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Abstract
This thesis analyses the late-Vedic goddess Śrī and her non-personified precedent śrī
‘splendour, excellence’. Śrī has not before been studied in the light of the Avestan royal
splendour, xᵛarənah, and is often interpreted one-sidedly as a pre-Aryan goddess of
prosperity. In contrast, this thesis locates the genealogy of Śrī’s characteristics in the Vedic
goddess of dawn. The meaning of light in Vedic poetic and sacrificial terminology is
highlighted, especially in the relation between royal patron and priest-poet. Śrī’s relation to
terms like varcas and tejas, the “shining fame” of the hero, and epic descriptions of blazing
warriors, are discussed. The nimbus in early Indian iconography is compared to descriptions
of royal splendour in the texts. A subsistent theme in epics, myths and Vedic rituals is
identified: the splendour won, lost and recovered by the king. This paradigm is showed to be
dependent on the truthfulness, sacrificial status and asceticism of the king. A new
understanding of central events in the royal consecration ritual, in the Rāmāyaṇa and the
Mahābhārata are thereby offered. It is argued that a continuous and richly varied concept of
royal splendour can be identified, from the Ṛgveda to the great epics, and that it is of
considerable importance in the ancient Indian rulership ideology.
Key words: Royal splendour, śrī, goddess Śrī, Avestan xᵛarənah, aquatic splendours, tejas,
varcas, svayaṃvara, ascetic hero, legitimation of power, fire, sun, dawn, Indra, Viṣṇu,
rājasūya, king and priest-poet, Vedic ritual, Vedas, Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa, Indo-European.
Department: Department of Ethnology, History of Religions and Gender Studies, Stockholm
University
Supervisor: Professor Peter Jackson

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

(Śrīsūkta 3, Dhal 1995:49; see p. 32)

ii

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

iii

Contents

Page

1. Introduction
1.1. Previous studies on ancient Indian kingship, splendour and Śrī.
1.2. Aims and method.

1
2
4

2. Xᵛ arənah, the Avestan royal splendour
2.1. Interpretations of xᵛarənah.
2.2. King Yima and his loss of glory.
2.3. Aquatic xᵛarənah.
2.4. Summary.

16
16
17
19
21

3. Śrī, royal splendour as concept and consort
3.1. Śrī as a quality in the Ṛgveda.
3.2. The lady of the lotus: goddess Śrī.
3.3. Epic Śrī and kṣatriyan svadharma.
3.4. Summary.

22
22
28
41
48

4. The release of Dawn and the idea of “shining fame”
4.1. Ascent and expansion: the sun and trivikrama as royal ideals.
4.2. The release of Uṣas by Indra and the priest-poets.
4.3. “Shining fame”. The hero’s splendour in Indo-European poetry.
4.4. Uṣas and śrī.
4.5. The svayaṃvara of Sūryā.
4.6. Summary.

50
50
54
56
62
65
69

5. Ascetic warriors and inner heat
5.1. The image of the blazing warrior ascetic.
5.2. Royal splendour in iconography: nimbus, flames and crown.
5.3. Brahmaśrī and the inner hierarchies of tejas, varcas and śrī.
5.4. The relationship between ritual splendour, heat and fire.
5.5. Summary.

71
71
78
84
90
95

6. Divergence and convergence of splendours in the rājasūya
6.1. The Vedic royal consecration.
6.2. The loss and recovery of śrī.
6.3. Summary.

97
97
114
131

7. Reflections
7.1. Royal splendour in the ancient Indian rulership ideology.
7.2. Solar-auroral paradigm.
7.3. Legitimity and the concretisation of charisma.

133
133
136
137

Abbreviations
References

139
139

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

iv

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

1

1. Introduction
In one of the Avestan hymns, Yašt 19, the ‘splendour’ or ‘fortune’ (xᵛarənah) is the central
principle in a cosmic-eschatological drama. We are told of Yima, an immortal king in an age
of righteousness and no-death, the Good Shepherd of the Iranians. He was in possession of a
thing most precious: xᵛarənah. This Saturnian Age came to an end however, because Yima
began to speak words of falsehood. Xᵛarənah left him in the shape of a bird. Yima soon lost
his power and died a miserable death. We are told that xᵛarənah hid in a sea, attracting many
kings, but impossible for the unworthy to ever lay their hands upon. Like the sword Excalibur
hidden in a lake according to the Arthurian cycle, Iran’s royal splendour is destined
exclusively for the divinely chosen king.
Xᵛarənah, “this mysterious concept”,1 has captured the interest of many scholars for a
long time. The splendour was necessary for a king to be considered legitimate in Iran;
xᵛarənah was, with the words of Iranist Abolala Soudavar “an everlasting principle of Iranian
political ideology”.2 Much has been written about xᵛarənah, often interpreted as ‘splendour’
or ‘glory’. In modern verbal expressions we often use ‘royal splendour’ and similar terms or
expressions simply for something excellent or great, without any thought of it as ‘radiating
light’. The present thesis shows that terms denoting splendour in Vedic and other IndoEuropean languages were rich in meaning, and were used to denote the glory of exeptional
men, who are described as actually radiating light or being surrounded by fire. It is commonly
acknowledged that Avestan and Vedic religions owe much of their terminology and social
and religious ideas to their common ancestor, the Indo-Iranian culture. Yet, it is remarkable
that an Indo-Iranian perspective has been largely neglected in the studies on xᵛarənah, as well
as Vedic kingship. The Vedas, and also later texts, are rich in terms that denote ‘glory,
splendour, radiance’. To be splendid or shining is characteristic of divinities functioning as
models for royalty or givers of royal power. In late-Vedic texts we find the goddess Śrī
‘splendour, excellence’, who is intimately connected to kingship. Several works have been
devoted to her, but they have not compared her to xᵛarənah except in a few, hasty comments.
Often, she is simply described as a goddess of prosperity. Nor has Śrī been related to Uṣas,
the Ṛgvedic goddess of light, with the exception of an overlooked article from 1935.
The aim of this thesis is to investigate the existence of an ancient Indian concept of
royal splendour. Central for the investigation is the concept and goddess śrī/Śrī. Vedic hymns
and ritual exegesis, as well as the great epics will be explored. Knowledge thereby generated
can give us insights into the nature of ancient Indian kingship and religion, as well as the
relation between ancient Indian, Iranian and Indo-European traditions.
The thesis is arranged thematically. In Part 1, the study is positioned in the context of
scholary investigations of ancient Indian kingship and religion. Part 2 gives an overview of
xᵛarənah according to Iranistic scholarship, highlighting some interesting motifs. Against this
background, the Vedic śrī as concept and goddess is analysed in Part 3. The Vedic goddesses
of auroral and solar light, Uṣas and Sūryā, are related to Śrī in Part 4, and discussed in context
of the relation between king and priest-poet, the Vedic sacrifical cycle and the idea of shining
fame. In Part 5, the king as fiery and bearer of ascetic heat stands in focus; epic and early
Buddhist texts, as well as ancient iconographic material, are considered. Part 6 analyses royal
splendour (śrī and other terms) in the Vedic royal consecration ritual. The enigma of lost
splendour in rituals is connected to what has been found in the hymnic, mythic and epic
material. Finally in Part 7 the results of the investigation are reflected upon, and central
recurrent themes and ideas in the ancient Indian rulership ideology are identified.
1
2

Wesendonk 1933:133.
Soudavar 2003:xi.
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1.1. Previous studies on ancient Indian kingship, royal splendour and Śrī
Not every king is divine, but the institution of kingship is always sacred in some way.3
Wie ein roter Faden läßt sich für die Geschichte des vorislamischen Irans aufzeigen, daß
alle gegen die königliche Macht gerichteten Angriffe nicht das Königtum als Institution,
sondern immer die Person des Machthabers … betrafen.4

