visva riupa abhi caste sdacibhih

7 . 4 7 — 7 z 7 /o= =
devd iva savita satyddharma indro nd tasthau samaré dhdnanam

% Piisan’s well-known association with the sun’s daughter Siirya, which, as I showed, represents the star Capella, certainly
does not imply that he represents an aspect of the sun; for this myth, cf. Kramrisch (1961: 14-15) and below. On the other

hand, Pasan’s association with Savitr does not indicate any relationship with the sun either, since Savitr is not the sun.
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10.139.1-3. Mit der Sonne Strahlen (sitryarasmir), mit goldigem Haare hat Savitr im Osten sein
unverloschliches Licht aufgesteckt. Auf seine Anweisung (prasavé) wandelt der
kundige Pusan, der Hirt, der alle Geschopfe iiberwacht./ Mit dem Herrenauge sitzt
dieser (esah)™ in der Mitte des Himmels, nachdem er beide Welten und den Luftraum
erfiillt hat. Er schaut auf die Allseitigen, die Schmalzreichen zwischen dem 6stlichen
und westlichen Zeichen.”/ Die Grundlage des Reichtums, der Sammler von
Schitzen,”” gewahrt er alle Gestalten nach seiner Macht. Von unverbriichlichen

Regeln wie Gott Savitr, steht er wie Indra inmitten der Anhdufung von Reichtiimern.

According to this passage, Savitr appears at dawn, in the east, together with the sun’s rays; his
appearance enlivens Puisan. Since Savitr is not the sun, the passage reveals that Pisan and Strya are
different from each other as they are also different from Savitr. Geldner's assumption that the
demonstrative pronoun esd/ in 139.2 refers to the sun is not very plausible, since the actors of the
previous verse were Savitr and Pasan.” In addition, verse 139.3 shows that the god indicated by esdh
above belongs to the same category as Indra and Savitr, whose nature is stellar; this may be a strong
indication that Pasan’s nature is stellar as well.

The theory of Pasan’s “solar aspect” then is based on a misunderstanding, which is the fact
that the sun is the only celestial body that can have the attributes of Pusan. The question now is to
determine what star Piisan represents. Certainly, as is the case with Indra and Savitr, this star must be
a significant one. In addition, Piisan’s epithet éghm[ leaves no doubt that this star must be a bright
one. All these attributes of Pusan, however, are still not enough to determine the star he represents.

For this, it is necessary to take into account other aspects of Piisan’s mythology.

9% Geldner assumes that the demonstrative esdh refers to Sarya.

9" Atkins (1941: 12) argues that this passage would show the identity between Pusan and Strya in their midday aspect (the

zenith); however, Stirya is not the only celestial body that can reach the zenith; the stars can do it as well.
9% Cf. 8.29.6, in which Pusan is said to know the treasures: “er kennt die verborgenen Schétze.”

"% Oldenberg (cf. Geldner) assumed that the demonstrative referred to Pasan, which is more likely.
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Pasan’s identity may be revealed in the myth of Sarya’s wedding procession (cf. 10.85). The

who are said to be Puasan’s fathers, carry Strya in their chariot to her wedding with Soma.

Piisan, who acts as an intermediary, is supposed to meet Strya and take her by the hand."*

10.85.14.

1.184.3.

1.184.3.

10.85.26.
10.85.26.

Als ihr Aévin um (sie) anhaltend auf dem Dreirad zur Hochzeit der Strya ginget (ydd
asvina prchdmanav dyatam tricakréna vahatim siiriyayah), da gaben alle Gétter euch
ihre Einwilligung dazu. Pusan, der Sohn, wihlte (euch) zu Vitern (putrah pitdarav

avrnita pusa).

$riyé piisann isukfteva deva ndsatiya vahatim siiriyayah
Die Gotter Nasatya's (kamen) auf die Hochzeit der Strya, um ausgezeichnet zu

warden wie Pfeilschmiede, o Pusan ...

piisd tvetd nayatu hastagihya asvina tva prd vahatam rdthena

Pisan soll dich [Siirya — my note] von hinnen fithren, deine Hand fassend; die Asvin
sollen dich auf ihrem Wagen weiterfahren [prd vahatam = “move forward” — my
note] ...

This spectacular wedding procession can be clearly seen in the sky (cf. fig. 2). The Asvins, who

represent the huge constellation Gemini,”* carry Siirya, i.e., the bright star Capella, in their wagon,

which is the Chariot constellation (Auriga). Since this procession is said to move forward (cf. prd

vahatam above), one of the key elements in determining who Puisan is must be the direction in which

this procession “moves.” If my interpretation of the way the wedding procession moves forward is

correct then there must be a significant star just in front of the Asvins; indeed, this seems to be the

case.

' The meaning of this myth has remained obscure so far; for different interpretations, cf. Atkins (1941: 10); Geldner to 10.85.

"% See the first chapter of the present study.
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Two significant stars can be said to be located “in front” of the Twins. These are Prokyon,"° the
brightest star in the constellation Canis Minor (« Canis Minoris), and Sirius, the brightest fixed star in
the sky,”” in the constellation Canis Major (o« Canis Maioris). In all likelihood, one of these stars
represents the destination of Stirya’s wedding procession. In other words, one of them is Piasan.

Prokyon and Sirius are close to each other; they are located in front of each other, on the two
banks of the Milky Way (that is, “the celestial river” Soma), respectively (cf. fig. 2).”*® This explains well
why Piisan is an intermediary between the Asvins/ Gemini and Soma/Milky Way. Both Prokyon and
Sirius are bright stars. This accounts well for Piisan’s epithet dghymni.

At this point, it is necessary to mention some of the astronomical properties of these stars. I
start with Sirius.

It is well known that in Greek and Roman times the heliacal rising of Sirius took place after
the summer solstice during the summer heat (July). For the Greco-Roman world, the morning rising of
Sirius during the summer time announced torrid days.”® Homer describes Sirius as a star “whose
conspicuous brightness/ far outshines the stars that are numbered in the night’s darkening/ the star
they give the name of Orion’s Dog,*” which is the brightest among the stars,/ and yet is wrought as a
sign of evil and brings on the great fever for unfortunate mortals.”*” Virgil mentions how Sirius
affected (“burned”) the Hindus: “ ... iam rapidus torrens sitientis Sirius Indos/ ardebat caelo....”**

All these features of Sirius are certainly consistent with Piisan being the “glowing one.” In the
Rig Veda, on the other hand, the idea that the star Piisan brings heat to the land seems to be present in

the following verse:

9 Cf. Arat. 450: “Prokyon shines brightly beneath the Twins’; Vitr.9.5.2: Geminos autem minusculus Canis sequitur; both

Prokyon and Sirius were known to the Babylonians; for Prokyon’s characteristics, cf. Kidd (1997: 341—42).
"7 The brightest “star” in the sky in general is obviously the planet Venus.

9% For Piisan’s association with Soma/Milky Way, cf. 2.40.
99 Cf. n. 155 above.

*° Cf. n. 152 above.

2" Cf. Il.22.27—30; I used Lattimore’s standard translation.

** Georg. 4.425—6.
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1.42.8. Fiithr [invocation to Piisan — my note] zu guter Weide (abh{ sitydvasam naya), nicht

komme zu der Reise (d¢dhvane) neue Aufregung (navajvaro) ...

In this verse, a prayer to Pasan is made that there be no heat to the crops. The word navajvare
is built on *jvar, which means “heat.”*” This is consistent with Pasan’s attribute c'ighmi, which also
implies the concept of “heat.” Therefore, like Sirius, Pisan is a star that can bring heat to the land.

Another well-known fact is that Sirius was of paramount importance for the Egyptians of the
times of the pyramids because of its role in announcing the flooding of the Nile (Sirius also
represented the Egyptian goddess Isis). This flooding took place around the summer solstice,*** and,
therefore, Sirius’s heliacal rising must have occurred shortly before the solstice, after its well-known
period of invisibility in the sky.”” That Sirius rose heliacally before the summer solstice may be

revealed in the following enigmatic Rig-Vedic verse (10.17.6):

10.17.6. prdpathe patham ajanista pisd prdpathe divih prdpathe prthivyah ...
10.17.6. In der Ferne der Wege (prdpathe patham) ist Piisan geboren, in der Ferne des

Himmels, in der Ferne der Erde ...

Geldner, following Grassmann’s similar translation, translates the phrase prdpathe patham as
“in der Ferne der Wege” (“at the far end of the paths”). Kramrisch (1961: 106) and Atkins (1941: 13), who
believed that Piisan was the sun, interpreted the passage as referring to the sun’s path, which, in this
case, would be the winter tropic, the “farthest path” during the sun’s yearly course; obviously, since
Paisan is not the sun, this interpretation must be discarded. There is, however, one element in this

interpretation that seems to be consistent with one of Sirius’'s astronomical properties. Sirius’s

28 Cf. Grassmann.

4 The Nile, swollen by the monsoon rains in Ethiopia, flooded over the surrounding valleys every year between late June

and September; cf. Shaw & Nicholson (1995: 203; the “Nile” entry).

*% In Greco-Roman times, Sirius’s heliacal rising occurred later (in the middle of the summer) because of the precession of
the equinoxes; today it occurs even later (late summer); cf. Kidd (1997: 306); West (1978: 262). The long absence of Sirius

from the sky (about two months) is obviously due to its position towards the south of the celestial vault (cf. n.156 above).
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trajectory is located towards the winter tropic, and, therefore, it would be plausible to say about Sirius
that it is located “on the farthest (or far-away) path” (of the stars).*” However, this solution
encounters a difficulty; this is the fact that Indra, that is, the constellation Taurus, is also related to
prdpatha. Indeed, Indra is called prapathin two times in the Rig Veda (6.31.5; 8.1.30) and one time
prapathintamam (1.173.7). Geldner’s translations, which are based on the meaning of the word
prdpatha in Grassmann'’s dictionary,*” do not shed any light on the meaning of this epithet of Indra;
more precisely, they do not seem to reflect the morphological structure of Indra’s epithet, which
contains the possessive suffix — in. If, therefore, prdpatha were related to the winter tropic, there
would be no way to explain what Taurus has to do with the winter tropic.

I propose a new interpretation for prdpathe patham; this phrase could mean “on the forward-
leading path” and thus refer to the sun’s course between the winter and the summer solstices; during
this half of the solar year, the sun ascends (“moves forward”) from the south to the north. What this
passage may say, then, is that the birth of Sirius, that is, its reappearance in the sky after a long
absence, takes place when the sun is still on its “forward-leading path” (that is, before the summer
solstice). Obviously, this solution presupposes that the myth was created when Sirius was rising
heliacally before the summer solstice, that is, around or even before 2000 BC (cf. the Egyptian case).

The interpretation of prdpatha as referring to the sun’s course between the winter and
summer solstices may explain Indra’s epithet. Thus, since Indra is located on the celestial equator and
represents the equinox, it perfectly makes sense for him to be called prapathin “the one who holds the
prdpatha.” Taurus is, indeed, the most important constellation between the winter and summer
solstices. We will see below, however, that this is not the only possible solution to the issue of

prdpatha.

**% Sirius’s latitude today is about 16° south of the celestial equator, whereas the winter tropic is at about 23°. The
Stellarium, which is a software used to determine the positions of the stars in antiquity, shows that Sirius was even closer
to the winter tropic in ancient times; in 2500 B C, Sirius’s declination was -20° 42' (the right ascension was 3h 24 min); in

2000 B C, -19° 17" (RA 3h 47 min).

7 Cf. Geldner: “Reisiger” (8.1.30), “am meisten auf der Kriegsfahrt” (1.173.7).
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Sirius has also other properties that are consistent with the description of Pusan in the Rig
Veda. Thus, Sirius’s well-known absence from the sky for more than two months before its summer

heliacal rising can explain why Pusan “hides” (cf. below vavri):

10.5.5d. ichdnvavrim avidat pusandsya
10.5.5. ... ein Versteck (vavrim) suchend hat er [Agni — my note] das des Pasana (Pusanasya)

gefunden.*”

Sirius’s absence from the sky may be also alluded to in the following passage, in which Pusan

is said to have been present (“following”; cf. Skt. sdca) when Indra was “leading” the waters:

6.57.4. ydd indro dnayad rito mahir apé visantamah

tdtra piisabhavat sdca
6.57.4. Als Indra, der Bullenhafteste, die stromenden grof3en Gewdsser (in ihre Bahnen)

leitete (dnayad), da war Pisan dabei (tdtra pusabhavat sdca).

As I showed in the first chapter of the present study, the myth of Indra alias Taurus releasing
the waters is a metaphor for the advent of the rainy season at the spring equinox. Given this, the time
when (Skt. yad) Indra “is leading” the waters is likely to represent the time period after the spring
equinox. This last passage then may allude to the astronomical fact that during the rainy (spring)
season Sirius was still present in the sky. Indeed, since Sirius’s heliacal rising at the summer solstice
occurred after a period of invisibility of approximately two months, it means that Sirius was still
present in the sky during late March and early April,*”® when Indra was “leading” the waters.

Sirius’s characteristics, therefore, seem to account well for Pasan’s. There is, however, another
possible solution to the issue of Pasan. This is the fact that an even better candidate for representing

the direction in which the Asvins’s procession moves is Prokyon (cf. fig. 2). The description of Prokyon

28 The word “Piisana” is not clear; cf. Geldner.

*9 Cf, Evans (1998: 195-96).
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provided by Aratus (cf. above n. 201) shows that this might be more than a subjective impression;
Prokyon is indeed right in front of the wedding procession led by the Asvins whereas Sirius seems to
be at its left rather than in front of it. How are Prokyon’s astronomical characteristics different from
those of Sirius?

Prokyon’s name means “before the Dog,” underscoring the fact that Prokyon rises in the east
shortly before Sirius “the Dog” (Canis Major). This means that, like Sirius, this star also rises heliacally
during the hottest time of the year (in a matter of days before Sirius’ heliacal rising). Therefore, most
of Piisan’s astronomical and meteorological characteristics can be identified with those of Prokyon as
well.

There is, however, a major difference between Sirius and Prokyon; this concerns their
positions in the sky. Thus, while Sirius’ location is towards the winter tropic, Prokyon lies close to the
celestial equator. An important consequence of this observation is that Prokyon and Taurus share the

210

common astronomical feature of being located on the celestial equator.” Given this, one can
interpret Piisan’s birth on prdpathe patham in a new way. Thus, since Indra/Taurus is also closely
related to prdpatha (cf. prapathin), 1 advance the hypothesis that the Sanskrit word refers to the
celestial equator. The meaning of this word then is probably not the “forward-leading path” or the
“farthest path,” but, more likely, the “leading path.”*" This “leading path” (of the stars) may refer to the
fact that the spring equinox (the celestial equator) marks the beginning of the year. Indeed, this does

not seem to be a hypothesis without foundation. It is well known that the Babylonians started the

New Year at the spring equinox; the Iranians apparently did the same;”* last but not least, the well-

#° Prokyon’s declination today is 5° 13', which means close to the celestial equator (0°). Since Prokyon is close to Gemini
(“underneath” it), and Gemini was just above the celestial equator during the age of Taurus, Prokyon must have been even
closer to the equator during that astronomical age. The Stellarium confirms this; in 2500 B ¢ Prokyon’s declination was 4°
31' (RA 3h 39 min); in 2000 B C 5° 49' (RA 4h 5min). The right ascensions of Sirius and Prokyon show that the rising of these

two stars were separated through 15' of RA.
" Perhaps even the “first path” or the “front path”; cf. Williams (1899), the entry prd.

2 Cf. Blois (1996: 48—49).
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known fact that Indra is the “leader”*” of the Vedic gods may also have to do with the beginning of the
New Year at the spring equinox.

Pasan’s location close to the celestial equator, therefore, is able to explain in a satisfactory way
why he was born on prdpathe patham and why he is the “lord of every path” (pathds-pathah
pdripatim; cf. 6.49.8). It seems then that Pusan is more likely to represent Prokyon and not Sirius.

This celestial location of Pisan may also be able to explain his possible relation to the dead.

Thus, it is well known that some (few) Rig Vedic passages show Piisan as conducting the souls of the

dead to the world of the Fathers:**

10.17.3. piisd tvetds cyavayatu prd vidvan dnastapasur bhivanasya gopah
sd tvaitébhyah pdri dadat pitibhyo agnir devébhyah suvidatriyebhyah

10.17.3. Pasan soll dich von hier befordern, der Kundige, dem kein Vieh verloren geht, der Hirt
der Welt (bhivanasya gopah). Er iibergabe dich diesen Vitern (sd tvaitébhyah pdri
dadat pitibhyo), Agni den leichtauffindbaren Gottern.

10.17.5. piiséma asa dnu veda sdrvah sé asmanm dbhayatamena nesat
10.17.5. Pasan kennt diese Gegenden alle genau; er moge uns auf gefahrlosestem (Wege)
fihren ...