The nature and role of “the awe-inspiring numinosity of kingship”5 in various historical
religions have long interested scholars. Many ancient cultures attributed great importance to
kingship. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the role of the king in ancient traditions was
interpreted according to evolutionistic theories. The one prominent idea was that religions
originate in magic and fertility cults. Sir James Frazer fitted myths and rituals from all over
the world into a coherent theory centered around the “priest-king”, married to a goddess who
incarnated nature’s life forces.6 These ideas evolved into a theory of “divine/sacred kingship”.
According to the British Myth and Ritual school, the ideal sacred king of antiquity was said to
be of divine stock, a giver of properity to society, the highest priest, and chosen for rule by the
supreme divinity. He married a goddess in a ἱερὸς γάμος and had to possess a personal luck
to rule.7 A.M. Hocart also stressed the king’s connection to the sun, righteousness and
heroism in Indian as well as other cultures.8 Although the theory of divine kingship has been
criticised, it is still widely accepted that the king in many ancient cultures was believed to
stand in a special, close relationship with the divine, which decided the well-being of society,
and that he was endowed with divine protection.9
The ideas of Max Weber have likewise been influential in discussions on religious
legitimation of kingship. According to Weber, there are three (ideal) types of legitimate
authority (Herrschaft): rational (legal or institutionalised); traditional (customary); and
charismatic (personal, non-institutional). Charisma is emically conceived as a sign of divine
selection, and is manifested in the supernormal abilities attributed to warriors, prophets and
kings.10 This can be compared to the role of royal splendour in ancient Iranian and Indian
religions, as we will see in Part 7.3. The experience of the divine as a “light” is found in many
cultures. The concept of God’s “glory” (kabód etc) as a fire or light is well-known in the
Bible. This idea can be related to the nimbus (halo, aureole), an important symbol in e.g.
Christian and Buddhist art, which has been the object of several studies.11 The nimbus will in
Part 5 of this thesis be discussed as an expression of royal splendour and compared to textual
evidence.
3

Benard & Moon 2000:10.
Ahn 1992:7; cf. his conclusion: “In einer der eigentlichen Problematik altorientalischer Legitimationsstrukturen
angemessenen Terminologie sollte daher nicht mehr von 'Herrschaftslegitimation', sondern von
'Herrscherlegitimation' die Rede sein” (1992:303). We will see that the same could be said of ancient Indian
kingship.
5
Heesterman 1985:110.
6
Frazer 1951(1890-1915):I.44-51, 332, 415.
7
Hocart 1927; Engnell 1943; Brandon 1958; Widengren 1953:254-88; several scholars criticised Engnell and the
others, e.g. Edsman 1959; 2001.
8
Hocart 1927:21-7, 217; cf. Inden 1990:228.
9
That the wellbeing of the state/land depends on a ruler’s behavior is seen in for example Indian and Irish texts
(Fomin 1999). Lincoln writes that Achaemenid kingship was “not quite Frazer’s model of sacred kingship, nor a
secular model of political economy, but … a theology of empire, in which the king is theorized as God’s chosen,
who reunites the world and restores its perfection ...” (2008) Cf. Ahn 1992.
10
Weber 1972:140-8, 656, 676-7.
11
See Part 5.2.
4
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Much has been written on ancient Indian kingship.12 Some scholars have described the
ancient Indian royal institution as “divine kingship”, because the king, when consecrated, is
said to possess divine powers or is described as a “god”, in some textes.13 The king resembles
a god in his distance from the everyday world and at the same time his responsibility for it.14
Louis Dumont saw the Indian class/caste-system as based on a holistic ideology: the king is
lord not because of his physical power but due to “the religious nature of his function”, as a
focal point in society.15 In 1957, J.C. Heesterman analysed the Vedic royal consecration ritual,
rājasūya. However, he did not focus on royal splendour, although this played an important
part, as shown by Yasuhiro Tsuchiyama (2005), who in turn stresses the centrality of varcas
(a kind of splendour) in Vedic unctions. In 1960, Bernfried Schlerath discussed the relation of
Vedic gods to kingship in the Ṛgveda and the Atharvaveda, but devoted little space to the idea
of royal brilliance. In his book Ancient Indian Kingship From the Religious Point of View
(1966), Jan Gonda points to the king as the giver of prosperity, law and order, bearing in
himself the essences of the gods, the sharp radiance (tejas), śrī and fieriness. Finally, in an
interesting study from 2007, Theodore Proferes analyses sovereignty ideals as articulated in
Vedic liturgical poetry. Proferes stresses the king’s identity with the sun and fire, his
splendours (varcas, tejas, dyumna), acquired from the unction liquids. He mentions xᵛarənah
as a solar symbol similar to Vedic ideas, and suggests an Indo-Iranian background for the
kingship-bestowing, aquatic fire.16 Proferes does not discuss śrī in this context as royal
splendour or power;17 nor are dawn, fame and asceticism of particular importance in Proferes’
book, as they will be in the present thesis, which provides an enlarged research on aspects that
Proferes and others have merely touched upon. The king as a point of convergence of divine
and social forces, as studied by Proferes, is here for the first time related to its antithesis of
diverged powers and loss of splendour.
Śrī ‘splendour, excellence’, especially ‘royal splendour’ (rājyaśrī, rājaśrī, kṣatraśrī,
nṛpaśrī), is an important concept and goddess in Indian kingship. Śrī, or Lakṣmī, is since the
post-Vedic age one of the greatest Indian goddesses, a giver of royalty, success and
prosperity, whom monarchs “marry”. Suvira Jaiswal (1967), Gonda (1969) and Upendra Nath
Dhal (1995) have written extensively about both the Vedic concept śrī and the goddess Śrī.
She is compared to the ancient Irish goddess of sovereignty by Alfred Hiltebeitel (1976), but
he does not discuss her as a goddess of splendour, radiance, nor Śrī’s relation to similar
concepts, like varcas. Gonda interprets śrī as “prosperity, wealth”, rather than royal
“splendour”:
Because she is the goddess of prosperity, her outward appearance is compared to that of
gold or of the sun; she is jvalanti ‘shining brightly’, candrā ‘having the hue of light’,
prabhāsa ‘splendid’.18

12

To mention a few: Kane 1973:III:1-103; Rau 1957; Ghoshal 1959; 1965:237-43; Singh 1968; Coomaraswamy
1942; Drekmeier 1962; Ruben 1968; Richards 1984 (1970); Deppert 1977:xxxviii; Dumont 1980:App.C; Kulke
1992; Sharfe 1992; Flood 1996:67-74.
13
See e.g. Basu 1959 who argues that Indan kingship was divine, not the king; Hopkins 1963; Littleton 1966:27;
Richards 1984; Singh 1968; Pollock 1984.
14
Malinar 2007:12, 45-53.
15
Dumont 1980:260. According to Dumézil, and Dubuisson 1978, the king is a unification of the “three
functions”.
16
Proferes 2007:82, 105-6.
17
Proferes does however mention śrī, but as “prosperity” and “prestige” (2007:117).
18
Gonda 1969:213.
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I find it unlikely that she is shining because she is wealth; rather, light/splendour seems to be
a primary character of hers. In this study, śrī is put in context of the interrelated motifs and
terms for wealth, victory and luminosity in Vedic religion.
Śrī has mostly been seen as a “pre-Aryan goddess of fertility/prosperity”, in the same
way as many other goddesses from different cultures who are often interpreted by scholars as
“fertility goddesses” or “mother goddesses”. This was rightly criticised by R. Baille (2000);
yet, she did not discuss the radiant aspect of Śrī. In this thesis, I will argue that Śrī is
influenced by the Vedic goddess of auroral light, Uṣas. This was suggested already 1935 in an
article by K.M. Shembavnekar, but the idea does not seem to have had any influence in the
scholary discussions of Śrī and Uṣas, with the exception of Nicholas Kazanas’ article (2001).
The Indo-European parallels of Uṣas have been explored in numerous scholarly works, but strangely enough - the dawn goddess is never connected to royal power in these works, nor to
royal splendour.19 That is what will be done in this study.
The medieval Parsi scholar Neriosangh actually translated xᵛarənah (Pahlavi xwarrah,
farr(ah) < Old Persian farnah) to Sanskrit śrī.20 But in modern scholarship, the Avestan
xᵛarənah has not, to my knowledge, been compared to the Indian material, except in short
comments and notes. An exception is Johannes Hertel (1925-31), who sees in xᵛarənah an
expression of the “fire of rulership and victory” according to his theory of an Aryan doctrine
of celestial fire. Although Hertel’s etymological evidence generally cannot be accepted, he
deserves credit for bringing the theme of a common Indo-Iranian idea of fiery splendour to
attention. Hermann Oldenberg (1917) mentions xᵛarənah and śrī as similar “magical
substances”. A.M. Hocart (1927) suggests that the “solar character” of the king can be seen in
xᵛarənah, and compares it to śrī.21 H.W. Bailey (1943), who sees xᵛarənah as ‘good things’,
compares it briefly to śrī.22 Schlerath (1960) stresses the shining aspect of Vedic kings, but
there is no equivalent to xᵛarənah in Sanskrit.23 Georges Dumézil compares Yima’s triple loss
of xᵛarənah with Indra’s loss of tejas, indriya and paśu, and the recovery of them as śrī, but
he (of course) sees it as expressions of the “three functions”, and not as royal splendour. The
concepts śrī, tejas, varcas and tapas have been studied by various scholars, but they have not
been studied in relation to each other, as royal splendour, nor compared to Iranian material.24
Vedist Michael Witzel (1995) notes the similarity between xᵛarənah, the Vedic term varcas
and the god Rohita. “(T)his whole complex”, he writes, “is in need of further investigation.”25
The present study is, hopefully, a contribution to such an investigation.
1.2. Aims and Method
What are the aims of the study, and how will it to be conducted? Myths and divinities are
complex; they can - and should - be studied from multiple points of view. It is probably a
mistake to attribute a single function or “original nature” to a divinity: e.g. Indra has been
seen as “originally a rain god”, Śrī as a “fertility goddess”. Rather, gods and myths function
and are interpreted differently in different social and historical settings. Śrī is a heterogenous
goddess with a long history; my study will not be an overall study on this concept or goddess,
19

See for example Steets’ study (1993) on the “Sun Maiden”.
Bailey 1943:13 (kayān xᵛarrah = rājalakṣmī, rājñāṃ śrī); Gonda 1969:205; Gnoli 1999; Humbach 1998:14;
Stausberg 2002:211, 480.
21
Hocart 1927:26-7, 42-3.
22
Bailey 1943:10, 13.
23
Schlerath 1960:128.
24
Oberlies 2012 sees the sacred Indo-Iranian beverage, soma-haoma, as originally identical with Avestan
xᵛarənah, which can be questioned.
25
Witzel 1995:13 (see Part 4 on Rohita). Hertel 1931:xi, 174 compares tejas to xᵛarənah.
20
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for such studies already exist, but rather it is a study on rājyaśrī, Rājyaśrī ‘the splendour of
kingship, Royal Splendour’,26 one of the most significant aspects of this concept/goddess.
There is need for a bridge-building study that connects the results of the previous studies
on xᵛarənah with those of Vedic concepts such as tejas, varcas, and śrī. The Indo-European,
heroic culture with its sacrificial poetry may be a key to connect these fields of research with
one-another. The results produced will be of interest to studies in Vedic and epic Indian, as
well as Avestan and Indo-European, kingship and religion. Since I am not an Iranist my
interpretation of xᵛarənah is based on Iranistic scholarship, which will be used only as a
background for the study of royal splendour in ancient Indian texts. More specifically, the
study aims at answering these questions:
1. In which ways do the Vedic term śrī and the goddess Śrī - from the Vedic age to the
formation of the epics27 - express the Indian concept of royal splendour comparable to
the Avestan xᵛarənah?
2. How is the concept of royal splendour - śrī and other terms - expressed in different
sources: Vedic poetry and rituals, myths, epics and early Indian iconography?
3. Which central themes and motifs - narrative, ideological, ritual and iconic - are
connected to the concept of royal splendour from the Vedic age to the epics?
Having set up the task of approaching the answers to these questions, I will clarify what is
meant by the term ‘royal splendour’ in this thesis. Next, the relations between Indian, IndoIranian and Indo-European are discussed; and finally which texts are relevant for the study,
and which social and ideological perspectives they express.
1.2.1. Semantic fields and the terms ‘king’ and ‘splendour’
A clarification of terminology is necessary. First of all, what type of social role and institution
are we dealing with when exploring ‘royal splendour’ in Vedic and Epic sources?
As mentioned above, there are different views among scholars on ancient Indian notions
of kingship, and how it changed from the Vedic period to the epic, classical and medieval
periods.28 When it comes to the Vedic king (rāj, rāja, rājan), or as some prefer for the
Ṛgvedic period chieftain, most would agree that he essentially was a warrior or prince
(kṣatriya)29 of the baronial nobility (kṣatra ‘those with imperium/Herrschaft’). According to
Proferes, there were three basic levels of rulership in Vedic society: dampati or gṛhapati
‘house-lord’; viśpati ‘clan-lord’; and rājan or tribal leader. The king was approved by the
clansmen.30 He could act as a warlord and had intimate contact with the divine through his
rituals and support of poetic-sacerdotal experts. He advanced to power not simply by birthright, but as a victorious warrior and by under-going the unction ritual (abhiṣeka). The Vedic
and epic king is also conceived as a fighting hero (vīra, śūra). Brian Smith formulates well
the essence of the kṣatriya: “Strong in arms and legs and fitted with armor, he is to go around
26

Also called rājaśrī, kṣatraśrī and nṛpaśrī (Part 3). Fitzgerald, in his transl. of the MBh (2004), translates Śrī as
‘Royal Splendor’. Jamison & Brereton (2014) in their transl. of ṚV, often translate śrī ‘splendor’.
27
I.e. from c. 1800 BC to the fourth century AD (Gupta age).
28
Like Proferes 2007:19, I will use the term king for rājan, without assuming that it always designated the exact
same type of leader. On the term see below.
29
On the term rāj see below (1.2.2) and Mayrhofer 1996:s.v. rā́ j; on kṣatriya see Rau 1957:48, 67-70; Kane
1973:III.37-9; Gonda 1976:140; McGrath 2004:43; Fitzgerald in his transl. of MBh 2004:86.
30
Proferes 2007:16-7; cf. Jamison & Proferes 2014:54-5.
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performing "manly" or "heroic" (vīrya) deeds”.31 Therefore, warriors/‘heroes’ will be relevant
to my study, whether they be actual rulers or not. In the epics, almost all the heroes are
princes.32 The Indian king is also a celibate ascetic (tapasvin, brahmacārin), periodically and
within ritual frames, wherefore asceticism plays an important part in the study.
‘Splendour’ is perhaps an even wider term than ‘king’. Avestan xᵛarənah, and Sanskrit
śrī, tejas, varcas and several other terms are interpreted/translated as ‘glory’, ‘splendour’,
‘radiance’ or ‘Herrlichkeit’. But are they synonyms? Can we even know what the words really
denote in e.g. the oldest texts? This is a problem in all interpretation of ancient texts. Though
related semantically, the different terms probably did not have identical meaning, nor were
they restricted to a single meaning. They individually contain plural meanings already in the
archaic period. In the Ṛgveda, we deal not with documents reporting empirical “facts”, but
with ancient poems that employ metaphors and mythological concepts very rich in
information, Boris Oguibénine notes.33 We must try to understand what the terms signify in a
particular passage of a particular text. As time went by, the Vedic vocabulary became
increasingly flavourless, as Paolo Magnone writes:
[W]hereas the boundaries between related terms for substance-powers appear to be well
demarcated especially in the Brāhmaṇas, in the Epics and Purāṇas they … [are] often used
interchangeably, while one and the same term may be put to service to express different
meanings according as the context requires.34