The ideas behind these verses may have to do with an eschatological conception according to
which the souls of the dead belong to the celestial region between the sun’s tropics. The following
verse from the Soma hymn 9.113, in which the worshipper wants to reach that celestial region, seems

to confirm this conception:**

™ Cf. e.g., 11311 (d; e) indram visve sajésaso devaso dadhire purdh ... “Den Indra stellten alle Gétter einmiitig an ihre Spitze”;

cf. Oberlies (1998: 267).
#4 Cf. e.g., Kramrisch (1961: 109).

#5 Whether the Vedic world of the dead is generally located in the sky or not is a keenly debated idea; that some Vedic
material shows the world of the dead as celestial is certain; cf. Oberlies (1998: 466—473). I will take up this issue again in the

last chapter (“Bulls and Cows”).
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9.113.7. ydtra jyotir djasram ydsmim loké suvar hitam
tdsmin mam dhehi pavamana amgte loké dksita
9.113.7. Wo das ewige Licht ist, in welche Welt die Sonne gesetzt ist, in diese versetze mich, o

Pavamana [that is, Soma — my note], in die unsterbliche, unvergéingliche Welt ...

If these assumptions are right, then Piisan’s location in the sky, on the celestial equator,
accounts well for his relation with the celestial world of the dead (he is “in the center” of this world).”*
Finally, I bring up a very interesting passage, in which Pasan is invoked to drive a wolf away

from the worshipper’s path:

1.42.2. Y0 nah pusann aghd viko duhséva adidesati
dpa sma tam pathd jahi
1.42.2. Den bosen, unheilvollen Wolf (viko), der uns bedroht, o Pusan, den jage von dem

Wege (pathd) fort!

This passage can be explained in celestial terms as well. The constellation Lupus, which is
thought to be of Mesopotamian origin,”” is located next to Scorpio and Libra (cf. fig. 9). This
constellation is likely to represent the Vedic wolf that Pasan “drives away” from the path. Indeed,
because of its relative position with respect to Scorpio, in the age of Taurus Lupus was close to the

celestial equator as well; in other words, the “wolf’ was in Pusan’s way.

% This eschatological conception would not be singular in the history of religions. The Neoplatonist Porphyry (third
century AD; in De Antr.Nymph. 22—28) mentions Pythagorean doctrines, in which the souls of the dead ascend to heaven
(sky) through the (constellation of) the winter tropic, and redescend on earth (reincarnate) through the summer tropic; cf.
Ulansey (1989: 61). I would also advance the possibility that the two well-known dogs of Yama (cf. 10.14.10-11) represent the
constellations Canis Maior and Canis Minor (cf. fig. 2); these “dogs” may have played the role of preventing the souls of the

wicked that were located south of the winter tropic to reach the “world of the Fathers”; cf. Macdonell (1897:173).

7 Cf. Condos (1997: 82).
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PARTIAL CONCLUSION III

The “solar aspects” of the important Vedic gods Savitr and Puisan are not related to the sun but to the
stars. Savitr, who always accompanies the sun, represents the planet Mercury; this identification
explains why Savitr is always associated with either dawn or dusk. Pasan is likely to be Prokyon, the
brightest star in Canis Minor. The mythology of Ptisan reflects Prokyon’s celestial position in the Vedic
times. Thus, Pasan is the “lord of every path” because Prokyon was close to the celestial equator in
those times; this position may also justify his possible role as a psychopomp. Most importantly,
Prokyon’s position close to the constellation Gemini (the Asvins) is the reason for the close
association between Puisan and the Asvins; the celestial “wedding procession” led by the Asvins seems
to move towards Pisan, who is waiting for the celestial bride Strya (the star Capella).

There is no evidence that Piisan was present in the Iranian religion. Since, in all likelihood, the
Advins are not present in that religion either, the myth of the wedding procession led by these gods
must have been created after the Vedic tribes separated from their Iranian brethren.

It appears now that the main Vedic stellar gods are located “close” to one another and grouped
around the main Vedic god Indra, alias Taurus, who represented the marker of the spring equinox
before 2000 BC. These stars and constellations are Gemini (the Asvins), the Pleiades (the Maruts), and
Pasan (Prokyon), which can be spectacularly seen today close to one another in the winter evening
sky. The planets Mercury (Savitr) and Venus (Agni), on one hand, and the great Vedic god Soma (the
Milky Way), on the other hand, are also integrated in the mythologies of the main fixed stars and
constellations.

It is time to turn attention to the last group of extremely important gods. This is the compact

group of the Adityas.
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THE ADITYAS MITRA, VARUNA, ARYAMAN

It is well known that the Vedic gods Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman form a divine triad sometimes called
generically “the Adityas,” which is reflected in the fact that they are often mentioned together; in
particular, Mitra and Varuna are also often invoked together through the dvandva compound
Mitravaruna. It is also well known that the generic name “Adityas” applies to other deities as well,

whose number in the Rig Veda is twice said to be seven.”

The importance of Mitra, Varuna, and
Aryaman in the Rig Veda, however, leaves little doubt that, of all the Adityas, these three gods are the
most significant ones, which is why the present study is dedicated mainly to them. On the other hand,
any hermeneutical attempt at determining the nature of these three gods cannot pass over the other
Adityas in silence. The reason for this is obvious; there can be no complete understanding of Mitra,
Varuna, and Aryaman as the main Adityas, unless one ultimately explains why these gods are called
“the Adityas,” and why other gods also bear this name. The title of the present study, therefore, makes
it clear that Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman are treated in the context of their being “the Adityas.”

The great importance Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman have in the Vedic pantheon is clearly
underscored by the common cosmic role they play. Thus, these gods are associated with the concept
of rtd, whose most common translation is “(cosmic) order”;”® more specifically, the three main

Adityas are the gods that maintain this cosmic order. An identical situation can be met with in the

Iranian religion, in which Mithra and Ahura Mazdah (probably identical to Varuna*°) are also said to

8 Cf. 9.14.3; 10.72.8—9; there are also other passages in which the lists with Adityas contain three (e.g., 7.60.4), five (8.18.3),

or six names (2.27.1); it is, however, nowhere said that these lists are comprehensive; cf. Brereton (1981: 3-5).

9 In the chapter on Indra, I interpreted rtd as the celestial “world order” associated with the keeping of time (the ecliptic);
Liiders (1927 11, e.g., 405) translates this concept as the “Truth”; we saw that sometimes Geldner translates it as the “truth”

(Germ. Wahrheit); see below for a more detailed analysis of this concept.

*2° Boyce (1984) does not consider Ahura Mazda and Varuna to be originally identical, and, based on Varuna’s well-known
association with the waters, identifies Varuna with Apam Napat; given that there seems to be no relation between Apam
Napat and Varuna, I found this hypothesis unlikely; with regards to the identity between Ahura Mazdah and Varuna, cf.
Oberlies (1998: 261-64).
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maintain the (cosmic) order (Av. asa).” Given that Aryaman appears in the Iranian religion as well
(Av. Airyaman), it is clear that these three gods must be considered as belonging to the Indo-Iranian
pantheon. In addition, since these Indo-Iranian gods are responsible for preserving the *rta, it is
obvious that without determining the meaning of this Indo-Iranian concept it is not possible to solve
the mystery surrounding the three main Adityas, in particular, and the other Adityas, in general.

There have been various interpretations of the nature of the three main Adityas. Below, I

briefly present the main ones, starting with Mitra, and continuing with Varuna and Aryaman.**

A. BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE SCHOLARSHIP CONCERNING THE THREE

MAIN ADITYAS

Mitra

One of the main interpretations of the Indo-Iranian Mitra is that he represents either the sun-god or
one of his aspects. This opinion, which was current among the Western scholars of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, was based mainly on Mithra’s later role as Sol Invictus in the Mithraic mysteries
of the Roman Empire, but was also supported by the fact that both the Vedic Mitra and Avestan
Mithra seem indeed to have “solar” aspects.””* Obviously, the interpretation of Mitra as the sun-god is
essentially naturalistic, since it identifies the god with a natural phenomenon, which is the sun.

The traditional view that the Indo-Iranian Mitra represents the sun was challenged even early
in the nineteenth century, and rejected. The rejection was based on the observation that, alongside
the proper name Mitra, in Sanskrit and Iranian there is a common noun mitrd, which can have
different meanings such as “friend” or “contract.” This observation led scholars such as Bergaigne

(1878-1883: III 110) and Gonda (1972:112-113) to interpret Mitra as the god of friendship. A different

* Cf. Boyce (1984); Schmidt (2006); Gershevitch (1959: 6), who follows the theory of Liiders (cf. n. 224 above), translates Av.

asa as the “truth.”
2 A useful overview is presented by Brereton (1981); Schmidt (1978).

*3 In antiquity, Strabo 15.13.732 notes that the Persians worship Mithra as the sun: Tiu®at & xat ffAtov 6v xarodat Mibpwv. For
an overview of the whole issue, see Beck (2002); Schmidt (2006); also, cf. Lommel (1970: 366—67; 370—71); Brereton (1981:

16).
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position is taken by Meillet (1907: 144-146), who argues that Mitra is the personification of the Indo-
Iranian concept *mitra, whose meaning would be “contract.”*** In Meillet's own words, the Indo-
Iranian *Mitra would be “le contrat, la puissance mystique du contrat, et une personne.”*”
Consequently, Meillet rejects the theories that consider Mitra to be the god of friendship. His
argument is based on those passages in the Rig Veda in which Mitra does not seem to be as friendly as
a god of friendship should be; on the contrary, the Rig Vedic Mitra can be vengeful and full of wrath as
well, which is irreconcilable with the character of a god of friendship.

Meillet’s position is also adopted by Brereton (1981: 43—45), who, refining Meillet’s arguments
for the Vedic case, reaches the conclusion that Mitra is the god of alliances or of any other human
relationships based on mutual obligations. On the Iranian side, Gershevitch (1959: 26—28) also follows
Meillet’s theory and interprets Mithra as the god of contracts.

To sum up: the scholars who reject the naturalistic interpretations of Mitra interpret this god

as the personification of an abstract idea, which is expressed by the common word *mitra meaning

“contract” in Indo-Iranian.

Varuna

The interpretation of Varuna has been, in Brereton’s words (1982: 63), “a forbidding task.” Indeed,
Varuna has been interpreted so far as representing very different things such as the sky, the moon, the
god of the waters, or even the personification of an abstract concept such as an agreement between
persons.”* This wide spectrum of interpretations (obviously irreconcilable with one another) shows
that it has not been possible so far to explain the complexity of Varuna’s character coherently. Below,

I review these theories briefly.

**4 In Iranian, the common noun mithra can be both neuter and masculine; cf. Brereton (1981: 25).

*5 Meillet’s position was keenly supported by Thieme (1938: 134; 1957: 18—20); most recently, Oberlies (1998: 187-192) thinks

that “Mitra ist ein klassischer Funktiongott.”

**% For Varuna as representing the sky, cf. e.g. Roth (1852: 71-72); Bergaigne (1878-1883 III: 110-112); Macdonell (1897:27); for
Varuna the moon, cf. e.g. Oldenberg (1896: 62—64); Hillebrandt (1990 II: 46); for Varuna the god of the waters, cf. Pischel

(1895: 448-449); for Varuna the god of contracts, see below; for an overview, cf. Brereton (1981).
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Varuna'’s identification with the sky was influenced by the putative linguistic equivalence of
the Skt. vdruna with the Gk. ourands “sky”; this equivalence, however, was shown to be untenable by
Wackernagel (1916: 296—297). The basis for equating Varuna with the moon was the theory that the
Adityas must represent, as the sons of Aditi “the unboundedness,” the planets; thus, since Mitra was
identified with the sun, it appeared natural to see Varuna, who is associated with darkness in the later
Hindu literature, as the moon. Finally, Varuna’s well-known association with the waters, which is
clearly expressed in the Rig Veda,”" led to the conclusion that he must be the god of the waters (the
“Vedic Poseidon/Neptune”).””® This latter theory, however, encounters a major difficulty, which makes
it untenable; this is the fact that the Vedic waters seem to be connected with the sky rather than with
any earthly waters.*

As in Mitra’s case, there have also been anti-naturalistic interpretations of Varuna, an
approach which is prevalent today. According to these views, Varuna is the god of bonds, oaths or
contracts. One of the main reasons for this type of approach is Varuna’s close association with Mitra,
who, as we have seen above, was already interpreted as the god of agreements. Thus, Thieme (1957:
60) argues that “If Mitra is the personification of an ethical abstract (‘contract, agreement, treaty’),
Varuna must be the personification of a similar abstract.” Similar ideas have been put forth even
earlier by H. Giintert (1923: 147-50), who believes that Varuna, along with Mitra and Aryaman, holds
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men in mighty bonds and determine how they should act.”®* Unlike Mitra, however, who would
represent the “friendly” god, Varuna would be the god punishing those who violate these laws.
Variations on the same theme were proposed by Liiders (1951-1959 I: 28—40) and Brereton (1981:126—

127). For Liiders, Varuna’s chief characteristics are his being the master of rtd, which Liiders translates

1 Cf. e.g., 116114 (adbhir yati varunah samudraih “in den Wassern, in den Meeren geht Varuna”); 7.49.3—4; 88.3; 8.69.11-12;
9.90.2; 9.73.3; also, see Liiders (1951: I 9-13, 50—56), who clearly shows that one of Varuna’s essential features is his

association with the celestial waters/ocean.
%t is well known that Varuna became a sea-god in post-Vedic times; cf. e.g., Liiders (1951: I 9-13, 41-50).
9 Cf. Luders (1951: I 9—13, 50—56); Macdonell (1897: 25); Keith (1925: 97); Oldenberg (1894: 202—203); Hillebrandt (1990 II: 11).

% Cf. Brereton (1981: 66); Giintert argues that Varuna's name can be derived from PIE *wer “to bind” (Germ. “binden,

fesseln”).
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as “Wahrheit” (“the truth”*'), and his dwelling in the waters; in Liiders’ view, this latter characteristic
has to do with the fact that oaths, whose master is Varuna, were sworn on water. Brereton, on the
other hand, makes the connection between Varuna and the concept of vratd “commandment,
authority,” which is often met with in connection with Varuna; according to Brereton, Varuna would
be the god of authority, and this authority would extend over the whole world, including over waters,
which are important because they bring prosperity to the earth in the form of rain.

It is difficult to accept these interpretations. Why would Varuna be the “god of authority”? Is it
the case that he represents the “authority” and all the other gods are not (as) “authoritative”? Why
would Varuna dwell in the waters if he was the god of oaths, and oaths were to be sworn on water? Or,
why would those ancient people consider Varuna as having his dominion specifically in the waters,

since this dominion extends to the whole world anyway?

Aryaman
The god Aryaman has been even more difficult to interpret, since there are not many passages in the
Rig Veda that describe him. Among these passages, the most expressive ones are those mentioning the
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“path of Aryaman,” which cannot be transgressed.”” The existence of this “path of Aryaman” led to the
opinion that Aryaman himself represents a celestial body such as the sun, the planet Venus, or the
Milky Way.*

There are also, as expected, non-naturalistic interpretations of Aryaman. They all start from
hypotheses concerning the etymology of the word aryamdn. The most notable ones are those of
Thieme (1938: esp. 106) and Brereton (1981:162-163 and 181-82), who consider the word aryamdn as
ultimately derived from ari- “stranger.” Thus, from ari- one would derive aryd- meaning “hospitable”

(Thieme) or “civilized” (Brereton), and then aryamdn “hospitality” (Thieme) or “civility, customs”

(Brereton). Aryaman, therefore, would be the god of hospitality (Thieme), or of customs (Brereton).

! Cf. above n. 224; 225,

232

Aryaman is called dturtapanthah “whose path cannot be transgressed”; cf. 1.105.6; 10.64.5; Hillebrandt (1990 II: 49).

5 In later Brahmanic traditions, Aryaman was identified with the sun, and his path was seen as the sun’s path (the
ecliptic); cf. Brereton (1981: 150 n.1). Oldenberg (1917: 190 n.1), who believes that the Adityas represent the planets, thinks

that Aryaman represents Venus; for Weber (1893: 138), Aryaman is the Milky Way.
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For Brereton, in particular, Aryaman is, like Mitra and Varuna (already seen as gods of contracts and
alliances), the god of a similar principle (customs) that governs society. The similar roles of these
three gods then would justify their being mentioned together in the Rig Veda.

These non-naturalistic interpretations can be objected to in many particular ways. For
example, it is not possible for the proponents of such theories to explain the solar aspects of the three
main Adityas.”* Indeed, if these gods were gods of sophisticated agreements, why would they be in
close relation to the sun as some Rig Vedic passages make it clear? The main reason, however, why
these interpretations are not convincing lies somewhere else. Thus, a religion whose three major gods
represent “contracts, alliances and customs,” respectively, would be — to say the least — peculiar.”®
In addition, the distinctions between such concepts seem to be rather bureaucratic and artificial. Last
but not least, these theories ultimately fail to explain what the connection is between rt¢d interpreted
as the “truth” and all these agreements that “govern” society.