The different terms more or less lost their individual nuance since they were all used for the
same concept, when it became fashionable in epic and classical poetry to use several
synonymes.35
Etymology is important in the present study, but the function of these concepts in songs,
myths and rituals, is of greater weight. Johannes Hertel made a mistake in equalizing
innumerable Indo-Iranian terms, all denoting ‘light or fire’. We cannot base our understanding
of Indo-European traditions simply on the study of words and reconstructed roots, because
they do not have permanent meanings, nor are they isolated.36 A study of royal splendour
should therefore look for combinations of terms that constitute semantic fields, lexemes that
belong together because of similar but not identical meaning. This is a way to identify the
differences and similarities between terms. Sometimes the related terms overlap, are
inclusive, or complement each other. As Stephanie Jamison remarks, it is important to search
for the precise meaning of Vedic terms in a semantic field, for instance regarding terms for
‘shining’ and ‘splendour’:
In leafing through Grassmann’s dictionary of the Rig Veda, one sometimes gets the feeling
that the Rigvedic lexicon has only about three structure points: all verbs basically mean
‘shine’, ‘sing’, ‘speed’ or ‘give’ – all adjectives ‘bright’ or ‘swift’, all nouns ‘praise’.37

Thus, tejas and tapas, fiery/sharp splendour and ascetic heat, should be studied together; for
in the Atharvaveda “tejas is found in association with a host of different kinds of "splendid"
31

Smith 1994:37.
In the MBh, the five Pāṇḍava-brothers are all “kings” but the eldest, Yudhiṣṭhira, is the actual, ruling king.
33
Oguibénine 1998:79.
34
Magnone 2009:236. The use of different terms with similar meaning in a spell or hymn can also be a wish to
maximize a good quality. Cf. Part 3 on śrī.
35
McGrath 2004:23-5. On the belief in the reality of power-substaces see Lüders 1959:359.
36
Wikander 1961:4. Before Hertel, Renaud tried 1884 to trace many Sanskrit and Indo-European roots to a
similar meaning ‘to shine’.
37
Jamison 2000:5.
32
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energies”.38 Already in the Brāhmaṇas, such terms were systematised and grouped together.
In her work Licht und Leuchten im Ṛgveda Ulrike Roesler (1997) discusses terms for ‘shine’
and ‘be splendid’, such as vas-, bhā-, dī-, dyut-, ruc-, and the importance of studying in detail
how they were used, and differences between them.
What I mean by ‘splendour’ is primarily a phenomenon of light. This may be the
emission/diffusion of light (by the sun), or the reflection of light (by the moon or water).
Secondarily, ‘splendour’ and especially ‘glory’ can also mean ‘majesty, excellence’ and
‘fame’ (Latin gloria). The importance of heroic glory, lasting fame and honour in IndoEuropean societies such as the Vedic, has been shown by Calvert Watkins and others. The
poet glorified his patron, the sacrificing king or victorious warrior/athlete, and was rewarded.
But the connection between heroic-royal fame and light/splendour has not been investigated
in depth. Already in Vedic time, luminosity and fame could be designated by the same term,
as we will see in Part 4. Indo-European languages are rich in reconstructed roots meaning ‘to
shine, radiate, burn, glow’. ‘Royal splendour’ will be used by me as a concept expressed by
different terms in the texts, the foremost being śrī, or expressed non-verbally by ritual acts,
and depicted in iconography. I will study a number of Vedic and epic, mythic and ritual
motifs that are interrelated, such as the gods’ victories over the asuras, the comings and
goings of dawn, the heroic cattle raid and the royal-solar ascent.
Since light, dawn and the sun are central motifs in this study, a few words must be
devoted to the relation between Vedic religious conceptions and natural phenomena.
Anthropomorphic gods and mythology was according to the evolutionist E.B. Tylor a childish
way for primitive man to explain nature. This I believe is not correct. Friedrich Max Müller
argued that Indo-European divine names originally designated natural phenomena, especially
solar ones.39 He was right in stressing the great importance of light in the Vedic conception of
divinity, but his perspective was reductionistic and ignored the ritual and social aspects. A
different and more relevant interpretation was given by Rudolf Otto, who saw the splendour
and glow of Vedic gods as expressions of man’s feeling of mysterious tremendum before the
numinous powers.40 As Gonda writes, a term such as “sun god” gives us the false idea of an
“original” function for each god.41 Almost every god in a pantheon such as the Vedic has
some “sun god” quality or function, and adjectives meaning ‘splendid’, ‘brilliant’, ‘golden’,
and similar, are abundant in the Ṛgveda. Some Vedic gods represents natural phenomena like
sun and dawn, as seen in their names, but they are much more than that. When Vedic gods are
said to be golden, shining, splendid or burning, one may say that they have solar, lucent or
effulgent qualities.
As can be seen in the texts, qualities such as splendour were highly desired by Vedic
men, as divine attributes of immortality and supremacy; they appear almost as intrinsic to the
idea of divinity. Closely related to the idea of divinity is that of royalty since both are based
on the principle of wielding great powers. Gold is a symbol of splendour and of immortality,
permanence and firmness, which are all royal ideals. Sun and dawn are also expressions of the
38