I would like to make myself clear at this point by saying that I do not deny that Mitra and
Varuna have indeed a connection with oaths or alliances. Some passages quoted by the proponents of
such theories leave no doubt that these gods are sometimes invoked during the ceremonies of the
closing agreements. What I question and reject here is the idea that these gods are the personification
of such concepts. In fact, to make a comparison, arguing that Mitra or Varuna represent the
contract/alliance itself would be the same with saying that the Old Testament Yahweh is the
embodiment of the ten commandments, i.e., the ten commandments themselves.**

It is in this context I would like to quote Gershevitch (1959: 28), who, in spite of adopting
Meillet’s position with regards to the nature of Mithra and Varuna (that is, he thinks they are
personifications of agreements), makes an interesting remark: “The question now to consider is

whether the Avestan Mithra’s association with the contract is a secondary development due to a

4 For these “solar” aspects, see the next section.

5 One can invoke in favor of this argument the Greek case, in which Dike or Themis are gods of justice; however, the
Greek gods do not have the religious status the three Adityas have; in addition, it is questionable whether the Greek gods

are merely personifications of abstract concepts; cf. Kuiper (1976:36).
236

Lommel (1970: 369) adopts the same skepticism: “Diese Gotter waren fiir ihre Verehrer lebendige Wesen, nicht

abstrakte Begriffe; nicht Deifikation einer Idee (Vertrag, Biindnis) ... sondern Personen, die man kannte.”
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fortuitous identity of his name with a word for ‘contract’, or represents a, or the, primary function of
the god. Theoretically, the first position alternative is quite possible ... But obviously, unless the study
of all ancient sources on Mithra/Mitra reveals that the god’s primary function cannot have been the
guardianship of contract, or/and that another function of Mithra must be the primary one, it would be
unreasonable to reject as not genuine the equation Mithra = contract ...”

It is beyond the scope of this paper to speculate about the origin and etymology of the words
Mitra and Varuna, or whether these words are derived from PIE roots having to do with
contracts/commandments or anything of the sort. Gershevitch’s remark is interesting because it
shows that, indeed, even for a scholar like him, who believes that Mithra/Mitra is the embodiment of
contracts, there still exists the possibility — albeit a remote one — that these gods do not represent
abstract concepts such as agreements, but something else, from which the concept of contract can be

derived. This is the direction that the present study will explore further.

B. A RECENT NATURALISTIC VIEW ABOUT MITRA AND VARUNA
In the brief historical overview above, I purposely left aside a relatively recent study, which treats
Mitra and Varuna from a new perspective. This is Simson (1997:1-35), who took a radically different
approach in explaining the natures of Mitra and Varuna. Thus, Simson does not focus on the relations
the main Adityas may have with the social agreements; rather, he starts from those passages that
show Mitra and Varuna as related to celestial phenomena; in other words, Simson’s approach is
naturalistic. His conclusion is that Mitra and Varuna represent the planet Venus at sunrise and sunset,
i.e., they are the morning and evening stars. I will briefly present his main arguments because they will
prove to be useful to the present study.

Simson provides evidence from the Rig Veda™’ that Mitra and Varuna are related to different
astronomical phenomena such as the sun, sky, seasons, dawn, and twilight. This would be difficult or
impossible to account for if these gods were mere personifications of abstract concepts such as

contracts or alliances. Therefore, Simson argues that all the connections between Mitra and Varuna,

7 For all the Rig Vedic passages Simson relies on the translations of Liiders (1927); I use only Geldner’s standard

translation of the Rig Veda.
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on one hand, and the natural phenomena, on the other hand, can be explained through the
identification of these gods with the planet Venus in its morning and evening appearances. In
addition to the Vedic material, Simson presents evidence from the Avesta, which shows the Iranian
Mithra as also related to celestial phenomena. One of Simson’s main arguments relies on a passage
from Herodotus (1.131), in which the Greek historian includes Aphrodite among the different gods the
Persians of his time venerated; Herodotus relates that the Persians adopted Aphrodite from the
neighboring Semitic peoples, and that Aphrodite’s Persian name was Mitra.**

Simson’s perspective on Mitra and Varuna is extremely refreshing and shows that a
naturalistic interpretation of these gods is not only possible but also probable. As we shall see below,
these gods are so intimately related to celestial phenomena that it is not possible to interpret them
other than as being celestial in origin. Before starting to interpret the Rig Vedic material, however, I
will evaluate Simson’s theory and show some of the shortcomings that actually make it untenable.
This will not take away any merits from Simson’s article, which is a clear advance toward the
understanding of the astronomical significance of some Rig Vedic passages. My objections to the
theory that Mitra and Varuna represent the planet Venus are the following:

e The theory cannot account for the association of Aryaman with Mitra and Varuna; in other
words, this theory cannot give an explanation for why Aryaman is grouped together with the
planet Venus. It also does not account for why these gods are called “the Adityas.”

e The theory cannot explain one of Varuna’s main traits, which is his association with the
waters.

e It is known that Varuna’s Iranian counterpart is Ahura Mazdah. If the Iranian Mithra is the
planet Venus, who is Ahura Mazdah, a god whose function has been recognized to be similar,
if not identical to that of Varuna?

e In the history of astronomy, it is assumed that the discovery of the identity between the

morning and evening stars is preceded by the belief that these two stars are different from

*#% Herodotus's statement was seen as a misinterpretation of the historical facts; cf. Benveniste (1929: 27-8); Simson (1997:

20—21 and n. 96).
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each other.” Simson assumes the opposite, namely that the Indo-Iranians knew of this
identity and that later the Indo-Aryans considered them to represent two different gods/stars.
Simson’s theory, therefore, cannot account for why the Indo-Aryans had to split an original
Mithra/ Venus into two entities.

These are the main reasons why I think Simson’s theory is untenable. This theory, however,

has the great merit of bringing to attention the close relation that exists between Mitra and Varuna,

on one hand, and the astronomical phenomena, on the other hand. Starting from these

considerations, below I analyze again those passages that connect the main Adityas with such

phenomena. [ will try then to offer a new solution to the issue of the nature of the three main Adityas.

C. THE “SOLAR” CONNECTIONS OF THE ADITYAS

Mitra and, especially, Varuna are closely related to the sun. These “solar” aspects are apparent in

numerous Rig Vedic passages, a fact that excludes coincidences:

1.24.8.

1.24.8.

1.25.8.
1.25.8.

7.87.5.
7.87.5.

8.41.3.

urum hi raja varunas cakara siryaya pantham dnuetava u

Denn Ko6nig Varuna hat der Sonne den weiten Weg bereitet, um ihn zu wandeln.

véda masé dhrtdvrato duvadasa prajavatah véda yd upajayate.
Er kennt die zwolf Monate mit ihrem Nachwuchs, der Gesetzvollstrecker; er kennt

den, der nachgeboren wird.

... gritso rc'ijd varunas cakra etdm divi prenikhdm hiranydyam Subhé kam
... Der geschickte Konig Varuna hat fiir sich diese goldene Schaukel [the sun — my

note| zum Prangen an den Himmel gebracht.

sd ksdpah padri sasvaje ni usré maydya dadhe
sd visvam pdri darsatdh

tdsya vénir dnu vratdm usds tisro avardhayan

9 Cf. Scherer (1953: 78); Waerden (1974: 56).
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5.85.5.

1.136.2.

1.136.2.

5.63.2.
5.63.2.

5.63.7.
5.63.7.

7.60.1.

7.60.4.
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Die Niachte hilt er umschlungen; durch seine Zaubermacht hat er die Morgenréten
eingesetzt; er ist rings um die Welt sichtbar. Nach seinem Gebote haben seine

Liebenden die drei Morgenréten gro gezogen.

... der (Varuna) in der Luft stehend wie mit dem Messstabe die Erde mit der Sonne

abgemessen hat.

ddarsi gatur urdve variyasi pantha rtdsya sam ayamsta rasmibhis

cdksur bhdgasya rasmibhih

dyuksdm mitrdsya sadanam aryamndé vdrunasya ca

dtha dadhate brhdd ukthiyam vaya upastityam brhdad vayah

Die weitere Bahn fiir das weite (Licht) [i.e., the sun — my note] ist sichtbar geworden,
sein Weg ward durch die Ziigel des Gesetzes gelenkt, das Auge durch die Ziigel des
Bhaga. Der himmlische Sitz des Mitra, des Aryaman und Varuna (ward sichtbar) und

beide besitzen hohe preiswiirdige Kraft, l6bliche, hohe Kraft.

samrajav asyd bhivanasya rajatho mitravaruna viddthe suvardjsa
Als Allherscher herrschet ihr iiber diese Welt, Mitra und Varuna, in Weisheit, durch

die Sonne sehend ...

.. rténa visvam bhivanam vi rajathah siiryam a dhattho divi citriyam rdtham
... Mit dem Gesetz herrschet ihr iiber die ganze Welt; die Sonne setzet ihr an den

Himmel als weitkenntlichen Wagen.

Wenn du heute, o Sirya, die Schuldlosen melden wirst, so sollst du bei deinem

Aufgang dem Mitra und Varuna die Wahrheit (melden) ...

ud vam prksaso madhumanto asthur a suriyo aruhac chukram drnah

ydsma aditya ddhvano radanti mitré aryama varunah sajosah
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7.60.4. Eure starken, honigreichen (Rosse) sind heraufgekommen; Strya hat jetzt das lichte

Meer erstiegen, dem die Adityas eintriichtig die Wege vorzeichnen: Mitra, Aryaman,

Varuna.
7.64.2. .. ihr Hiiter des groBBen Gesetzes ... (d rajana maha rtasya gopa)
7.65.1. prdtivam sitra udite suuktair mitrdm huve varunam pitddaksam
7.65.1. Ich rufe bei Sonnenaufgang euch beide wieder mit Liedern, den Mitra und den Varuna

von lauterem Wollen ...

7.87.1. rddat pathd varunah siiriyaya prd drnamsi samudriya nadinam
sdrgo nd srsto drvatir rtaydn cakdara mahir avdnir dhabhyah

7.87.1. Varuna zeichnet der Sonne die Wege vor, (er lief3) die zum Meer gehenden Fluten der
Strome laufen wie ein abgelassenes Rennen die Rennstuten, den rechten Weg

einhaltend. Er hat den Tagen die grof3e Bahnen gemacht.

The main idea emerging from these passages is that, in all likelihood, the three main Adityas,
especially Varuna, are regulators of the sun’s path. Thus, Varuna is the god who prepares the sun’s
path (cf. 1.24.8) and knows the twelve solar months.*** Varuna plays with the sun as if the sun were his
swing; he measures the earth by using the sun, and sets the dawns in their places. The sun’s path is
regulated by Varuna’s law, which represents the cosmic order. Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman placed the
sun in the sky and show him its path. The sun’s path is regulated by the cosmic order (rta).

The succession of the twelve months that Varuna knows is closely and essentially associated

with the cosmic order (rtd):

£ 7 = sy L e s = z . z 7. Z z
1.164.11. duvadasaram nahi tdj jaraya vdarvarti cakrdm pdri dyam rtdsya

a putra agne mithundso dtra saptd Satani vimsatis ca tasthuh

240

Interestingly, Varuna also knows the intercalary month (cf. Geldner on 1.25.8 above).
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Dies zwolfspeichige Rad der Zeit (Ordnung) (rtdsya) dreht sich immer wieder um den
Himmel, denn nicht kann es sich abnutzen. Darauf stehen, Agni, die S6hne paarweise,

siebenhundert und zwanzig.

Simson (1997: 14-15) notes very well that, in cases such as the ones above, Liiders’ translation

”

is not appropriate. The succession of the months cannot be regarded as an

expression of the “truth,” but as an astronomical phenomenon pertaining to the cosmic order. The

same idea is expressed in the following passage, in which Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman regulate not

only the succession of the months, but also that of the seasons and days, and, in general, the

succession of time:

7.66.11.

7.66.11.

4.55.2.

4.55.2.

viyé dadhith Sarddam masam ad dhar yajiidm aktiim ca ad fcam

andapiydm vdruno mitré aryama ksatrdm rajana asata

Die den Herbst, den Monat und Tag, das Opfer und die Nacht und die Strophe
festgesetzt haben, (diese) Konige Varuna, Mitra und Aryaman haben die

unerreichbare Herrschaft erlangt.

prd yé dhamani parviyani drcan vi yad uchan viyotaro dmirah

vidhataro vi té dadhur djasra rtddhitayo rurucanta dasmah

Die die alten Satzungen ehren sollen, wenn die klugen Trenner (von Tag und Nacht?)
aufleuchten, sie haben als unermiidlichen Ordner (die Zeiten) geordnet. Die Meister,

die die Wahrheit erkannt haben, sollen erleuchtet werden.

The idea of “regulating” time also emerges in the following passage, in which Mitra und

Varuna are said to bring the year to completion:

7.61.2.

7.61.2.

prd vam sd mitravarunav rtava vipro manmani dirghasrud iyarti
ydsya brahmani sukratii dvatha a ydt krdtva nd $arddah prnaithe
Auf euch, Mitra und Varuna, hebt der wahrhafte redekundige Sénger [“singer whose

sacred songs are sung according to rtd” — my note] within horbar seine Dichtung an,
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dessen erbauliche Worte ihr Wohlwollende giinstig aufnehmen moget, auf dass ihr

seine Jahre vollzahlig machete, wie er es im Sinn hat.

All these passages clearly show that rtd has a concrete astronomical significance. Other

examples are also relevant in this respect. Thus, dawn is an important part of this cosmic order, and

its daily appearance is also regulated by rtd:

4.51.8.

4.51.8.

1.24.10.

1.24.10.

td a caranti samand purdstat samandtah samand paprathandh

rtdsya devih sdadaso budhand gdvam nd sdrga usdso jarante

Sie [Usas — my note| kommen gleichmi3ig aus Osten, von der gleichen Stelle aus
gleichmi3ig sich ausbreitend. Vom Sitze der Ordnung (r¢d) erwacht sind die Gottinen

Usas's frith munter wie die Schwirme der Kiihe.

Similarly, the path of the stars is also connected to the cosmic order:**

ami yd rksa nihitasa ucca ndktam dddrsre kiha cid diveyuh

ddabdhanivdarunasya vratani vicakasac candrdma ndktam eti

Jene Sterne [fksa “the Bear(s)” represents the constellation of the Great Bear — my
note; cf. Grassmann], die oben befestigt des Nachts erschienen sind, sie sind am Tag
irgendwohin gegangen. Unverletzlich sind Varuna’s Gesetze: Des Nachts wandelt

Umschau haltend der Mond.

The association of Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman with the sun and the stars offers a strong hint

as to their cosmic nature. Thus, as regulators of time connected with the sun’s path, these gods are, in

all likelihood, stars or constellations. In addition, the connection between them and the solar months

show that Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman do not represent just any constellations in the sun’s path, but

the most important ones; these are the zodiacal constellations on the ecliptic. This leads to the

conclusion that the Vedic rtd, “the world’s order,” represents either the ecliptic itself or the “order”

*# The cosmic order in this case is Varuna’s laws (Germ. “Gesetze”; Skt. vratani).
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directly deriving from it (“time” perhaps?). This conclusion is not unexpected. Independently of these
latter considerations, the same conclusion on the nature of rtd was reached above, in the section
about the Maruts. Thus, the two conclusions confirm each other.

The theory that the three main Adityas represent the zodiacal constellations may at first seem
far-fetched, and one could object to it by arguing that the succession of time can also be regulated by
“abstract” deities such as the ones representing contracts, alliances etc. A strong argument against
such objection, however, is that these gods are not said to regulate an abstract time-entity, but bits of
time, represented by months, days etc., which are well known to be intimately related to the paths of
the stars and the sun. Even so, a skeptical person’s final objection would be that the connections
between the Adityas and the succession of months or seasons represent only a coincidence or even a
figure of speech of the poetic arsenal. Therefore, it is necessary to put forth additional evidence in
favor of the conclusion above.

The following passages doubtless show that, as was the case with the other Vedic gods, the
nature of the main Adityas is stellar. The three main Adityas are bright and located in the sky; they
ascend the sky with their chariots (with what else?!); they oversee earth and all the creatures from the

sky. The language used to describe these gods is essentially the same as that used to describe Indra,

Agni etc.:

5.63.1 rtasya gopav adhi tisthatho ratham sdtyadharmana paramé viomani

5.63.1 Ihr Hiiter des Gesetzes (rtdsya gopav), deren Satzungen giiltig sind, ihr beide besteigt
den Wagen im hochsten Himmel ...

7.82.10. asmé indro vdruno mitré aryama dyumndm yachantu méhi $drma saprdthah

7.82.10. Uns sollen Indra, Varuna, Mitra, Aryaman Glanz und ihren grof3en Schirm in ganzer
Breite gewihren ...

6.67.6. ta hi ksatrdm dhardyethe dnu dyiin drmhéthe sanum upamad iva dyéh

dilhé ndksatra utd visvadevo bhimim a atan d{yém dhasinaych
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6.67.6. Denn ihr behauptet eure Herrschaft Tag fiir Tag; ihr festiget die Hohe (des Himmels)
gleichsam vom hochsten Himmel aus. Und das gefestete Gestirn, das allen Gottern

gehort, hat Erde und Himmel mit dem Labsal beider gezogen.***

8.25.7. ddhi yc’i brhatd divé abhi yuthéva pdsyatah
rtavana samrdja namase hita
8.25.7. Die vom hohen Himmel her (die Geschopfe) wie die Herden iiberschauen, die

gesetzhegenden Allkonige, recht fiir die Huldigung geschaffen.

These passages support the hypothesis that the main Adityas, which are celestial bright
objects, represent, as time-regulators located in the sky, stars in the sun’s path. The issue now is to try
to determine with precision what stars or constellations the three main Adityas represent. The
considerations above leave little doubt that these constellations must bear great astronomical
significance for the solar year. In other words, these constellations represent, in all likelihood, the
most significant points on the sun’s path; obviously, the first remarkable points that come to mind are
those defined by the two tropics (winter and summer) and the equinoctial circle. This means that
Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman are stars or constellations associated with the solstices and equinoxes. Is
it possible to refine this conclusion and determine which stars these gods represent?

It is well known that Varuna is associated with the “waters” and the “ocean.” The clearest
examples occur in hymns 1164 and 7.49, in which Varuna is said to move in the middle of the

waters:*®#

2 Geldner thinks that drlhd ndksatra (Germ. ‘das gefestete Gestirn’) refers to the sun; this does not seem likely since the
sun is always in motion; I would conjecture that the “fixed star” refers to the pole star, which, in Vedic times (around 2000
B C and before) was represented by the star Thuban. What the verse says then is that the pole star “stretched the earth and
the sky” (Skt. atan) through (establishing) the seats (Skt. dhasina — instr. from dhasi) of Mitra and Varuna. These stars

therefore are important bounds that ensure the cosmic order and the spatial configuration of the cosmos.

% For 1.164.14, cf. n.232 above; 7.49 is dedicated to the waters.
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Z

7.49.2. Ya dpo divya utd va sravanti khanitrima utd va yah svayamjih

samudrartha yah siucayah pavakas ta apo devir ihda mam avantu

7.49.3. yasam raja vdruno yati mddhye satyanrté avapdsyan jananam
madhuscitah sicayo yah pavakds td apo devir ihd mam avantu

7.49.2—3. Die himmlischen Gewisser (dpo divyd) oder die, welche flieBen, die Gegrabenen oder
Selbstentstandenen, deren Ziel das Meer (samudrad) ist, die reinen, lauteren, diese
gottlichen Gewidsser sollen mich hier betreuen. /In deren Mitte Konig Varuna wandelt
(yasam raja vdaruno yati mddhye), Wahrheit und Liige der Leute erspihend, die
honigtraufenden, reinen, lauteren, diese gottlichen Gewisser sollen mich hier

betreuen.

Another passage in a Varuna hymn presents Varuna as the ocean itself (or as closely
connected to the ocean), which is located on the sky’s firmament; certainly, this is another strong

indication that Varuna’s place is in the sky:**

8.41.8. sd samudrd apiciyas turé dyam iva rohati
niyad asuydjur dadhé
sd mdyd arcind pada dstrnan nakam aruhan ...

8.41.8. Er, der verborgene Ozean (samudrd), steigt als Machthaber wie (die Sonne) zum
Himmel, wenn er in ihnen den Opferspruch niedergelegt hat. Er brachte mit dem

Strahl als Fuf3 die Zaubereien zu Fall; er hat das Firmament erklommen ...

Apparently, there is nothing special about Varuna’s association with the celestial Ocean/Sea.
The possible identification of Varuna with the solstices or equinoxes, however, gives an unexpected
twist to the interpretation of this issue. Before exploring this in detail, it is necessary to make some

observations with regards to the constellations announcing the solstices and equinoxes.

*# Liiders (1951: I 9—13) notes that Varuna’s ocean is in the sky; cf. n.232 and 234 above.
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It is well known that the constellations that defined the tropics and the equinoxes from about
4000 to 2000 BC (the “era” of Taurus) were Aquarius (the winter solstice), Scorpio (the autumn
equinox), Leo (the summer solstice), and Taurus (the spring equinox). The constellations that
announce the solstices and equinoxes today are different (Sagittarius, Virgo, Gemini, and Pisces,
respectively) because of the well-known astronomical phenomenon of the precession of the
equinoxes, which causes a constant shift of the stars’ position in the sky.

The reason I mentioned the constellations that announced the solstices and equinoxes
between 4000 and 2000 BC is that the three main Adityas are of Indo-Iranian origin; this means that
these gods were invented during that period of time to represent the solstices and equinoxes.

The position of Aquarius in the sky bears a great importance to the present argument. Thus, it
is known that Aquarius “the Water-pourer” is part of the area of the sky that the Greeks called "Y8wp
“Water,” and the Babylonians the “Sea.””* Aquarius itself corresponds to the Babylonian GU.LA
“waterman.” The existence of a celestial sea in this part of the sky is clearly shown by the fact that all
the constellations that populate this region represent marine creatures. Thus, in the vicinity of
Aquarius we can find Capricorn “goat-fish,” Cetus “whale,” Pisces “fish,” which all belong, as marine
creatures, to the Sea. The “existence” of a celestial sea in this sky-region is due to the vicinity of the
winter tropic, which is the cause of rain and bad weather in general.***

Aquarius then is located “in the sea.””* Consequently, Varuna, who dwells in the waters, is

likely to be Aquarius.*” The same conclusion applies to the Iranian Ahura Mazdah, who is also known

5 Cf. Kidd (1997: 288).
*% Cf. Kidd (1997: 288).

*7 The identification of Varuna with Aquarius may support the hypothesis that, in fact, Pasan represents Prokyon, the
main star in Canis Minor (cf. fig. 2), towards which the wedding procession led by the Asvins seems to move (cf. the
section on Pasan, above). Thus, the Asvins are said in 4.43.5 (quoted in the section about the Asvins) to come from the sea:
“Weit iiberholt euer Wagen den Himmel, wenn er vom Meere (mit) euch herkommt” (urit vam rdthah pdri naksati dyam d
ydt samudrad abhi vdrtate vam); as it can be seen in fig. 2, if the A$vins come indeed from the Sea (Cetus), and cross the
“celestial river,” they must go towards Prokyon, which is on the other side of the Milky Way from the perspective of a

traveller “coming from the Sea.” In other words, the Aévins cannot cross the Milky Way to reach Sirius.

*®Witzel (1995) also had the intuition that Varuna may represent a star/constellation.
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for being associated with waters.** Varuna, therefore, represents the southern limit of the sun’s path

250

during the year.”* As such, he is rightly said to be the regulator of time, the god who “knows” the
months, the guardian of the celestial order.

The astronomical role of Aquarius is vividly expressed through the splendid metaphor of the
sun being Varuna’s swing (Skt. prerikhd; cf. 7.87.5 above). The god, who is located at the southern limit
of the sun’s path, “pushes” the sun back to the summer tropic; the sun is indeed a swing, which,

251

pushed by Varuna, oscillates back and forth between the tropics.” The same idea seems to be

expressed in the following passage, in which ndksatram probably refers to the sun (cf. Geldner):

7.86.1cd. pra nakam rsvdm nunude brhdntam dvita ndksatram paprdthac ca bhitma
7.86.1cd. Er [Varuna — my note] hat hoch nach oben den Himmel gestof3en, doppelt dem

Himmelsgestirn (einen Anstof3 gegeben), und er hat die Erde ausgebreitet.

Varuna'’s role is not only to guard the sun’s path. Being located in the sky, Varuna supports the

sky, keeps the firmament fixed in its place. Sometimes he is associated with Mitra in this task:

4.42.4. ahdm apé apinvam uksamana dhardyam divam sddana rtdsya
rténa putré dditer rtava utd tridhatu prathayad vi bhiima

4.42.4. Ich [Varuna — my note] lief3 die triefenden Gewdsser [the ocean again! — my note]
anschwellen, im Sitz des (ewigen) Gesetzes (sddana rtdsya) halte ich den Himmel.
Nach dem Gesetz ist der Sohn der Aditi der gesetzmif3ige (Herr) und er hat die Erde

dreifach verbreitert.

9 In the oldest parts of the Avesta, the Iranian waters are called ahuranis “daughters or wives of Ahura”; cf. Gershevitch
(1959: 45). The Avesta also knows of a celestial sea called Vouru.kaga “with large bays” (cf. Bartholomae 1904), which brings
rain to earth; cf. Oberlies (1999: 20, 25—27); the name of this Avestan celestial sea is strikingly echoed by Varuna (< I-Ir.

*Vouruna).

*° Interestingly, Varuna is identified with winter in MS. 1.10.12:151.16 (hemantd hi varunah); cf. Oberlies (1999: 116 n.472). In
Zoroastrianism, on the other hand, Ahura Mazdah was celebrated during the month of December-January (i.e. around the

winter solstice); cf. (Boyce 1984).

' Varuna's role, therefore, is to prevent the sun from sinking below the winter tropic.
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Thr festiget Himmel und Erde, Mitra und Varuna ... (ddharayatam prthivim utd dyam

mitrarajana varuna mahobhih)

Samsa mitrdsya varunasya dhama $iismo rédast badbadhe mahitva
Ich will das Werk (die Macht) von Mitra und Varuna preisen; ihr Eifer hilt Himmel

und Erde michtig in Schranken ...

.. der mit einem Pfeiler die beiden Welten auseinander (hilt) und wie der

Ungeborene den Himmel festigte (yd skambhéna vi rédast ajé nd dyam ddharayan).

That Varuna is located on the winter tropic (the limit of the sun’s path) is also shown by the

fact that the god’s path cannot be “transgressed” (by the sun!):

1.105.16.

1.105.16.

asau yah pantha adityo divi pravc'iciyam krtdh
nd sd deva atikrame ...
Jenen Adityaweg [Varuna’s — my note; cf1105.15], der am Himmel als rithmliches

(Werk) bereitet ist, den keiner iibertreten (atikrdme), ihr Gétter...>

The identification of Varuna with Aquarius (or with parts of it) opens up the path for

determining who the other two main Adityas are. Let us start with Mitra. It seems tempting to assume

that, since Varuna is often invoked together with him, Mitra represents the constellation opposed to

Aquarius in the sky; this is Leo, which was the summer solstice’s marker between 4000 and 2000 BC.

The Rig Veda, however, does not seem to offer additional evidence for this hypothesis. Fortunately, on

the Iranian side, there is the famous Avestan hymn to Mithra (Yast 10), which contains more

information about Mithra’s stellar nature than any of the passages in the Rig Veda.**® I quote below, in

Gershevitch’s translation (1959), some of the passages that are relevant to the present argument.

*? Obviously, the sun also enters this category.

*3 This is also the reason Simson (1997) quotes many passages from this hymn.
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12—13. Grass-land magnate (vouru.gaoyaoitim) Mithra we worship ... who is the first
(paoiryd) supernatural god to approach across the Har3, in front of the immortal swift-
horsed sun; who is the first to seize the beautiful gold-painted mountain tops; from
there the most mighty surveys the whole land inhabited by Iranians.

49-51. Grass-land magnate Mithra we worship ... for whom Ahura Mazdah, the
creator, fashioned an abode above .. which (abode) the incremental Immortals
(Amoga Spenta) built, all in harmony with the sun ...

70—71. Grass-land magnate Mithra we worship ... in front of him flies Ahura-
created Varofrayna in the shape of a wild, aggressive, male boar (varaza) with sharp
fangs and sharp tusks ... as he (the boar) catches up with the opponents ... he knocks
them ...

95—96. Grass-land magnate Mithra we worship ... who goes along the whole
width of the earth after the setting of the glow of the sun, sweeping across both edges
of this wide, round earth whose limits are far apart: everything he surveys between
heaven and earth holding his mace (vazram) in his hand ...

99. Grass-land magnate Mithra we worship ... from whom all supernatural evil
goods, and the concupiscent owners of Falsehood, recoil in fear. Along flies grass-land
magnate Mithra, master of countries, over the right-hand (dasinam) border of this
wide, round earth whose limits are far apart.

142—3. Grass-land magnate Mithra we worship ... the well-created, very great
god who in the morning (sitzram)** brings into evidence the many shapes ... as he
lights up his body, being endowed with own light like the moon; whose face blazes
like (that) of the star Sirius (Tistriya) ... (him) I will worship ... who shines like the
majestic sun’s most beautiful creature, guides the star-decked, supernaturally
fashioned chariot ...

144. ... we worship Mithra when he faces the country, we worship Mithra when

he is between (two) countries, we worship Mithra when he is inside the country, we

4 Cf. Gershevitch (1959: 288): “the light Mithra brings is that which pervades the earth at daybreak.”
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worship Mithra when he is above the country, we worship Mithra when he is below
the country, we worship Mithra when he makes the round of the country, we worship
Mithra when he is behind the country.
145. ... we worship Mithra and Ahura — the two exalted owners of Truth (asa)

that are removed from danger —, as well as the stars, the moon and the sun ...

These passages reveal Mithra's stellar nature through several metaphors. Thus, his
countenance blazes like that of the star Tistriya.*® Mithra has his own light and shines like the sun;
when he appears at dawn, Mithra brings light to all creatures; his chariot is studded with stars (142—
143); he is invoked along with other celestial bodies (145). All these features clearly support the
hypothesis that Mitra’s nature is celestial. In addition, the comparison with Tistriya shows that Mithra
is not a constellation, but a star. This observation may be of paramount importance in determining
who Mithra is.

One of Mithra’s strangest features is revealed in verses 12—13. There, it is said that Mithra is the
first (star) that appears before the sun.”® Simson (1997: 22) takes this as a proof that Mithra represents
the planet Venus, which, indeed, as the morning star, appears before the sun. We saw, however, that
Mithra was not Venus. Therefore, one needs to find another explanation for why the star Mithra is the
first to appear in front of the sun.

As I already noted in the present study, the morning “appearance” of a star before the sun is
called the star’s heliacal rising. Each morning the sun’s rising is preceded by that of a star, which is the
last of the stars appearing on the eastern horizon before all the stars vanish in daylight. Obviously,
there are many stars that appear before the sun during its yearly course. The Avestan passage,
however, speaks about Mithra as being the first star that precedes the sun. Since there are many stars

that precede sunrise, this metaphor seems at first to be without any natural foundation. There is,

*%5 Tistriya has been generally interpreted as Sirius, the brightest fixed star in the sky; cf. Panaino (2005). I showed in the

present study that both Tistriya and Agni represent the planet Venus.

* This verse clearly shows that Mithra is different from the sun; Gershevitch (1959: 39—40) does not have an interpretation
for this; he only assumes that “Mithra, as never-sleeping watcher of the covenant and its infringers, has to tour the earth

incessantly.”
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however, an element that puts this whole issue into a new perspective. This concerns the heliacal
rising of a star on the day that marks the beginning of the solar year. In that situation, the star rising
heliacally can be indeed said to be the “first” to precede the sun. The beginning of the Iranian year in
the pre-Zoroastrian era occurred at the spring equinox.”’” This shows that the initial premise of the
present argument that Mithra represents the star/constellation announcing the summer solstice
needs to be changed. It appears now that Mithra represents the star announcing the spring equinox.
As I noted above, given the precession of the equinoxes, such an important star must have belonged
to the constellation Taurus, which announced the spring equinox before 2000 BC. This star is well
known; it is one of the brightest stars in the northern hemisphere and represents the “Bull’s eye”:
Aldebaran or o« Tauri.”® Since Aldebaran located centrally with respect to the whole Taurus
constellation, the time period during which this star announced the spring equinox must have been
closer to 3000 BC than to 2000 BC. This possibly shows the antiquity of the Indo-Iranian religion.**

The conclusion that Mitra is Aldebaran can provide an explanation for the verse g9 of the
Avestan hymn, in which it is said that Mithra goes over the right side of the earth (dasinom). The
Iranian word dasinam “the right side,” which is related to the Sanskrit word daksina, can also mean “to
the south.” The meaning “to the south” is due to the fact that the cardinal points are set from the
perspective of an observer facing (due) east; for such an observer, the south is obviously to his right.
These considerations perfectly explain the Avestan passage. Thus, it is well known that, for an
observer facing due east in the northern hemisphere, the stars rise from the east and go over his head
to the south, that is, to his right. The reason then why Mithra is said to go over the right side of the
earth is that Aldebaran (or any star for that matter) goes indeed over the right side of an observer
facing due east.

There now remains Aryaman, which, obviously, must be the star that announced the summer

solstice around 3000 BC. As was the case with Aldebaran, such a star is also well known; it is Regulus

*7 The first month of the year was called Frawardin in the Achaemenid inscriptions, and started at the spring equinox; cf.
Blois (1996: 48—49).
258

In astronomical jargon, the designation of a star as a shows that that star is the brightest star in that constellation.