Magnone 2009:284. Cf. Smith 1994.
Cf. Dorson 1955:31. Explanations founded in “Naturmythologie” have up to present time been popular in
interpretations of Vedic mythology: see e.g. Winternitz 1908:66-; Oldenberg (“Ganz überwiegend sind Götter …
vergöttlichte Naturwesen”, 1917:40); Hillebrandt (1927:I.4, etc); Macdonell 1966, Bhattacharji 1970; von
Simson 1984; Merh 1996:22-3. Merh writes that some Vedic myths seems to have started as an attempt to
“explain some natural phenomenon”, that was personified and deified. Vedic gods Uṣas, Dyaus, Sūrya and Agni
are “symbolic representation of various elements and powers of nature.” Some aspects of a deity have been split
off as another deity: the sun’s glory is represented by Vivasvant, Savitṛ, Mitra and Pūṣan. Some gods have been
completely personified, and their origin in natural phenomena cannot be seen, e.g. Indra and Varuṇa, Merh
writes. On nature allegory interpretations of Indra myths see Cochrane 1991.
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“ideas” manifested in sunlight, and a chain of associations bound to certain mythical themes
and words. One such rich term is the cow, which plays a significant part in this study. Overall,
associational thought is of important in Vedic though and ritual. The sun “is” the eye, since
they share some characteristic.42 Thus, “[…] myths rarely set out to explain natural phenomen.
They are almost never about natural objects, but rather provide the means to think with
natural objects and categories.”43
In this thesis therefore, hymnic, mythical and ritual expressions connected to sun and
dawn will be stressed, but not as a way to “explain” the origin of some gods and myths.
Instead, matutine and solar themes and terminology will be seen as multi-leveled metaphors,
mythical, poetical codes, as well as qualities manifested in the cosmos, according to Vedic
belief. Attendance should be paid to semantic fields, and how different terms and kinds of
splendour connected to royalty relate to one another.
1.2.2. Indian, Indo-Iranian and Indo-European
Xᵛarənah, as defined by earlier studies summarised in Part 2, will be used as a prototypical
model for royal splendour in order to identify relevant Indian concepts. The gap identified
above in a comparative perspective can partly be explained by the seemingly wide distance
between a goddess Splendour (Śrī) and a non-personified, rather shapeless splendour
(xᵛarənah).
Which possibilities and problems can be found in Indo-Iranian and Indo-European
comparativism in relation to royal splendour? It cannot be disputed that Avestan and Vedic
religions and societies share many features. Very likely they are the result of a common
Proto-Indo-Iranian heritage. If the prehistorical existence of a uniform Proto-Indo-European
(PIE) culture and “homeland” is uncertain, the same is hardly the case for Proto-Indo-Iranian,
where a common tribal origin is very likely. Vedic Indians and Avestan Iranians both called
themselves ‘Aryans’ (Avestan airiia, Vedic ārya), and they kept many features from what
seems to be their common origin. This can be seen in parallel religious terminology.44 When it
comes to royal splendour, one may ask why xᵛarənah is found only once in the oldest group
of Avestan texts and without all the “mythology” and the soteriological ideology of the later
Yašt 19?
To answer this we must consider the person Zaraθuštra. He has often been described as
a reformer and prophet, who brought a “revelation” to the Iranians, perhaps around 1000 BC.
This religious novelty should however not be overemphasised. The songs or Gāθās, that are
ascribed to him, reveal that in much he followed the Indo-Iranian tradition. The Gāθās, being
a form of sacrificial poetry, show similarities to Ṛgvedic hymns in metrics, style, epithets,
formulas, poetic motifs, and the archaic language itself.45 A number of fundamental motifs in
the Gāθās and the Younger Avestan texts are also essential in Vedic religion: the cow; truth,
righteousness or cosmic-sacrificial order (aṣ̌a, arta, Vedic ṛta); sun and light as
manifestations of truth; fire as mediator between god and man; and the symbiotic relation
between king and priest in sacrifice. Zaraθuštra seems to have substituted the old Iranian gods
42

In this case circular form and visibility (vision as a light from the eyes); Doniger O’Flaherty 1973:34; cf. Tylor
1871:319-20; Wikander 1961; Jamison 1999:37, 277; Cavallin 2002; Patton 2005:44ff. Puhvel writes that Vedic
religion is “predominantely heavenly and light oriented”, but this should not make us reduce it to “sun
mythology” (1987:62; cf. 153).
43
Jackson 2006a:80. Cf. Levi-Strauss’ “good to think” (1965:116).
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Vedic hotṛ ‘pourer of libation’ parallels Avestan zaotar; stotar ‘singer of praises’ Avestan staotar; kavi ‘seerpriest’ Avestan kauui ‘ruler’, etc (Widengren 1965:27-; Schlerath 1974:200, 204; Humbach in Gāθās 1991:I.73;
Witzel 2007; Oberlies 2012:41ff, 61-5).
45
Humbach in Gāθās 1991.I.73, 81, 90; II.213; Josephson 1995; Stausberg 2002:88, 116; 2005:27.
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with the amǝša spǝṇtas serving the one god Ahura Mazdā. The old divinities, however,
regained much of their importance in the syncreticism that produced the Yašts and the later
Yasna. It is in these texts that we find xᵛarənah as a term and concept of great importance.
However, that does not exclude that they contained archaic elements and ideas, going back
even before the time of Zaraθuštra.46 The relative lateness of xᵛarənah as expressed in the 19th
Yašt is similar to that of the goddess Śrī in relation to the Ṛgvedic śrī. There are also other
terms and motifs that may be interpreted as royal splendour functionally and semantically,
already in the Ṛgveda.
If Vedic-Avestan comparativism is accepted by most scholars, what about IndoEuropean comparativism? As scholars have pointed out, the first spread of Indo-European
language and culture was followed in the early second millenium BC by a spread of elite
culture with shared ideals of heroism and poetic-liturgical forms and motifs. Germanic, Celtic
and Italic languages entered Europe much earlier than the fast war-chariot and the image of
the hero, that belongs to it. This warrior type is seen in e.g. Achilles, Indra and Miθra. Around
2000 BC, when the Proto-Indo-Iranians split, they had developed the new, fast horse-drawn
race/war-chariot with spoked wheels (Vedic ratha, in contrast to the block-wheeled cart,
anas). The chariot-warrior (rathī) fought for wealth, power and prestige. How central the war
chariot culture is to the epics can be seen for instance in their origin as songs transmitted by
‘bards’ who were also ‘charioteers’ (sūta-).47 To this culture belongs the heroic poetry with its
chariot imagery, which we find connected to Śrī, as well as Uṣas and Indra. Thus, when we
identify common Indo-European motifs of chariot warriors, and Dawn riding in a swift
chariot, this refers to a later Indo-European chariot-warrior culture, but Dawn as a goddess
may go back even to PIE culture.
Shared Indo-European conceptual structures and terminology can be seen in the hero
ideals mentioned, dithematic personal names, divine epithets, mythology, social organisation,
sacerdotal titles, poetic formula, the guest-host and patron-client relationship, as well as the
ritual system.48 Although Indo-European comparativism has been criticised,49 there are good
reasons for using that approach within certain limits, not forgetting that our classifications of
divinities and myths are at best tools to understand a complex reality.50 The Indo-European
perspective simply means accepting the likelihood that some religious expressions and
traditions spread together with the Indo-European languages and the chariot-warrior culture.
Are the similarities found between Vedic and Avestan ideas regarding kingship and
royal splendour inherited from an Indo-Iranian or even (Proto-)Indo-European culture? Bruce
Lincoln suggested in 1991 that there were already in PIE age a king, and a warrior class as a
well-defined social stratum within a triple-class society. The king was taken from among the
warriors but was regarded as intergrating within himself all the three classes. Yet, the
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Humbach in Gāθās 1991:I.69; West 2007:304; Oberlies 2012:62.
Dithematic names belongs to this culture and often include the element ‘horse’: e.g. Avestan Vīštāspa
(Zaraθuštra’s patron), Sanskrit Aśvajit, Daśaratha, etc. Horse-races are mentioned in the Vedas and the Yašts
(5.49; 19.77). Indo-European languages probably spread to non-Indo-Europeans by means of elite recruitment,
as an “ideology of political clientage”, where Indo-European chiefs made clients among the locals who took up
their culture (Gonda 196:157-8; Boyce 1979:2-3; 1994:31-2, 49, 52; Brockington 1984:136; Sparreboom 1985;
Mallory 1989:127; Drews 1989; Lincoln 1990:157; West 2007:7, 23-4, 41-3, 201ff, 468-70; Anthony 2007:82,
118, 464; Witzel in ṚV 2007; Ara 2008:16; Staal 2008:17-; Sadovski 2009; Schramm 2013).
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sacerdotal class was considered superior even to the king (at least by the priesthood itself).51
The foremost candidate PIE term for ‘king’ is *(H)rḗĝ-ō ‘he who makes right/straight’, Vedic
rāj (rājan, rāja) which parallels Celtic rix and Latin rex.52 The king in ancient Indo-European
societies was likened to a charioteer steering his kingdom and himself safely to victory.53 The
right behavior and “truth” of the king made his kingdom flourish. Scharfe (1985) instead
points to the Vedic term pati ‘lord’ as an PIE-derived term for leadership.54 As M.L. West
argues, there probably existed PIE ritual experts, “priests” and composers of sacred songs, but
the ruler would also have possessed certain ritual duties.55 Emile Benveniste writes that the
king had a role which was both political and magical.56 Already in Indo-Iranian culture,
possibly even in PIE culture, there was a belief that the king should be a protector of truth and
order, a liberal sacrificer, and an ever victorious warrior.
In sum, the Vedic image of the chariot warrior, the pious king and his relationship to the
priest-poet, which are central in this thesis, should be seen in an Indo-Iranian and IndoEuropean context. Shared ideas of royal splendour probably belong at least partly to the
spread of elite warrior culture in a late wave of Indo-Europeanisation from c. 2000 BC. There
was probably a PIE leadership with ritual functions, that may be termed kingship, though this
may also be mainly a product of the later spread of Indo-European warrior culture. The king
in ancient India appeared both as a sacrificial patron, a fighting hero, and (temporarily) as an
ascetic. He belonged to the warrior nobility and advanced to royal power through victory,
rituals and sacerdotal support. It is this type of person and his splendour that are subjects of
investigation.
1.2.3. Textual sources
Now that I have defined the terms king and splendour, and discussed how they should be
studied, as well as the value and limits of the comparative method, one may ask: Which Vedic
and epic sources are relevant for a study on royal splendour, primarily śrī? How do the texts
relate to one-another? For whose “ideological viewpoint” are the texts representative?
First of all, any study within the field ancient Indian religion is made difficult by the
enormous quantity of texts. The Vedic material alone is vast, not to mention the epics - the
Mahābhārata being the longest epic in human history.57 I do not claim to have produced a
“complete” study of Vedic and epic evidence of the concept of royal splendour, or even of
rājyaśrī, but I believe the result of the research is representative for the texts at large. My
primary sources are Vedic Saṃhitās and Brāhmaṇas, the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa,
but in addition a few other texts will be referred to.
The question of a text’s relation to other texts is of importance when we compare
myths: is a certain myth modeled after another one which it resembles, or are they rather
independent products and the results of similar thinking, or are they based upon a common,
51