9 The later Hindu name for Aldebaran is Rohing; cf. Scherer (1953: 117-18).
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or o Leonis. The path of Aryaman, therefore, is the path of Regulus, that is, the summer tropic. As in
Varuna’s case, it makes perfect sense to say that Aryaman’s path cannot be transgressed, since the sun
never gets past the summer tropic in its course to the north.*®
Consequently, the three main Adityas represent the stars/constellations that between 4000
and 2000 BC defined the sun’s yearly path; Varuna is Aquarius, Mithra is Aldebaran, and Aryaman is

261

Regulus.” These gods are obviously of Indo-Iranian origin, since they can be met with in both the
Vedic and the Iranian religions. In addition — given their shared main characteristic of maintaining
the cosmic order — it is likely that, despite some possible differences, the Iranian Ahura Mazdah and

the Vedic Varuna are originally identical.***

Therefore, whatever the origin of their two names may be,
these two gods, who are associated with both *Mitra and the cosmic order, represent Aquarius, the
constellation located in the “celestial sea.”

The stellar nature of the three main Adityas shows that their association with certain types of
agreements is only secondary and probably due to the fact that, as the main seasonal markers during
the solar year, the three main Adityas could be seen as gods of limits or of bounds. It is then their
cosmic role that conferred upon them the characteristics of being gods of contracts, alliances etc, and
not vice-versa. In other words, the invocation of these gods on the occasion of certain agreements

within society is based on and derives from their being the enforcers and upholders of the cosmic

order.

*% Cf. 10.65.5 Geldner “Aryaman, der seinen Weg noch nicht zuriickgelegt ist”; the Sanskrit word that describes Aryaman as
above is dturthapanthan, which Geldner explains “ ... dessen Weg (von keinem anderen) zuriickgelegt oder iiberholt wird”

(cf. 1105.6; n.237 above).

*® Certainly, if one considers the Avestan information as late or irrelevant, one can assign the summer solstice to Mithra;
however, Plutarch (De Is. et Os. 46) notes that the Persians call Mithra mesités “mediator” and place him between
Horomazés (Ahura Mazdah) and Areimanios (cf. Oberlies (1998: 188 n.187)), which is a strong indication that Mithra
represents indeed the equinox. Whatever the case may be, the three main Adityas represent the solstices and the spring

equinox.

*% For a discussion of the differences, see Gershevitch (1959: 44-58).
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D. MITHRA AND VOROOGRATNA

As I noted in the chapter on Indra, the Avestan Varafrayna is obviously related to Indra’s epithet
vrtrahan in the Rig Veda; this points to the existence of an Indo-Iranian deity *Vrtraghan.**® This
identification between the Vedic and the Avestan gods raises a pivotal issue, which concerns the
presence of Vrtra in the Aryan religion. We saw that Benveniste argued against this possibility. For
him, the creation of Vrtra is secondary and derived from the Aryan concept of *vrtraghan “victory.”
More recently, Gnoli & Jamzadeh (1988) shared the same view; for them, the principal function of the
Aryan *Vrtraghan was not to slay the dragon Vrtra, but rather to destroy the obstacle varadra that was
blocking the flow of the primordial waters.

One of the arguments against Benveniste’s theory is the existence of an Armenian myth, in
which the god Vahagn slays a dragon. The fact that Vahagn is certainly derived from the Iranian
Varafrayna (probably through direct borrowing) was seen as implying that there was indeed a dragon
(who else than Vrtra?) in the old Iranian religion.”** Benveniste, who mentions this myth, argues that
this aspect of the myth is only secondary and due to local (Armenian) elements. There are, however,
other elements in the Iranian myth that could possibly show that Benveniste was not right.

The Avestan hymn dedicated to Varafrayna (Yast 14) does not seem to contain elements that
would justify the complete identification of this god with Taurus. Interestingly, in 14.7, Vorafrayna is

imagined as a bull with golden horns:

14.7. Zu ihm [der Weise Herr, that is, Ahura Mazda — my note] kam zum zweitenmal
herbeigefahren der gottgeschaffene Sieg in der Gestalt eines schonen goldgehdrnten
Stieres; auf seinen Hornern war sichtbar wohlgebildete, schongewachsene Kraft; so

kam der gottgeschaffene Sieg herbei ...

*% Cf. Oberlies (1998: 247-49), who identifies Indra with Varafrayna; Lommel (1927:132-33) does the same in his analysis of

Yast 14, which is dedicated to Vararayna; cf. also Gnoli & Jamzadeh (1988).

*% De Menasce (1947: 5-18) brings to attention Mazdean texts in which Bahram, that is, Vorefrayna fights and defeats a
dragon; he argues that the story is similar to the Armenian one; this possibly shows that the Armenian myth represents the
older Iranian version of the Vorofrayna myth (in the Iranian religion, Vorefrayna eventually becomes Bahram, the great

warrior god of Zoroastrianism; cf. Gnoli & Jamzadeh (1988)).
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Varafrayna’s golden horns bring immediately to mind Virgil’s first Georgic:

Candidus auratis aperit cum cornibus annum

Taurus et adverso cedens Canis occidit astro. (1. 217—218)

In these verses, the bright Taurus constellation opens the year with his golden horns while the
constellation Canis Major (containing Sirius) sets in the west. It seems then tempting to see
Varafrayna’s golden horns mentioned in 14.7 as an allusion to the presence of Taurus in the Iranian
religion.”® Unfortunately, such conclusion would be far-fetched; the fact that in the same hymn
Varafrayna takes various other shapes such as those of a horse (14.9), a bird (14.19-21), a boar (14.15)
etc. shows that this argument is too tenuous to be taken into consideration.

A much more interesting issue, however, is the relation between the Avestan Mithra and
Varalrayna. Thus, in two passages of the Mithra hymn (cf. verses 70—71 and 95-96 above), it is said
that Vorafrayna flies in front of Mithra (in the shape of a boar this time), who holds his weapon
vazram in his hands. Obviously, Mithra’s weapon is identical to Indra’s weapon, the well-known bolt
vajra, with which Indra kills Vrtra. This identity has not been explained so far. Is it coincidental?

The fact that Mithra represents the star Aldebaran in Taurus puts these latter issues into a
new perspective. First, the association between Mithra and Indra’s weapon becomes understandable
since Mithra alias Aldebaran belongs to Taurus.** Secondly, the same association supports the
identification of Mithra with Aldebaran, and not with Regulus (cf. above). Finally, the fact that
Vorafrayna flies “in front” of Mithra strongly hints to Vorofrayna’s nature. Indeed, since
Mithra/Aldebaran is located approximately in the middle of Taurus, Vorafrayna cannot be other than

Taurus, whose body always rises in the east “in front” of Aldebaran.*”

*% Cf. Oldenberg (1894: 76 n.2).

*% In the chapter on Indra, I made the hypothesis that this weapon represents either Auriga or the section of the Milky

Way that stretches from Taurus to Scorpio.

*%7 That Varefrayna is a constellation may also be revealed in Yz 14.13, in which his eye (Aldebaran!) is said to shine in the
dark night: “Ein hellfarbiger, dessen fernblickendes Auge in die Ferne leuchtet durch die dunkle Nacht ... ;" cf. Lommel
(1927: 137). Also, the fact that Vorafrayna alias Taurus is a constellation located on the celestial equator (“between the

regiments of stars”) is possibly shown in 14.47: “Ahura-created Voarofrayna we worship, who goes up and down between the
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The most important conclusion of the present argumentation, however, concerns the
presence of Vrtra in the Iranian religion. The corroboration of all the elements above (the Armenian
myth, the stellar natures of Mithra and Vorafrayna, and Mithra’s vazram) shows that the associations
between the Vedic and Avestan myths are not coincidental or meaningless. The Indo-Iranian celestial
myth of the advent of the spring, which is symbolized by the “release of the waters,” and in which
*Vrtraghan/Taurus plays the main role, does not make any sense in the absence of Scorpio alias Vrtra.

The astral nature of the three main Adityas is essential in determining the natures of Vrtra and

Voarafrayna. It remains now to determine who the other gods named “Adityas” are.

E. THE OTHER ADITYAS
The “three main” Adityas represent the main seasonal markers during the solar year. This conclusion
may be helpful in determining who the other Adityas are.

It has been difficult to establish the exact number of the Adityas.*® The reason for this is that
the lists with the names of the Adityas in the Rig Veda contain different numbers of these gods.**

There are, however, two passages in the Rig Veda that give the number of the Adityas as seven or

eight. Below I quote the first of these passages in Brereton’s translation (1981: 4):

9.114.3. Seven are the directions, each one with its own sun. Seven are the
ceremoniants and hotars. With these, who are the seven gods, the Adityas, guard us,

Soma.”*”°

Brereton thinks that the number of the Adityas in this passage is meaningless. Oldenberg, on
the other hand, whom Brereton actually mentions in his argument, believes that the number seven
indicates the older and original number of the Adityas. To support his position, Oldenberg cites

10.72.8—9, which I quote below in Geldner’s translation:

lined-up regiments. Together with Mithra ... he inquires right and left: who is false to Mithra ... ?”
*% Cf. Brereton (1981: 3-6).
269 Cf. n.223 above.

#° The Sanskrit original is: saptd diso nandsiryah saptd hotara rtvijah/ devd aditya yé saptd tébhih somabhi raksa nah ..
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10.72.8. astaii putrdso dditer yé jdtcfs tanuvas pdri

devar tpa prait saptabhih pdra martanddm asiyat

10.72.9. saptdbhih putrair aditir upa prait parviyam yugam
prajayai mrtydve tuvat ptinar martanddm abharat

10.72.8-9. Acht S6hne der Aditi sind es, die aus ihrem Leibe geboren wurden. Mit sieben ging sie
zu den Gottern, den Martanda schob sie beiseite./ Mit sieben S6hnen trat Aditi in das
erste Zeitalter. Den Martanda holte sie wieder, damit er (bald) sich fortpflanze und

bald sterbe.

Another important Rig Vedic passage is 8.52.7, in which Indra is said to be turiyaditya “the
fourth Aditya.” Brereton argues that this passage is also meaningless, and that the poet would have
only placed Indra, the greatest Vedic god, among the original three main Adityas. Brereton, however,
does not explain why it was necessary to place Indra among the Adityas.

It is also worth noting that in the Brahmanas and later Hindu literature the number of the
Adityas is said to be twelve, which was interpreted as representing the number of months of the solar
year. Brereton, who mentions these facts, argues that the number twelve is a late innovation and,
therefore, not indicative of the original number of the Adityas.*” Certainly, in the context of Brereton’s
theory that the Adityas in general represent gods of contracts, alliances etc, these discrepancies in

272

numbers do not mean anything.””” The present study, however, showed that the nature of the main
three Adityas is not abstract. Given these circumstances, it is worthwhile to investigate whether the
line of thought of the present study can also account for both the number of the Adityas and their
nature.

Let us go back again to the main Adityas, Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman. These gods are — as

their generic name shows — Aditi’s sons. It is well known that one of the commonest interpretations
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Cf. Brereton (1981: 4); also, Keith (1925 I: 99). For the identification of the Adityas with the twelve months of the solar

year, cf. $B.11.6.3.8.
272

Brereton (1981: 318-20) concludes that, given their common name, all the Adityas are gods of agreements. I would say

that Brereton’s conclusion should be a reason in itself for the rejection of his theory.
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of Aditi’s name is “boundlessness.””” Given the role of the main Adityas, which is to preserve the
cosmic order, this interpretation of Aditi’s name can, in a simple way, explain why these gods are
called Adityas. Thus, the myth about the origin of the Adityas is likely to be similar to other myths
such as the Biblical one, in which the cosmic order appeared from chaos. The Adityas, therefore, are
likely to be — as primeval gods — the exponents of the cosmic order that emerged from the
primordial state of “boundlessness.”

These considerations strongly hint to the nature of all the Adityas. Thus, as primeval gods
ensuring the cosmic order and time, these gods are likely to represent the zodiacal constellations of
the solar year.”* In other words, the Adityas Bhaga, Amsa, or Daksa (cf. 2.27.1) must be stars or
constellations in the sun’s path. It is then natural for Indra (Taurus) or the Maruts (the Pleiades) to
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also belong to this category,””, since they are constellations located on the sun’s path. This conclusion
also explains why the Adityas ended up as being twelve, since this is the classical number of the
zodiacal constellations marking the twelve-month solar year.

One can explain now why the seven Adityas represent seven directions. Thus, in a zodiac such

as the Western one*”®, the number of zodiacal points between the solstices is seven*”; this number is

3 Cf. e.g., Macdonell (1897: 122—23).
*" This conclusion is logical given the nature of the three main Adityas.

5 Cf. Brereton (1981: 2). Interestingly, the Aévins (Gemini), who are also on the ecliptic, are not mentioned among the

Adityas. This may have to do with their being added later to the Indo-Aryan pantheon.
*7® That is, the Greco-Babylonian zodiac of the first millennium B C .

*7" Thus, between Sagittarius (the winter solstice today) and Gemini (the summer solstice), one can find five constellations,
which are Capricornus, Aquarius, Pisces, Aries, Taurus; the total is obviously seven. The fact that the original Adityas may
have been seven is supported by a passage in the Satapatha Brahmana (2.1.3), in which we read: ‘now when he (the sun)
moves northward, then he is among the gods, then he guards the gods; and when he moves southward then he is among
the fathers, then he guards the fathers; the passage shows that only the constellations (the “gods” among which the sun is)
between the winter and summer solstices (when the sun moves from south to north) were considered gods; it is likely that
these gods were the Adityas.There is also the case of the eighth Aditya, Martanda (cf. above 10.72.8-9), the “egg born dead,”
which Geldner interprets as representing the sun. I would speculate that Martanda may be Vrtra, i.e. the constellation
Scorpio (cf. 10.49.6), who is “killed” by Indra (Taurus) at the spring equinox. Scorpio was not “among the gods” (the tabu of

“the dead egg”) because he was located on the southern course of the sun.
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likely to represent the seven directions mentioned in the Rig Vedic passage above.
The Adityas represent more than the zodiacal constellations; in a more general way, they are
the constellations marking the sun’s path. This is shown by the presence of Mitra (Aldebaran), Indra

8 These stars/constellations, which are on or

(Taurus), and the Maruts (the Pleiades) among them.
close to the ecliptic, do not belong together to a “classical” twelve-month zodiac.

A special case is represented by Surya, the sun, which is frequently called Aditya (cf. e.g.,
1.50.13, 163.3, 191.9; 8.101.11).”° His presence among the Adityas can be explained through its role of
maintaining the cosmic order. In this sense, it is not surprising to find the sun grouped together with

the stars, since all of them participate in the preservation of the cosmic order, which includes the

keeping of time.

*® We remember that the Maruts are located on rtdsya sddanesu “the seat of the world’s order” and that the Advins are

connected to pdntha rtdsya (however, cf. n.280); see the section on the Maruts above.

*19 Cf. Brereton (1981:2).
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

In the last chapter of the present study I have argued against the theory that the three main Adityas,
Mitra, Varuna, and Aryaman represent personifications of abstract concepts such as contracts,
alliances, or other social covenants. The connection between these gods and such agreements is only
secondary and derived from the nature of these gods; this nature is stellar. The three main Adityas
represent the main star markers on the yearly path of the sun, that is, those that define the two
solstices and the spring equinox (cf. fig. 5). Mitra is the star Aldebaran in the constellation Taurus,
which announced the spring equinox around 3000 B C; Aryaman represents the star Regulus in the
constellation Leo, which was the summer-solstice marker; finally, the most important of the Adityas
and one of the most important Vedic gods is Varuna, who represents the constellation Aquarius, the
marker of the winter solstice. Varuna’s cosmic importance is that he prevents the sun from sinking
below the winter tropic. The other Adityas are, with the exception of the sun, also stars and
constellations on the sun’s path.

The Adityas, among whom the sun is included, maintain the cosmic order (Skt. rtd, Av. asa),
which includes the keeping of time. They are, as cosmic primeval bounds, Aditi’s sons, that is, the sons
of “boundlessness.” The “world order” these gods “preserve,” namely rtd, refers to either the ecliptic or
the time order derived from it (i.e. Time).

These conclusions open up the path for some considerations about the Indo-Iranian religion.
The three main Adityas are gods of Indo-Iranian origin, since they are also present in the Avesta.*® It
is also likely that, given their role in the Iranian pantheon, they were supreme gods for the Indo-
Iranians. The Indo-Aryans, on the other hand, introduced some innovations into the religion of their
ancestors; they kept the main Adityas among their most important gods, but, at the same time, they
differentiated themselves from the Iranians by identifying Indra, who was only a minor deity in the

Indo-Iranian pantheon, with Vrtrahan, the great Indo-Iranian god representing the constellation

** Thieme (1970) argues that the Adityas in general are identical to the Zoroastrian Amasa Spanta, which would mean that
these “zodiacal” constellations are of Indo-Iranian origin; the problem with this theory is that Mithra does not belong to

the Iranian group; cf. Lommel (1927: 63).
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Taurus.” The Indo-Aryans also added the Aévins (Gemini) and the Maruts (the Pleiades),*** which are
spring constellations, to their pantheon as important divinities.*

The Indo-Iranians also venerated the planet Venus, which the Iranians called Tistriya. The
Indo-Aryans worshipped Venus as one of their greatest gods, whom they called Agni “fire.” This name
reflects the fact that Venus is the brightest star in the sky. The general picture of the Indo-Iranian
supreme gods is completed by the Milky Way (Skt. Soma, Av. Haoma), which, at that time, when
electricity was not keeping people away from observing the celestial phenomena, must have been the
most mysterious and spectacular phenomenon of the night sky.

The Indo-Iranian religion, therefore, is astral par excellence, which shows that those people of
the third millennium BC had complex astronomical knowledge. The immediate question that arises
concerns the origins of this knowledge. Certainly, its antiquity precludes it from being an import from
the Babylonians. The older Sumerian culture, on the other hand, seems to be a good candidate for the
origin of this putative import. This, in turn, would presuppose the existence of contacts between the
Sumerians and the Indo-Iranians, a hypothesis that cannot be proved. The strongest reason, however,
why such a connection is not possible is the fact that, while the Mesopotamian astronomical system is
based on the moon, the Vedic system is based on the sun.*** The most plausible hypothesis, then, is

that the Indo-Iranians got their astronomical knowledge from the shamanistic cultures of the Asian

* T would not exclude the possibility that the supreme god of the Indo-Iranians was, in fact, *Indra Vrtraghan. Obviously,
this would mean that the Iranians demoted the Indo-Iranian *Indra to an inferior position in their religion (a religious or

ethnic dispute? Zoroastrianism?); in such case, the Rig Veda would represent better the Aryan religion.

*** There is no indication that the Iranians venerated the Pleiades and Gemini (cf. n.n7 above); therefore, until new

evidence is put forth, these gods belong to the Indo-Aryan pantheon.

*% Oberlies (1998: 345-47) defines these two aspects of the Vedic religion as the (older) “Aditya-Religion” and the (younger)

“Indra-Marut-Religion”; this is an overstatement, since Indra and Vorafrayna represent the same constellation (Taurus).

*8¢ Obviously, this means that the well-known moon-based 27-28 Hindu constellation-system was invented/ adopted
(Mesopotamia?) later than the Rig-Vedic system, which is clearly about the sun, and not about the moon (Skt. candrdmas;
cf. Grassmann); this observation supports the idea that the Vedic religion was brought into India from the outside;
Brennand (1896: 10; 17) argues that the prehistoric nomads of Central Asia used the solar zodiac before the luni-solar
zodiac. Thompson (1989) discusses the sophisticated astronomical knowledge present in the Puranic literature (post-

RigVedic and dealing with the luni-solar system).
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steppes, whose mythologies reflect such knowledge;** this hypothesis is supported by the fact that
Indra’s myth of the “release of the waters” at the spring equinox reveals the temperate climate
conditions of the Asian steppes.

It is, therefore, not possible to assess with precision the origins of the Indo-Iranian
astronomical knowledge. On the other hand, the question itself about the origins of this knowledge
may be unanswerable in general, since astronomical lore may have been available and common to
many cultures in Asia.”* Certainly, one cannot exclude the possibility that the Indo-Iranians could get
some of this knowledge by themselves. In any case, given the complexity of the associations between
myth and astronomical knowledge, unrivaled in any other known religion, this religion seems to be a

spiritual product elaborated by the Aryans themselves.

*% The Altaic and Arctic peoples had astronomical knowledge; cf. Eliade (1972) 259-66.

* Obviously, this conclusion seriously undermines the well-known belief that the oldest and most sophisticated

astronomical knowledge in the region belongs to the Mesopotamian world.
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BULLS AND COWS

A. BULLS

The nature of the Vedic gods, therefore, is celestial. The supreme god of the Vedic pantheon is Indra,
who represents the constellation Taurus, the Great Bull of the sky, the greatest of all bulls (cf. e.g.,
8.53.1: jyéstham ca vrsabhdndm), the bull par excellence, that is, the most representative bull (cf. e.g.,
1.100.2: visantamah). The characterization of Indra/Taurus through such epithets seems to be the
result of a deliberately prolix religious language. Indeed, passages such as the one below appear to

confirm this idea:

5.36.5. vi'sa tuva visanam vardhatu dyaur visa visabhyam vahase hdaribhyam
sd no vrsa visarathah susipra visakrato visa vajrin bhdre dhah

5.36.5. Der bullenhafte Himmel (dyaur visa) soll dich, den Bullen, starken. Als Bulle fahrst du
mit den bullengleichen Falben. Du bist unser Bulle mit den Bullenwagen, der
Schonlippiger. Du Bullenmutiger verhilf (uns) als Bulle (Anfithrer) zur Beute, o

Keulentréger!

Surprisingly, however, Indra’s epithets represent much more than a matter of religious
verbosity. Thus, the epithet of “bull” does not apply only to Indra, but, sporadically, also to the other

main Vedic gods. This fact is totally unexplained. I give below some relevant cases:

Agni:
10.8.1. prd ketiina brhatd yati agnir a rédasivrsabhé roraviti
divds cid dntarm upaman id anal apam updsthe mahisé vavardha
10.8.1. Mit hohem Banner geht Agni voran; der Bulle briillt beide Welten an. Er recihte hinauf

selbst bis zu den duf3ersten Enden des Himmels. Im Schof3e der Gewisser ist der

Biiffel grof3 geworden.
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Du Agni bist ein Stier ... (tuvdm agne vrsabhdh)

cakrathe hi sadhrian nama bhadrdm sadhricina vrtrahana utd sthah

tav indragni sadhriarica nisadya visnah somasya vrsand vrsetham

Denn ihr habt euch vereint einen guten Namen gemacht und ihr seid vereint die
Vrtratoter. Lasst euch vereint nieder, Indra und Agni; ihr Bullen, schiittet in euch von

bullenstarken Soma!

prd samsa gosu dghniyam krildm ydc chdrdho marutam

Preise das tindelnde marutische Heer, das unter Kithen der Bulle ist!

... Geh du, der Bulle, in Indra ein, o Saft [indo, i.e. the Soma drop — my note]! (indram

. ;s L .y
indo visavisa)

Der Bulle, der sich bei den Ayu’s liutert ... (visa punand ayisu)

samraja ugra vrsabhd divds pdti prthivya mitravdruna vicarsani ...
Allherscher, gewaltige Bullen, Herren des Himmels und der Erde sind Mitra und

Varuna, die Ausgezeichneten.

lydm manisa iyam asvina gir imam suvrktim vrsand jusetham ...
Dies Gedicht, diese Lobrede (ist fiir euch), ihr Asvin. Erfreuet euch an diesem

Lobpreis, ihr Bullen!



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)
7.74.3. a yatam tpa bhiisatam mdadhvah pibatam asvina
dugdhdm pdyo vrsana jeniyavasii ma no mardhistam a gatam
7.74.3. Kommet her, machet euch fertig, trinket vom Sii3trank, Asvin! Die Milch ist

gemolken, ihr Bullen, ihr Besitzer angestammten Gutes.

These examples show clearly that the characterization of Indra as “the greatest of all the bulls”
is not a matter of prolix language, but underscores the simple fact that Indra is, indeed, the “head” of
the Vedic bulls, that is, the most powerful god among the other Vedic gods. He is the (greatest) Bull
among the other bulls.

The fact that all the star-gods of the Vedic religion are called “bulls” point to a spectacular
conclusion. In all likelihood, this epithet refers to the celestial nature of the Vedic gods. The verse
1108.3 quoted above, for example, supports this idea, since Indra and Agni are invoked together as
“bulls.” The celestial “bulls” then represent the main star-gods of the Vedic religion.*” Among them,
the greatest is Indra, that is, Taurus.

The conclusion that the Vedic main star-gods are “bulls” may provide the answer to the issue
whether the celestial Agni (Venus) was venerated as evening star as well. Thus, in the following
passage Agni’s worship is performed both at dawn and in the evening; the fact that he is specifically

called “bull,” that is, “star,” implies that the Vedic people knew of the identity between Venus’s two

aspects:
7.3.5. tdm id dosa tdm usdsi yavistham agnim dtyam nd marjayanta ndrah
nisi$ana dtithim asya yénau diddya socir Ghutasya visnah
7.3.5. Ihn putzen die Ménner abends, ihn am Morgen, den jiingsten Agni wie ein Rennpferd,

indem sie dem Gast an seiner Geburtsstitte Appetit machen. Es leuchtet seine

Flamme, wenn der Bulle (mit Schmalz) begossen ist.

The bulls are not the only extremely significant bovines in the Rig Veda; the Vedic cows are

very important characters as well in this religion.

*%7 The Sky Dyaus is also a “bull” (cf. 5.36.5 above); this is expected, since he is also “celestial” (sic!).
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B. COWS
The “cows” considered as a collective noun represents an extremely important character in the myth
of Indra slaying the dragon Vrtra. It is well known that by slaying Vrtra Indra released the “waters” and
won/found the cows and the sun. These are the most important consequences of Indra’s victory over

the dragon. The “cows” are mentioned very often in the hymns addressed to Indra.” To give some

examples:

1.33.10cd. yujam vdjram vrsabhds cakra indro nir jydtisa tdmaso gcf aduksat

1.33.10. ... Indra der Bulle hatte die Keule zu seinem Verbiindeten gemacht; durch Licht hat er
die Kiihe aus dem Dunkel gezogen.

2.12.3. Y6 hatvahim drinat saptd sindhiin yé ga uddjad apadhd valdsya
Y6 dSmanor antdr agnim jajana samvik samdtsu sd jandasa indrah

2.12.3. Der den Drachen erschlug und die sieben Strome laufen lief3, der die Kiihe heraustrieb
nach Beseitigung des Vala, der zwischen zwei Steinen Feuer erzeugte, der
Spielgewinner in den Kdmpfen, der, ihr Leute, ist Indra.

2.19.3. sd mahina indaro drno apam prd airayad ahihdcha samudrdm
djanayat siiriyam viddd ga aktina dhnam vayinani sadhat

2.19.3. Der méchtige Indra, der Drachentéter, trieb die Flut der Gewasser hin zum Meere. Er
erzeugte die Sonne, fand die Kiihe; er regelte die Reihenfolge der Tage durch die
Nacht.

3.30.9-10. ni samandm isiram indra bhitmim mahim aparam sddane sasattha

dstabhnad dyc’im vrsabhé antdriksam drsantu dpas tvdyeha prdsutah
alatrné vald indra vrajé géh pura hdntor bhdyamano vi ara

sugan pathd akrnon nirdje gah pravan vanih puruhiitdm dhdmantih

*% Indra is the “lord of the cows” (pdtir gdvam; cf. below 3.31.4).
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3.30.9-10. Du, Indra, hast die giitige (?), eifrige, grof3e, unbegrenzte Erde an ihren Platz gesetzt.
Er stiitzte den Himmel, der Bulle, den Luftraum; auf dein Geheif3 sollen hier die
Gewisser flief3en./ Ohne zuriickzufordern (?) hat sich Vala, der Rinderpferch, noch
vor deinem Schlage furchtsam aufgetan. Er machte die Wege frei, um die Rinder

herauszutreiben. Die blasende Chore (der Marut) ermutigten dich, den Vielgerufenen.

10.89.7. Jaghana vrtrdam svddhitir vaneva rurdja piiro dradan nd sindhin
bibhéda girim ndvam in nd kumbhdm a ga indro akrnuta svaytigbhih

10.89.7. Er erschlug den Vrtra wie die Axt die Biume, er brach die Burgen, er furchte gleichsam
die Strome. Er zerbrach den Berg wie einen neuen Krug, Indra trieb die Kiihe ein mit

seinen Verbiindeten.

It has not been possible so far to find a satisfactory solution to the issue of the meaning of
these cows. I mention here just two interpretations, which are the most important ones.*®

The first theory is that the cows refer to the “waters” Indra released. This interpretation is
based on the fact that, indeed, in some Rig Vedic passages the waters are compared to cows. The

following two passages are relevant in this respect:

1.32.2. dhann dhim pdrvate Sisriyandm tvdstasmai vajram svariyam tataksa
vasra iva dhendvah sydndamana drijah samudrdm dva jagmur apah

1.32.2. Er erschlug den Drachen, der sich auf dem Berge gelagert hatte. Tvastr hatte ihm die
sausende Keule geschmiedet. Wie die briillende Kiihe (zu den Kélbern) eilend liefen

die Gewisser stracks zum Meere.

1.61.10. asyéd evad $avasa susantam vivrscad vdjrena vrtram indrah

ga nd vrana avdnir amuricad abhi sravo davdne sdcetah

*% Cf. Macdonell (1894: 59-63).
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1.61.10. Durch seine Kraft allein zerhieb Indra mit der Keule den wiitenden Vrtra. Die Fliisse,
die wie die Kiihe eingesperrt waren, befreite er, auf Ruhm (ausgehend), zu schenken

einverstanden.

One can see, however, that in these passages the cows are not identified with the waters, but
only compared to them (cf. Skt. comparative particles iva and nd). More precisely, the released waters
are compared to freed or lowing cows. This fact raises doubts on the presupposed identity between
the two. In fact, in many of the passages quoted above (cf. above 2.12.3; 2.19.3; 3.30.9-10; 10.89.7), the
waters and the cows seem to be different from each other, since Indra is said to both release the
waters and find/win the cows. To put it differently, the fact that these two deeds of Indra are
mentioned together would certainly be strange, if they were identical.

That the waters and the cows are not identical* but clearly different entities may be revealed

in the following verse:

3.35.8. imdm ndrah pdrvatas tubhyam apah sdm indra gobhir madhumantam akran ...
3.35.8. Diesen Soma haben die Ménner, die Berge, die Wasser zusammen mit der Kiihen fiir

dich, Indra, zu einem Sii3en bereitet ... **'

Another reason why the cows in the myth of Indra cannot be identified with the “waters” is
their frequent association with Dawn, which would be hard to account for if these cows represented
the waters. I give below some relevant passages, in which it is unlikely that the cows could be equated

with the waters.

1.92.2. ud apaptann aruna bhandvo vitha suayvjo drusir ga ayuksata

7 Z s e 7 —- sz e 7 - 742
dkrann usaso vayunani purvatha rusantam bhanum drusir asisrayuh

290

Geldner remarks that in hymn 10.9, which is dedicated to the cows, the waters are not mentioned, in spite of the
ancient traditions (Anukramant) that considered the two as being the same thing. The same goes for 6.28, which is also

dedicated to the cows.

201

Geldner interprets the passage as referring to the preparation of the Soma-drink.
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Die rotlichen Lichter sind plétzlich aufgeflogen; sie (Usas — cf. Geldner) haben ihre
rotlichen leichtgeschirrten Kithen angeschirrt. Die Usas haben sie wie frither die

Zeiten bestimmt; die Roten haben ihr helles Licht aufgesteckt.

dveydm asvaid yuvatih purdstad yunkté gavam arunanam dnikam

vi nundm uchdad dsati prd ketir grham-grham upa tisthate agnih

Im Osten schimmerte die junge Frau [Usas; the hymn is dedicated to Dawn — my
note| hernieder, sie schirrt die Reihe ihrer roten Rinder an. Jetzt moge sie aufleuchten;

ihr Banner soll vorausgehen: in jedem Hause stelle sich das Feuer an.

abhijaitrir asacanta sprdhandam mdhi jyotis tamaso nir ajanan

tam jdnatf[z praty ud ayann usasah pdtir gavam abhavad éka indrah

Dem Streiter schlossen sich die siegreichen (Scharen?) an; sie fanden das grof3e Licht
aus dem Dunkel heraus. Die Morgenréten erkannten ihn und kamen ihm entgegen

aus (der Hohle). Indra wurde der alleinige Besitzer der Kiihe.

dsveva citra drusi matd gavam rtavari
sdkhabhud asvinor usah
Buntfarbig, rotlich wie eine Stute, die zeitige Mutter der Kiihe, ist Usas die Freundin

der Asvin geworden.

satya satyébhir mahati mahddbhir devi devébhir yajata ydjatraih

rujad dilhani ddadad usriyanam prati géva usdsam vavasanta

Die Wahrhafte soll mit den Wahrhaften, die Grof3e mit den Grof3en, die Gottin mit
den Géatter, die Opferwiirdige mit den Opferwiirdigen, die Verschliisse erbrechen und

Kiihe verschenken. Die Rinder briillen der Usas entgegen.

vi arijate divo dntesu aktin viso nd yukta usdso yatante

sdm te gavas tdma a vartayanti jyétir yachanti savitéva bahi
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7.79.2. Sie farben das Dunkel an des Himmels Saum; wie kampfgeriistete Stimme wetteifern
die Usas’ miteinander. Deine Rinder rollen die Finsternis zusammen; sie halten das

Licht hoch wie Savitr seine Arme.

In all these passages, no presence of a watery element can be detected. The cows are
associated with the rising sun and dawn (1.62.5); dawn harnesses its ruddy cows (1.192.2; 1.124.11); dawn
is the cows’ mother; the cows low towards the dawn (7.75.7); finally, the cows roll up darkness and,
like Savitr, hold (or stretch; cf. Skt. yam/yachanti) their arms (or light!) up.