Lincoln 1991:4-5.
Nom. sg. rāṭ ‘rex’; rājñī ‘regina’ (Old Irish rígain); rājati/rāṣṭi ‘regit’; rājya ‘Reich’ (Old Irish ríge). That
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older tradition? It is well-known that Vedic poets often employed old motifs and concepts.
The question of the viewpoint of the texts - and their social milieu and historical contexts - is
important, as it decides how e.g. royal splendour is treated and presented as a subject.
Concerning the Vedas and the epics, can one speak of “kṣatriyan texts” as opposed to
“priestly texts”? F.E. Pargiter (1922) sharply distinguishes brahmanic from kṣatriyan
traditions: the former are represented by the Vedas, the latter by the epics and the Purāṇas,
that deal with royal genealogies and such, and were transmitted mainly by sūtas, bards. I will
now discuss this and comment on the value of these texts in this study, their relation to royalty
and how they interrelate.
The hymns of the Ṛgveda, from c. 1500-1000 BC, are rich in terminology and imagery
of splendour, kingship and heroism, and therefore highly interesting for this study. As
Jamison explains, the Ṛgveda
is the last of its tradition in one sense and the first in another. It represents the final full
flowering, in India, of the Indo-European tradition of oral praise poetry […]. But is also starts
the tradition of indigenous high-art poetry in the subcontinent58

These hymns were composed by skilled poet-priests for sacrificial sessions, to which gods
were invited and asked for supply of splendour, power, sons, etc, in return. Kings were the
patrons of these sacrifices, glorified by the poets. Almost all of the hymns were composed and
arranged to fit the performances of soma sacrifices. For instance, a hymn to Dawn was sung at
the first soma session of the day, to Agni when fire was kindled, to Soma when soma was
pressed, and to Indra and other gods invited to drink the soma, when the beverage was
ready.59 In the Brāhmaṇas, we find ritual exegesis in prose from c. 10th to 6th BC, containing
much interesting material on śrī and related terms. Aitareya-brāhmaṇa belongs to the Ṛgveda;
in this text we read that the priesthood is prior to the warrior nobility, but that together they
are unassailable.60 This king-and-priest relationship will be analysed in relation to the
acquisition of splendour, especially in Part 4.
Another important text is the Śrīsūkta, an apocryphical hymn (Ṛgveda-khila 2.6) of the
same age as the Brāhmaṇas, but with some later, unaccented additions.61 It is devoted to the
goddess Śrī, who is here already endowed with most of her classical features, discussed in
Part 3.
The Yajurveda is a liturgical and exegetical text under the responsibility of the adhvaryu
priest. It is very important for royal rituals such as the rājasūya. Taittirīya-saṃhitā is one
version of the s.c. Black Yajurveda (Kṛṣṇa-yajurveda), which includes both liturgical
prayers/formula, partly Ṛgvedic but now fitted for specific rituals, and exegesis in prose. The
prose connected to the Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā (i.e. the Śukla-yajurveda, White Yajurveda) is
found in the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, which will often be used in the thesis. We also have the
Atharvaveda, later arranged than the three other Vedas, but containing mantras that may be
very old. The brāhmaṇa priest became responsible for this text when he became one of the
fixed śrauta (solemn sacrifice) officiants; at an older stage, the text belonged to the atharvan
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priest. The Atharvaveda has been called kṣatraveda because of its wealth in royal rituals
(rājakarmāṇi).62
Michael Witzel has studied how the appearance of the Kuru royal dominance came to
form Vedic religion. He writes that in the Old Vedic period (Ṛgveda), society consisted of
about fifty smaller tribes divided into five “peoples”. They were ruled by petty kings (rājan-)
and nobles (kṣatriya-/rājanya-). Gods were worshiped as guests with elaborate rituals and
poetry, as described above. In the Late Vedic period (late Brāhmaṇas and early Upaniṣads),
Vedic culture was spread over most of the North-Indian plain. The Kuru-Pañcālas and
Kosala-Videhas were now the two major groups. A kṣatra-brahma front had formed as a
nobility above the people (viś); ideologically the society was conceived as the Aryan varṇas
plus the servant class. New, Vedic poetry was no longer produced; instead esoteric
explanations of rituals evolved. The royal śrauta rituals show us the increased power of the
king, and the specialisation of ritual, which functioned as an area of competition of noblemen.
New gods were rising to dominant positions, such as Śrī, whereas Uṣas had already
disappeared.63 The Mahābhārata’s main theme is a war between two Kuru kinship groups
over the possession of royal power and splendour. It was Kuru kings like Parikṣit that 13001000 BC initiated the fixing of the four Vedas, collecting hymns or verses from seer-families
into ten maṇḍalas and effected the redaction of the śrauta liturgical rules.64 The Vedas are
therefore a symbiotic creation of priestly and royal interests.
Except Vedic texts, I have chosen to use for my investigation the two great epics, the
Mahābhārata ascribed to Vyāsa ’the redactor’ and the Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki. The
composition of the Mahābhārata probably started in the 6th century BC but was completed
only in the 5th century AD.65 The Rāmāyaṇa, 200 BC - 200 AD, is a much shorter and more
refined epic than Mahābhārata. Although the finished Mahābhārata is younger than the
finished Rāmāyaṇa, the oldest part of Mahābhārata is probably older than the oldest part of
Rāmāyaṇa. The composition of the books in Mahābhārata and Rāmāyaṇa is very similar, as
are terminology, phrases and metaphors and some motifs. The two stories probably have
independent origins, and have later affected each other as texts.66 The goddess Śrī plays an
important role in the epics as the incarnation of royal power and, as will be argued later, as
Royal Splendour.
The epics are creations primarily for kṣatriyas and dealing with kṣatriyas, based on
post-Kuru state models of kingship. As Alfred Hiltebeitel, a major scholar on royal ideology
in the Mahābhārata, writes the epics reveal monarchial ideals and religious ideology, not