Passages such as the ones above gave rise to the second important theory concerning the
meaning of the cows. Thus, the cows would represent the ruddy rays of morning light, or the red
morning clouds.*”

This latter theory seems to explain well some passages in which the cows are associated with
dawn. I do not see, however, how it can explain the fact that these cows “low” towards dawn. In
addition, if these cows represented the beams of morning light, that is, dawn itself, it would make no
sense for them to be invoked along with dawn (cf. above 1.62.5). Also, it cannot explain why Indra the
“Bull” is called “the lord of the cows.” Finally, there seems to be no connection between Dawn and the
waters.

To find a more powerful interpretation of the cows, I quote below a passage that shows that

the cows are associated not only with dawn but also with the night.

3.34.3. indro vrtram avrnoc chdardhanitih pra mayinam aminad varpanitih
dhan viamsam usddhag vdanesu avir dhéna akrnod ramiyanam

3.34.3. Indra wehrte den Vrtra ab durch das Mittel der Stérke; er vereitelte (die Listen) der
Listigen durch das Mittel der Verwandlung. Er erschlug Vyamsa in den Holzern gierig

brennend. Er machte die Stimmen der Nachte offenbar.

Geldner’s translation of this passage (“he made the voices of the night visible”) is not very

accurate. The last hemistich above (3.34.2d), avir dhéna akrnod rdmiyc’indm, literally means “he (Indra)

*92 Cf. Macdonell (1894: 47).
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made the cows of the night visible.” Given the context of the present discussion, this new translation
completely changes the perspective on the meaning of the cows.

Let's sum up. Indra “the Bull” represents the constellation Taurus, which appears in the
morning sky at the spring equinox and brings rain to the land. Indra is the “lord of the cows.” He
finds/wins the cows by releasing the waters. The cows appear at dawn, and they low towards dawn.
The cows also belong to the night. Indra makes the night cows visible after he defeats Vrtra (and
releases the waters). The cows are associated with light.

All these facts transparently hint at the real nature of the cows; in all likelihood, the “cows of
the night,” whose “lord” is Indra, represent the stars.

The identification between the cows and the stars explains why Indra, the “lord of the cows,”
“finds” the cows and makes them “visible”; it also explains why the cows are so often associated with
the waters. Thus, the sky clears at the spring equinox when Taurus appears in the sky and provokes
the spring rain to fall; in other words, this is the time of the year when the stars become visible again
on the sky’s firmament. As for the cows of dawn, these must be the stars that rise from the east just
before dawn; the splendid metaphor of the cows “lowing at the dawn” wonderfully describes the
transition from night to day.

The fact that the cows do represent the stars may also be revealed in 4.52.2 (quoted above), in
which Dawn is said to be “the lawful’ or law-abiding’ mother of the cows” (Skt. mata gdvam rtavari).
The Sanskrit word rtavari is derived from rtd “(cosmic) order,” which, as I have showed in this study,
has to do with the keeping of time. The whole passage then makes perfect sense, since, indeed, the
keeping of time in the Vedic times (and in antiquity, in general) was possible only through the
observation of the positions of the stars at dawn.

There is also a special Cow whose role is pivotal in the cosmic creation. This Cow is Aditi, the

“unboundlessness,” “die Urspriinglichkeit”:**

8.101.15d. Totet nicht die unschuldige Kuh, die Aditi! (ma gam dnagam dditim vadhista)

1153.3a. Es strotzt Aditi, die Milchkuh (pipaya dheniir dditir) ...

*% For Aditi, cf. Oberlies (1998: 231-34); see also the section above on the Adityas.
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Who Aditi is has remained a mystery so far, although it has been conjectured that this divine
cow represents either the earth or the atmosphere, that is, the space between the sky and the earth.**
An additional and difficult issue concerns the interpretation of the phrase dditer updstha “the lap of
Aditi,” which appears in a few Vedic passages (cf. e.g., 7.88.7; 9.74.3; 10.5.7). Oberlies (1998: 232), who
identifies Aditi with the earth, equates the lap of Aditi with the lap of earth. Let us consider the

following passage:

9.74.5. dravid amsih sdcamana urmina devaviyam mdnuse pinvati tvacam
dddhati garbham dditer updstha a yéna tokdm ca tanayam ca dhamahe

9.74.5. Der Stengel (Soma plant) hat gebriillt, sich mit der Woge vereinend; er schwellt fiir
dem Menschen den gottereinladenden Schlauch an. Er legt in der Aditi Schof3 den

Keim, durch den wir Samen und leibliche Nachkommenschaft erlangen.

In this passage, Soma (that is, the ritualic plant that symbolizes the celestial Soma) puts his
seed in the lap of Aditi. Soma’s seed eventually generates offspring for the human race. Soma,

however, does not generate the human race only, but all beings in general; he is a Creator:

9.86.28. tdvemah praja diviydsya rétasas tuvdm visvasya bhiivanasya rajasi
dtheddm visvam pavamana te vdse tuvam indo prathamé dhamadha ast.

9.86.28. Von deinem himmlischen Samen sind diese Geschopfe; du herrschest iiber die ganze
Welt, und in deiner Gewalt ist dieses All, o Pavamana; du, o Saft, bist der erste

Schopfer.

The passages above clearly show that Soma “the bull” impregnates Aditi “the cow” (or Aditi’s
lap) with his divine seed (sperm).”® Therefore, the creation of the Universe is the result of the divine
union between the “bull” Soma and the “cow” Aditi.

There is, however, another sacred union that generates the world. This is that between heaven

94 Cf. Oberlies (1998: 232).

2% Cf. n. 108 above.
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(Dyaus) and earth (Prthivi). It is well-known that the sky, which is a “bull” (cf. above), impregnates
mother Earth with its seed.” This latter union seems to be different from the former.

The conclusions of the present study, however, show that it is possible to reconcile these two
apparently different sacred unions. I conjecture that these two versions symbolize the same process,
which is the creation of cosmos through the sacred union between a bull and a cow. The common
element of these sacred unions is the Sky. Indeed, since Soma represents the Milky Way (the divine
sperm), whose place is obviously in the sky, the seed that generates the world is celestial. This seed
belongs both to the Sky and to Soma.*”

It remains now to analyze the relation between the earth and Aditi. It seems clear that
whatever Aditi might represent this thing must include the earth in it. The fact that Aditi’s name most
likely means “unboundedness” seems to indicate that Aditi is more than the earth; this would mean
that, in fact, Aditi represents the whole cosmos between the sky and the earth; this is the space that
was ordered by the Adityas. Given this, “the lap of Aditi” might represent the earth; this is, of course,
conjectural.

The generation of cosmos through the celestial seed seems to have a spectacular
eschatological correlate. This concerns the possibility that the Rig Vedic world of the dead is indeed

celestial.*®

The Rig Veda shows this world as located between the sun’s tropics, a celestial region that
represents the “seat” of rtd (cf. fig. 5); this is the place in which the greatest Vedic gods are located. I

requote below 9.113.7 (already quoted in the section on Pasan):

*%% Cf. Oberlies (1998: 261-62); Parjanya is also an “impregnator”; cf. Oberlies (1998: 200).

*7 Parjanya also enters this category; cf. above n.3o1

% See the section on Piisan (n.221); Oberlies (1998: 468-72, esp. 471 n.89) notes that the Rig Veda displays the

eschatological belief that the dead reach (become) the stars; however, following some of Oldenberg’s hypotheses (1894:
546—48), he argues that this conception is late, appearing mostly in the tenth Mandala; the example below shows that this
conception is also present in the ninth Mandala, which is older than the tenth; for a discussion about the age of the
Mandalas, cf. Oberlies (1998: 541—45); Bodewitz (1994). The eschatological conceptions do not appear in the “family” books
(II-VII) probably because those mainly contain hymns dedicated to the Vedic main stars, and, therefore, are less likely to

express concern for the world of the dead.
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ydtra jyotir djasram ydsmim loké suvar hitam
tdsmin mam dhehi pavamana amgte loké dksita ...
Wo das ewige Licht ist, in welche Welt die Sonne gesetzt ist, in diese versetze mich, o

Pavamana [that is, Soma — my note], in die unsterbliche, unvergéingliche Welt ... *%

That the world of the dead is celestial emerges even clearer in 10.68.11, in which the (dead)

fathers are said to be stars that ornament the sky:

10.68.11.

10.68.11.

abhi syavam nd kiSanebhir dsvam ndksatrebhih pitdro dydm apimsan

ratryam tdmo ddadhur jyétir dhan brhaspdtir bhindd ddrim viddd gah.

Die Viter schmiickten den Himmel mit den Gestirnen aus wie eien Rappen mit
Perlen. Die Finsternis verlegten sie auf die Nacht, auf den Tag das Licht. Brhaspati

spaltete den Fels, er hat die Kiihe gefunden.

There are also other passages in which the same idea emerges; thus, in 10.107.2, the pious

(fathers) go to the sky, to the region between the sun’s tropics:

10.107.24.

10.107.2a.

10.154.5.

10.154.5.

uccd divi daksinavanto asthur yé asvadah sahd té siiriyena
Hoch oben im Himmel haben die Daksinageber ihren Stand, die Rosseschenker, die

sind bei der Sonne.

sahdsranithah kavdyo yé gopaydnti siriyam

f'sin tdpasvato yama tapojam dpi gachatat

Die als Seher tausend Weise kennen, die die Sonne behiiten [the tropics — my note!],
zu den Kasteiung iibenden Rsi’s, 0 Yama, zu den durch Kasteiung (neu)geborenen soll

er gelangen!

% The Avestan Haoma is also a vehicle to the celestial world; cf. Oberlies (1998: 469 n.75).
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That the pious sacrificer or the wise one goes to the celestial world (the place of the pious!)

can be also revealed in the following:>*’

1.3115¢d.
1.3115¢d.

1.73.7.ab.

1.73.7.

1.125.5ab.

1.125.5.

10.15.14.

10.15.14.

10.56.1.

10.506.1.

.. svaduksddma yé vasataii siyonakyj jivayajam ydjate sépamd divih
... Wer siife Speise vorsetzt, in seiner Wohnung ein gutes Lager bereitet und ein

lebendes Tier opfert, der kommt zu oberst im Himmel.

tuvé agne sumatim bhiksamana divi sravo dadhire yajiityasah ...
Indem sie von dir, Agni, sich die Gunst ausbitten, haben die Opferwiirdigen im

Himmel Ruhm erworben.

nc'ikasya prsthé adhi tisthati srito ydah p,rncfti sd ha devésu gachati
Auf die Hohe des Himmels versetzt bleibt er da. Wer spendet, der kommt zu den

Gottern.

yé agnidagdha yé dnagnidagdha mddhye divdh svadhdya maddyante

tébhih svaral dsunitim etam yathavasdm tanuvam kalpayasva

Die im Feuer verbrannt und nicht im Feuer verbrannt, in der Mitte des Himmels sich
der Geisterspeise erfreuen, mit denen (geh) als freier Herr diesen Weg ins Jenseits!

Nimm nach Wunsch einen (neuen) Leib an!

iddm ta ékam pard  ta ékam trtiyena jyétisa sam visasva

samvésane tanivas carur edhi priyé devanam paramé janitre

Dies ist dein eines (Licht) und im Jenseits dein eines: mit dem dritten Lichte vereinige
dich! Bei der Vereinigung mit einem Leib sei schon, den Gottern lieb in der hochsten

Heimat!

These considerations show that, if the interpretation of the world of the pious dead as celestial

%°For a detailed treatment of the issue, cf. Bodewitz (1994: 23—41 esp. 32—-34).
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is correct, the Vedic religion is a coherent religion about reaching for the stars.*” The essence of the

302

human race is purely celestial (stars); born from the stars,** man goes back to the stars after death.*”
Most importantly, the vehicle that brought him to earth is the same with the one that will take him

back to the stars;*** this is Soma, that is, the Milky Way.**

301

As the examples above show, not everybody reaches the celestial yonder world but only the pious (cf. Oldenberg (1894:
534)); evil (impious) people go to a place of darkness, some sort of cosmic gloomy pit, which is described by phrases such
as nirrter updsthat (cf. e.g., 10.18.10d; 10.161.2¢), tdmas (cf. e.g., 10.89.15¢ = 103.12d; 10.152.4d), kartd (2.29.6: “ ... ihr Gotter ...
behiitet uns vor dem Fall in die Grube”), vavré (7.104.3: Indra und Soma! StoBet die Ubeltiiter in die Grube [“hidden place”
— my note] ... "), dsat (4.514: anayudhdsa dsata sacantam “Wehrlos sollen sie (the impious) dem Nichts verfallen!”);
Bodewitz (1994, esp. 24, 29—36) notes that there is no certainty that this place (“the Underworld”) is the equivalent of hell
since, in his view, judgment and punishment do not play a role (“moral aspects”). I would argue for the opposite; since the
pious go to heaven (the “moral aspect™), the impious must go to the opposite place; where this place is located is not
certain, but, in any case, it is outside the region between the sun’s tropics; the Vedic word nirrti shows this clearly since it
is opposed to rtd, which is “the world of the sun.” One can further speculate that, since this place is “hidden” and “gloomy,”
its location is towards the southern celestial pole (within the Antarctic circle), which can never be seen from Earth (the
“dark” and “hidden” place!); for this celestial southern location, cf. above n.221; in S$B. 13.8.L5, it is said that the gate to the

world of the Fathers is located in the south-east (the winter tropic!); cf. Oldenberg (1894: 547).
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Cf. 1164.33.ab: dyailr me pitd janitd nabhir dtra bandhur me mata prthivi mahiydm “Der Himmel ist mein Vater, der

Erzeuger, dort ist mein Nabel; diese grof3e Erde ist meine Sippe, die Mutter.”

%% The way birth and death are related in the Rig Veda (from the stars, back to the stars) shows that, in all likelihood, this
Vedic eschatological belief is not a later addition to this religion, but represents the original Vedic (Aryan!) conception of
the afterlife. Therefore, this is not a conception that belongs to a non-Aryan, Dravidian influence, as some assumed; cf.
Bodewitz (1994: 30, 37). The Underworld (Hell!) must also be seen as part of this Aryan conception (pace Bodewitz (1994:

25)); cf. Oldenberg (1894: 544).

%4 The ritualic ascension to the stars is wonderfully described in 8.48.3ab: dpama sémam amyta abhuma,/ dganma jyotir
@vidama devan “Wir haben jetzt Soma getrunken, unsterbliche sind wir geworden; wir sind zum Licht gelangt, wir haben
die Gotter gefunden”; cf. also 10.9518cd: praja te devan havisa yajati suvargd u tvim dpi madayase “Deine
Nachkommenschaft wird die Himmlischen mit Opferspenden verehren. Und im Himmel wirst auch du dich erfreuen”; cf.

Oberlies (1998: 468).

%% That Soma is related to the stars is shown in RV 1.91.22, in which Soma is said to have generated the stars (“the cows”):
tuvdm imd dsadhih soma visvas/ tuvdm apd ajanayas tuvam gcf[l/ tvdm d tatantha urd antdriksam/ tuvdm Jydtisa vi tamo

vavartha “Du hast alle diese Pflanzen, o Soma, du die Gewiésser, du die Kithe hervorgebracht. Du hast den Luftraum

158



Catalin Anghelina, “On the Nature of the Vedic Gods”
Sino-Platonic Papers, 241 (October 2013)

C. A NOTE ON YAMA
The existence of a celestial world of the dead raises the issue of the nature of Yama, the well-known
Vedic king of the dead.***

It is important to note that, although there are only a few Rig Vedic passages that describe
Yama’s location, there can be no doubt that Yama resides in the sky.*”” Thus, in the verse 9.113.7
mentioned above, the worshipper invokes Soma to take him to the sky; the following verse (9.13.8)

makes it clear that the sky is the place of Yama:

9.113.8. ydtra rdja vaivasvatd ydtravarédhanam divih
ydtramitr yahvdtir apas tdtra mam amgtam krdhi
indrayendo pdri srava

9.113.8. Wo Vivasvat’s Sohn (Yama) Konig ist, wo der verschlossene Ort des Himmels ist, wo
jene jiingsten Gewdsser sind, dort mache mich unsterblich! Flief3e fiir Indra ringsum

ab, o Saft!

The same idea is present in the following verse:

10.14.8ab. sam gachasva pitrbhih sam yaména
istapurténa paramé vioman
10.14.8. Triff mit den Vitern zusammen, mit Yama, mit deinen Opfern und den (anderen)

guten Werken im hochsten Himmel.

In other passages, it is said that Yama was the first to find the way that leads to the sky; this is

the way the worshipper wants to take:

ausgespannt; du hast mit dem Lichte (Milky Way!) das Dunkel aufgedeckt”; Soma’s light was seen as hallucinatory, that is,

generated by a state of enthusiasmds (!); cf. Oberlies (1998:495-96 and 495 n.181); also, Bodewitz (1994:39).
3°° It is well known that Yama is Indo-Iranian (Ir. Yima); cf. Oberlies (1998: 487-89).

%7 This was seen by Oldenberg (1894: 534).
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10.14.2ab. yamé no gatim prathamé viveda naisa gavyitir dpabhartava u
10.14.2. Yama hat uns zuerst den Weg aufgefunden; dieser begangene Weg ist (uns) nicht

mehr zu entreif3en ...