62
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history.67 The epics may incorporate very old myths and ideas, going back to Indo-Iranian or
even PIE period, as argued by Stig Wikander (1947, 1961; cf. Kazanas 2001). Epic material
can sometimes be more archaic than the priestly Vedas, Wikander writes. He identifies shared
motifs in Norse and Indian epic battles. He may be correct in this, but I do not agree with his
Dumézilian system.68 The Mahābhārata includes different views on kingship, but it is still a
harmonious work.69 Sometimes the ruler is very dependent on a priest (as intermediary
between man and the divine), whereas in the foundational text of bhakti, the Bhagavad-gītā,
the prince (Arjuna) has a direct relation to God (prince Kṛṣṇa) and the righteous king
functions as ideal devotee.70 The Mahābhārata has been seen as a brāhmaṇa inspired
response to the kṣatriya ascetic movements going “beyond the Vedas” in North India in the
late-Vedic age. Although it is clear that there are parts in Mahābhārata that are more
“priestly”, like the dharma lessons spoken by prince Bhīṣma to king Yudhiṣṭhira in the Śāntiparvan, there is essentially no conflict between warriors/kings and priests. The same holds for
the Rāmāyaṇa.71
The Rāmāyaṇa is not a Kuru epic, but a glorification of the Kosala kingdom’s Solar
dynasty (Sūryavaṃśa). According to Jacobi, the Rāmāyaṇa had its origin in the Ikṣvāku kings
of Ayodhyā; then it spread west to the Pāñcāla area, and lastly to the Kuru area (of the
Pāṇḍavas) and in this way influenced the composition of the Mahābhārata.72 After the KuruPāñcāla dominance came the emergence of eastern Vedic territories, the Indo-Aryan Kosala
and Videha, colonised by brāhmaṇas in alliance with local chieftains. Here the Śatapathaand Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇas were developed, as well as the Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā. It is in this
period that the rājasūya, discussed in Part 6, is fixed as royal ritual. The kings of the Ikṣvāku
dynasty tried to raise their status by these rituals and by having a “complete” text, Witzel
argues.73
Another aspect that must be considered, is that the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa are
at least partly vaiṣṇava, i.e. centered round the god Viṣṇu. To what degree and how this came
to be, has been debated. Kṛṣṇa is an avatāra of Viṣṇu in the Mahābhārata, but this is not
always obvious. Actually, the Ṛgvedic, divine king Indra plays an important role in the
Mahābhārata, beside Viṣṇu, and the Pāṇḍavas are said to be incarnations of him, married to
Śrī.74 Similarly for the Rāmāyaṇa, John Brockington writes that the pantheon in this epic is
more Vedic than Purāṇic or Vaiṣṇava. Rāma is compared to Indra many times, but also said to
be an avatāra of Viṣṇu. According to Brockington, Rāma was in successive stages identified
with Indra, later with Viṣṇu. Hermann Jacobi suggests that Rāma is the Ṛgvedic Indra in epic
version, and his release of Sītā from Rāvaṇa is the release of the dawn from Vṛtra. This
Rāma-Indra-Viṣṇu identification is interesting, since an important argument in my thesis is
that Śrī is said to be the wife of both Indra and Viṣṇu, and that she has her “predecessor” in
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“Sanskrit epics are not oral archives of old tribal legends about "chiefs", but rather written texts that construct
an imagined "history" of "kings"”, such as the MBh as the “history” of the royal Kurus (Hiltebeitel 2011:57).
68
Wikander argued that the epic Pāṇḍava brothers can be interpreted as representatives of a pre-Ṛgvedic
pantheon and the three PIE functions, as can figures from the Iranian Šāhnāma. The Pāṇḍavas are “epic survivals
of the Vedic gods” (1947:39).
69
Hiltebeitel 2002:5.
70
Malinar 2007.
71
The didactic books are brahmanic, the battle books more kṣatriyan (Katz 1984). Cf. Brockington 1984; Flood
1996:106-8. Cf. Samuel 2008:209 on elements of the “wisdom king” model in the MBh and R.
72
Jacobi 1960.63-4. Similarities between the ṚV and the epics can also be seen in e.g. the chariot-warrior ideal
(cf. above): in the former expressed foremost by Indra, in the epics by the kṣatriyas.
73
Witzel 1997:307ff.
74
It has been suggested that the epic story at an earlier stage was a praise of the old-style kṣatriyan Kauravas,
later rewritten in support of the vaiṣṇava bhakta Pāṇḍavas. See Gitomer 1992.
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the Ṛgvedic goddess Dawn - not however as goddess of the fertility of the earth, as Jacobi
saw it, but as the giver of śrī or royal splendour.
In addition to the Vedic texts and the epics, a few other sources will be consulted. The
Dharmaśāstras, lawbooks from the first centuries AD onwards, reveal a brahmanic ideal of
society and kingship. The famous Manusmṛti is “a blueprint for a properly ordered society
under the sovereignty of the king and the guidance of Brahmins.”75 Though the king is
glorified, the priest is supreme, surpassed only by the hermit and free wandering ascetic. In
the Purāṇas, from the 4th to 6th centuries AD onwards, the supreme gods are Śiva and Viṣṇu,
the husband of Śrī who is identified with Devī. We are far from the Vedas now, but still find
many connecting motifs and ideas regarding kingship and divine splendour: for example, the
birth of Śrī as told in the Viṣṇu-purāṇa. Origins at the royal courts have been suggested for
the Purāṇas by Pargiter and others, since they deal with dharma, royal dynasties and such
subjects, similar to some parts of the Mahābhārata, as well as with cosmography, myths and
rituals. A.D. Pusalker (1963) among others however sees Purāṇas as brahmanic compilations
and not as products of an independent kṣatriya tradition.76
I will also refer to a few early Buddhist texts, which employ a vocabulary and imagery
relating to royalty and heroic splendour, not unlike that of Vedic and epic texts. This can also
be seen in the earliest royal, Buddhist iconography (Part 5) which I will argue offers some
very interesting depictions of royal splendour. Buddhism and Jainism appeared in a kṣatriya
milieu, as is well known. According to Johannes Bronkhorst (2007), Buddhism and Jainism
evolved not from Vedic and Upaniṣadic religion, but from the “Greater Magadhan” tradition,
an Indo-Aryan culture in the Videha-Kosala area. Here lived prince Siddhārtha (said to be of
the Solar dynasty like Rāma), who became the buddha Śākyamuni, as well as the prince
Vardhamāna who became the jina Mahāvīra. Both represent the śrāmana traditions of
disciplined life-style, which knew a doctrine of release from cyclical rebirth determined by
karmic retribution. The śrāmana movement appeared from c. 600 BC onwards during a time
of changes: great centralised kingdoms emerged, urbanisation increased, and ascetic, nonritualistic movements and doctrines of renunciation (tyāga) appeared. This is seen e.g. in the
late Mokṣadharma ‘Liberation doctrine’ section of the Mahābhārata’s twelfth book, told to
king Yudhiṣṭhira who wishes to become a renunciant. Yudhiṣṭhira is persuaded by his mentor
to be true to his estate and assume the kingship: the author of Mokṣadharma (like the
Bhagavad-gītā) tries to harmonise renunciant values with orthodox, brahmanic varṇadharma
ideals: although renunciate ascetics are the foremost of men, mokṣa can be attained also by
the warrior detached in spirit from his deeds.77 The theme of kingship and asceticism is
important in the thesis.
My conclusion is that one should not draw a sharp line between brāhmaṇa and kṣatriya
texts or spheres of interest. Ritual experts and poet-priests cooperated with kings already in
Ṛgveda. They glorified the sacrificial patron and victorious warrior, who in turn rewarded
priests with fees, protection and acknowledged supremacy. The Vedic texts and the śrauta
rituals were even arranged and evolved under royal Kuru initiative and interest. The
Mahābhārata had its origin in the area of the Bharata-Kuru realm and glorifies the Lunar
75