10.14.7. préhi préhi pathibhih purviyébhir ydtra nah pirve pitdrah pareyiih
ubha rajana svadhdya mddanta yamdm pasyasi varunam ca devim

10.14.7. Geh hin, geh hin auf den fritheren Wegen, auf denen unsere Vorviter verzogen sind.
Beide Konige, die sich an der Geisterspeise ergotzen, den Yama und den Gott Varuna

sollst du schauen.

To sum up: Yama is located in the sky®*® along with the Fathers, whose king he is; the Fathers
are stars; Yama was the first who ascended to the sky; Yama and Varuna are the two kings whom the
dead man sees on reaching heaven.

Yama'’s characteristics hint at his celestial nature; as king of the stars of the Fathers, Yama
must be a star as well. Given that the world of the dead is located between the sun’s tropics, this star
must also be related to the tropics. In addition, as the verse 10.14.7 shows, Yama must be close to
Aquarius alias Varuna, which was located on the winter tropic in the Indo-Iranian times.

The significant star that is located on or close to the winter tropic is Sirius, the brightest fixed
star in the sky (cf. figs. 2; 8-9). As I noted above, in the chapter on Pasan, this star was located very
close to the winter tropic in 2000 BC (~ -20° southern declination). In other words, Sirius’ trajectory in
the sky was the same as that of Aquarius. This accounts well for its being mentioned together with

Aquarius as the first stars the deceased sees on reaching the celestial region between the sun’s tropics.

3% An interesting passage is 1.35.6ab: tisré dyavah savitir dvd updstham éka yamdsya bhivane virasat “Drei Himmel gibt es,
zwei sind der Schof3 des Savitr, der eine ist in der Welt des Yama, der miannerbezwingende”; if Savitr is Mercury, then the
“three skies” can be interpreted as the (starry) skies at dawn and dusk (the “lap of Mercury”; when the “star” Savitr can be
observed), and the night starry sky (“Yama’s world”). I would also note that in later Pahlavi the planet Mercury was called
Tir; it is possible to see this Iranian word as derived from an Aryan *Savitr; the derivation from Tistriya is also possible, in

which case Tistriya (Apam Napat) would rather represent Mercury than Venus; cf. Waerden (1974:188).
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It also accounts for why Yama was the first who found the “path” to the sky; this may be a reference to
Sirius’s location at the edge of the celestial region between the tropics.*”
To conclude: Yama’s celestial nature shows that the Vedic eschatology is harmoniously

integrated within the Vedic religious system.

CONCLUSION ON “BULLS” AND “CcOWwSs”
The final chapter of the present study is extremely important because it sheds some light on the
development of the Vedic religion. Thus, it seems that the main Vedic divine characters acquired
some of their most important features from Taurus, the Great Bull of the sky, which is an old
constellation, probably older than the Aryan religion itself. The Vedic religion is an astral religion of
the celestial Bovine,* that is, a religion whose main characters or objects of worship are celestial bulls
and cows. The divine bulls represent the main star-gods of this religion (the “heads”), whereas the
cows represent the other stars; all these celestial characters have the “great bull” Indra as their
supreme god. The Vedic star-gods are literally grouped in the sky around the constellation Taurus. In
other words, the celestial region worshipped by the Vedic people (and by the Aryans in general) is not
very extended; it represents that space around the constellation Taurus which, in Vedic times,
appeared in the morning sky at and after the spring equinox.* This shows once more that the Vedic
religion was a religion of the spring season, which was essential for the survival of the primitive
agricultural communities.

These general observations do not mean that the Vedic star-gods were worshipped as divine

312

bovines from the moment of the conception of this religion.*” The worship of the stars was probably a

% The identification of Yama’s dogs with Canis Minor and Canis Maior (cf. above n.221; 306) seems to fit the hypothesis
that Yama is Sirius; indeed, as I noted above, Sirius is part of Canis Maior.

%° This reminds us of the well-known symbol of the taurine horns in the Egyptian religion; interestingly, Brennand (1896:
12) thinks that the worship of the bull in India has its origin in the worship of Taurus; cf. above n.13.

' The Adityas certainly represent an exception to this.

312

The Avesta does not seem to display such worship of the “bovines.”
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religious practice that preceded the birth of the Vedic (or Aryan) religion.*® The Vedic religion,
however, represents the spectacular culmination of these religious practices, through which disparate

parts came to be integrated into what appears to be a highly coherent religious system.

%3 The case of the earliest Mesopotamians is well known. The Egyptians also may enter this category.
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A NOTE ON THE “UNIVERSAL MYTH” OF THE HERO SLAYING

THE DRAGON

The theory that the myth of Indra slaying Vrtra is essentially an astronomical one (the “cosmic fight”
between Taurus and Scorpio) raises an important issue, which concerns the relation between the
Vedic myth and the more general myth of the hero slaying the dragon.

The myth of the hero slaying the dragon is quasi-universal, that is, it can be met with in a vast
number of cultures all over the globe; these cultures may or may not be related with one another.**
There are two main explanations for this fact: a. diffusion; b. derivation from structural characteristics
of the human mind. Diffusion entails that common similarities between widely dispersed myths are
the result of a process of gradual osmosis from one culture to another; however, given both the
antiquity and the wide dispersal of such myths, it is not possible to determine the “universal” center of
the dispersion. To overcome this huge obstacle, the other solution, which derives from Jung’s theories
on the human psychology, presupposes that the human mind is capable of creating such stories
independently of time and space.®® Given these considerations, it is obvious that a complete
understanding of the Vedic myth is not possible without looking for its possible origins in the larger
context of the Indo-European mythology.

The Indo-European paradigm of this myth has been recently studied by Watkins (1995). In his
study, Watkins argues that the language used to describe the slaying of the dragon in the myth is
formulaic, being met with in many Indo-European languages. He therefore postulates a common
Indo-European basic formula of the type HERO SLAYS SERPENT, which survived in the daughter-
languages.®* This certainly raises the possibility that the Vedic myth is inherited in its essential aspect

from the common Indo-European mythology.

%4 For a recent survey, see Witzel (2008); the myth can be met with in a form or another all over the globe: in Japan, the

Americas, Eurasia.
%5 Cf. Witzel (2008: 264—65).

% Cf. Watkins (1995: 301).
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Watkins’s conclusions seem to contradict the present theory that the meaning of the Vedic
(Aryan) myth is astronomical; the reason for this is obviously the fact that there is no indication that
this myth has any astronomical significance in the other inherited forms.

The contradiction mentioned above, however, is only apparent. The Vedic myth has three
essential peculiarities, which make it completely distinct from other possibly inherited myths. The
first one, which was already noticed by Benveniste (1934: 182—-84), is the presence of the mythical
motif of the release of the pent-up waters. This part of the myth is purely Indo-Iranian.*” The second
peculiarity is the one that clearly emerges from the present study: the Vedic “hero” that slays the
serpent is not any hero, but a “bull”; Indra is a celestial bull. The third one is the presence of Soma in
the Aryan myth; I do not see any connection between this fact and the “universality” of the myth of
the hero slaying the dragon.

There is also a fourth argument in favor of my observation that the Vedic myth is very
different from the other (possibly) inherited forms/motifs. This is the extreme importance this myth
has in the Vedic religion. Indra’s slaying of the dragon is mentioned over and over again in the Vedic
hymns dedicated to Indra; the Vedic religion itself is built around this motif/myth; this fact is
unparalleled in any of the (possibly) inherited mythologies.

The observations above show that there is no contradiction between Watkins’ conclusions
and mine. The general formula of the hero slaying the serpent may be Indo-European, but the myth of
the Bull slaying the serpent may be not.*® The Vedic myth is fundamentally different from the others.

The conclusion is that, whatever the “original,” Indo-European myth/motif of the hero slaying
the dragon may have been, the Vedic (Aryan) myth of the Bull slaying the serpent is likely to have a
different and peculiar meaning, which, as I tried to show in the present work, is astronomical.

The most powerful argument in favor of my theory, however, is that the use of an initial
mythological motif or folk tale to describe celestial phenomena is not something unusual. It is well

known that the constellations we use even today to describe the night sky reflect the transposition of

%7 Cf. Watkins (1995: 298); West (2007:255-59) draws on some parallels from the Greek (Zeus and Typhoeus) and Norse
myths, in which the dragons seem to associated with water. These associations are, in my view, doubtful; in the Greek and

Norse myths, the waters are only alluded to and bear no special importance, whereas in the Vedic myth they are essential.

% There is no indication of the presence of this Bull in other Indo-European mythologies.
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mythological motifs in the sky. A famous example is that of the constellation Gemini. This
constellation, which is very old,*” is the celestial representation of the well-known “universal”
characters of the Divine Twins.**” The Greek Castor and Pollux and, as I showed in the present study,
the Vedic Asvins reflect well this process. Therefore, it is not far-fetched to assume that the
myth/motif of the hero slaying the dragon, which is so pervasive throughout the globe in myths, folk
tales etc., underwent the same fate and that the Vedic (Aryan) myth reflects the transposition in the
sky of some Indo-European motif of the hero slaying the dragon.* It is also worth mentioning that, in
other situations, it was the zoomorphic constellation that generated a mythological motif or even an
artistic representation; thus, Hartner (1965) analyzed the astronomical meaning of the Lion-Bull
combat (Leo vs. Taurus) represented on very old (fourth millennium Bc) clay tablets from the Near
East; Ulansey (1989), on the other hand, showed that in the Roman Empire the well-known “myth” of
Mithra slaying the Bull was based on the celestial positions of the constellations Perseus and Taurus.
%

The conclusion that emerges from the above is that the use of the comparative method in mythology,
albeit essential in many cases to the reconstruction of an original form, does not always lead to clear
and reliable results. In this respect, it is worth mentioning below a recent comparative treatment of
the myth of Indra slaying Vrtra.

Janda (2010: 57—-9), drawing on an old hypothesis of Adalbert Kuhn, equates the epithet
asdyana (Germ. darauf-liegend “lying upon”; cf. Greek keitai “to lie”), which characterizes Vrtra in few
Rig Vedic passages (cf. 2.11.9; 5.30.6), with the Greek Okeands, which, for the historical Greeks, was the

word designating the god of the cosmic river surrounding the earth. To support this hypothesis, Janda

%9 It was known by the Babylonians; cf. Kidd (1997: 235).

20 Cf. West (2007:185-191).

321

I would not exclude the possibility that, in some cases, the astronomical myth may be at the origin of all the different
myth versions. This is, of course, conjectural and cannot be proven. This hypothesis seems to be more plausible in the case
of the Divine Twins, who are “sons of the sky” (cf. the Dioskouroi, who are the sons of Zeus in the Greek myth); Puhvel
(1987: 228-29) mentions the case of the Latvian divine horsemen (Dieva deéli “sons of the sky”) who woo the sun’s daughter
(Saules meita); certainly, this may mean that this myth is of IE date; however, the Latvian data does not seem to have any

astral connotations.
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appeals to mythology and shows a picture of this god, in which Okeanos apparently is represented as
having a snake-body (cf. LIMC 7/2, 22). In Janda’s view, both the etymology and that artistic
representation would point to the conceptual similarity between the god Okeanos and the Indic Vrtra.
The Greek god would have preserved the “demonic” nature/appearance of the original (Indo-
European) dragon; at the same time, it would have used the original epithet *6-kej-m[h,]no - as its
new name.

There are two main objections to this theory; none of them concerns the alleged linguistic
equivalence between asdyana and Okeands. First, it is well known that one of the main/essential
characteristics of Okeanos is the fact that he bears bull horns (cf. LIMC 7/2, also present in the picture
given by Janda). If we wanted to use the comparative method, this fact would make this god more
similar to the bull Indra than to Vrtra. Does this mean that Indra and Okeanos have a connection with
each other? The presence of the snake/dragon tail in the iconic representation of Okeanos may simply
have to do with its aquatic nature. Secondly, the relation between Vrtra and the waters is essentially
different from that between Okeanos and the waters. Thus, it is nowhere said that Okeanos is “lying”
on the waters. And even if he were, there is no indication that he obstructs them as Vrtra does. In fact,
the meaning of the Vrtra myth is not that Vrtra is “lying” upon the waters, but that he obstructs them.
This is probably the reason why Monier-Williams translated asayana not as “lying upon” but as “lying
round/surrounding (waters).”

We can see, therefore, that, in mythology, the comparative method does not always produce
trustworthy results. In the particular case of the motif of the hero slaying the dragon, this is actually
what one should expect, since this motif is so widely and in so many forms spread all over the globe;
in other words, heroes or gods slaying dragons represent favorite topics in many cultures, and it is not
necessary to assume that they come from the same original source.*”

Another comparison Janda makes is that between the Greek god Kronos and Indra (2010: 60—
1). Thus, Indra would be similar to Kronos because in the creation story he, like Kronos, separates the

sky from the earth; at the same time, the well-known fact that Indra releases the sun, Dawn etc. after

322

To give some well-known examples: the Babylonian myth of Marduk slaying Tiamat; in Greek mythology, the case of
Apollo slaying Pytho or of Zeus slaying Typhoeus or Herakles killing the Hydra; the Hittite myth of the serpent Illuyankas

etc.
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he kills Vrtra would also make him similar to Kronos, who frees his brothers - the Titans - from inside
Gaia (the earth) where they were forced to stay by Ouranos (the sky).

My main objection to this comparison is the following. The Vedic myth is not a succession
myth and Vrtra is never a supreme god in the Vedic myth the way Kronos is in the Greek myth.
Moreover, Vrtra is killed by Indra, whereas Ouranos cannot be killed by Kronos because he is a god,
that is, immortal. Thus, the circumstances of the two myths are completely different. I do not see,
therefore, how these different myths can be reconciled with each other.

The conclusion of this short and last section of the present work is that the Vedic myth of
Indra slaying the dragon has some features that are unlikely to represent the Vedic (Aryan)
continuation of some “universal” (Indo-European) form of the myth.**® Whatever its ultimate origins
may be, the Aryan myth is not a mere myth, but represents the backbone of a well-established
religion, which is the Aryan religion. The astronomical interpretation of this pivotal myth, on the

other hand, entails that, as I tried to show, the nature of the Aryan religion is, in all likelihood, astral.

%% Certainly, one cannot totally exclude from the discussion the hypothesis of the IE origin of the Aryan astral myth (cf.
above the Latvian case of the divine horsemen); I do not see, however, how one can prove this with cogent arguments

from the data we have.
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THE MAIN VEDIC GODS AND THE STARS: SYNOPSIS

Indra: Taurus (before 2000 B C ) = the Great Bull of the sky
Soma: the Milky Way

Agni: Venus

Advins: Gemini

Ratha:** Auriga

Maruts: Pleiades

Rudra: Orion

Savitr: Mercury

Brhaspati: Jupiter

Pusan: Prokyon (in Canis Minor); (less likely, Sirius [Yama?)])
Vrtra: Scorpio (not a god)

Surya: Capella

Adityas the Zodiacal constellations (solar-based, before 2000 B C ):
Varuna: Aquarius (winter solstice)

Mitra: Aldebaran (main star in Taurus; spring equinox)
Aryaman: Regulus (main star in Leo; summer solstice)

rta: the ecliptic or a concept derived from it (the cosmic order/Time)
Visnu: the god of the celestial North Pole (the star Thuban)
Stirya: the Sun

Dyaus: the Sky

Prthivr: the Earth

Aditi: probably the space between Earth and Sky (the Cosmos)
The Bulls: the Vedic star-gods

The Cows: the rest of the stars (or the stars in general)**

¥4 The Asvins’ chariot; not a god.

%5 Another constellation mentioned in the Rig Veda may be Leo “the celestial Lion”; cf. 9.89.3 ab: simhdm nasanta
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APPENDIX

mddhuvo ayasam hdrim arusdm divé asyd pdtim “Die siiBen (Milchkiihe) [the Milky Way — my note] beriihren [since the
Milky Way does not “touch” Leo, nasanta has more likely a modal value (subjunctive): “may honey approach/unite with

the Lion” — my note] den Lowen, den unverzagten, rotgelben Herrn dieses Himmel”; cf. also 1.95.5.
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Capella

* "The Kids"

. Taurus
Aldebaran . ® T

Fig. 1. The Chariot “stops” on the Bull's head.
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Fig. 2. The main spring constellations; the Milky Way; Cetus; the two “dogs” in the

sky: Canis Maior and Canis Minor; Sirius
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NORTH POLE

SPRING EQUINOX
MITRA

WINTER
SOLSTICE
VARUNA

daksinayana

uttarayana

Fig. 5. The sun’s yearly path; the main Adityas: Mitra (« Tauri = Aldebaran), Varuna

(Aquarius), Aryaman (« Leonis).
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Fig. 6. The zodiacal chart of the constellations; Cetus “watching” for the “Chariot”

(represented as Auriga in the picture).
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Fig. 7. The Earth’s precession cycle (“the precession of the equinoxes”); today the

spring equinox occurs between Pisces and Aquarius.
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