Olivelle in Manusmṛti 2005:65. The Dharmaśāstras were stimulated by the threats toward priestly power of
the time: Mauryan and Aśokan centralisation, heretic beliefs, etc.
76
Pusalker 1963:38-9; Rocher 1986:125-7; “Highly selective and crafted expositions and presentations of
worldviews and soteriologies, compiled by particular groups of Brahmans to propagate a particular vision”
(Flood 1996:111).
77
Cf. Wynne in MBh (Book 12, Vol.3) 2009:xxiv-xxxi; Fitzgerald in MBh 2004:54. Related to this are the lateVedic, esoteric Upaniṣads, that by some scholars have been considered as a kṣatriya tradition opposed to the
Vedic, exoteric ritualism of priests, cf. Deussen 1906:II.17, 354-5; Bronkhorst 1993:ch.7. Proferes 2007:152
argues that certain themes in Upaniṣads were developed from the ideals of royal autonomy in earlier Vedic
period.
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dynasty, whereas the Rāmāyaṇa glorifies the Kosalan Solar dynasty. They have however
much in common. By analyzing both Vedic texts and the epics, as well as some early
Buddhist iconography, interesting possibilities appear to the reseacher. Recurring motifs
concerning royal splendour can be identified, and the way old themes and terms are kept,
change and are reinterpreted depending on historic, social and textual contexts, can be
analysed. The dialogues between kingship/power and asceticism/renunciation, and between
kingship and priesthood, are characterised by opposition, cooperation as well as equivalence,
as we will see. This dialogue is central to the idea of won and lost royal splendour.
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2. Xᵛ arənah, the Avestan royal splendour
Part 2 gives a summaric view of xᵛarənah, based on the discussion among Iranist scholars,
rather than primary texts, with the focus placed on two motifs that can be related to the Indian
material, king Yima’s loss of splendour and the hidden abode of splendour in the waters.78
2.1. Interpretations of xᵛ arənah
Let us begin by considering the term xᵛarənah, its meaning and use. Christian Bartholomae
glosses the Avestan noun xᵛarənah as ‘glory, fame, splendour, majesty’.79 Xᵛarənah is often
considered to belong to the PIE root *sē̯-uel- ‘burn, glow’, and see in xᵛarənah a fiery or
luminous phenomenon.80 A. Lubotsky (1998) has instead suggested that xᵛarənah comes from
Indo-Iranian *parHnas ‘sovereignty, fullness, abundance’, PIE *pelH1- ‘fill’, and that a term
etymologically and semantically related to xᵛarənah is found in the Ṛgvedic párīṇas
‘abundance’, which is a quality possessed by gods such as Indra.81 Similarly, H.W. Bailey
(1943) sees xᵛarənah as ‘a thing obtained’, ‘good fortune, prosperity’, not directly connected
to light.82 Xᵛarənah is named in texts along with terms for power and wealth.83 As we will see
in Part 3, the ancient Indian concept of royal splendour designates prosperity, ‘fullness’, as
well as a luminous and blazing quality. Few scholars have mentioned Indian similarites to the
Avestan splendour, but Hertel interprets the xᵛarənah as “das Himmelsfeuer, welches auch im
Herrscher brennt und von ihm ausstrahlt, entsprechend der vedischen und indischen
Anschauung”.84
Whatever the etymology of xᵛarənah, it is clear that it in Younger Avestan texts is
associated with light and fire, and that it at least in Pahlavi texts is imagined as a bright
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Note on Avestan transliteration: I follow Humbach & Ichaporia 1998 (Yt 19), and Humbach 1991 (Gāθās).
“Ruhm, Ruhmesglanz, Glanz, Herrlichkeit, Hoheit, Majestät”; “Eine Art Glorienschein, der insbesondere die
Könige aus den angestammten Herrscherhäusern umgab” (Bartholomae 1961:1870-4; cf. Reichelt 1909). Pahlavi
xwarrah is borrowed from the Avestan: the genuine Persian form is farr(ah) (Humbach & Ichaporia 1998:14).
Cf. Lubotsky 1998. Xᵛarenah- also appears in plural form, designating the splendor of several beings or the
whole of the glorious deeds of a person/community (Humbach & Ichaporia 1998:15).
80
Reichelt 1911:299 (“a divine light or halo”); Güntert 1923:215-7; Lommel 1923; Wesendonk 1933; Nyberg
1937:79 (originally a concrete light-conception); Widengren 1955 (“Aureole, Glücksglanz”); Cumont 1903:94;
Duschesne-Guillemin 1962:300; 1963; Benveniste 1973; Mayrhofer 1976; Lincoln 1981:79 (PIE *swel-n-o-s
‘solar essence’); Puhvel 1987:106 (solarity); Humbach 1998:14 (“a half-personfied light phenomenon of
heavenly origin, a sort of halo or nimbus”); Gnoli 1999; Stausberg 2002:178 (“Glücksglanz, eine lichthafte oder
feurige Kraft, nach der die Menschen streben, das sie sich aber nicht selbst aneignen können…”); Oettinger
2009:189, 193. Cf. also Söderblom 1914:ch.7; Ringbom 1951:112ff; Bailey 1959:79-80. Xᵛarǝnah/farr was
translated to Greek τύχη ‘luck, fate’ or δόξα ‘fame, glory’ and Arabic nūr ‘light’ (Bailey 1943:40; DuschesneGuillemin 1963:19).
81
Lubotsky 1998. The Avestan formula raiia xᵛarənaŋhaca ‘on account of his wealth and fortune’ fits Vedic
rāyā́ parīṇasā. Vedic goparīṇas ‘abundance of milk’, is similar to cf. Yt 18.1: xᵛarənō gaomauuaitīm ‘x. full of
milk’) (Lubotsky 1998). On milk and its connection to morning light, see Part 4.
82
Bailey 1943:70, 75; 1956, 1959:79; cf. Hintze 1994:28-33. Barr criticised Bailey and instead suggestes that it
was “all good gifts, coming from above”, “divine grace” (1952:33). Cf. Cumont 1903:93 Boyce 1996:66-7.
83
Barr 1954:222; Malandra 1983:188; Hintze 1994:32; Lubotsky 1998. Duchesne-Guillemin argues that
xᵛarənah is the reason for wealth, but it is itself a solar fluidum (1963, 1966:141; cf. Hintze 1994:16; Gnoli
1966:540).
84
Hertel 1924:54. Hertel sees most Iranian terms as denoting heavenly light or fire. Even though his theory is
rather one-sided and many of his etymologies cannot be accepted (Gonda 1960:I.71) he does point to the shared
importance of fire and light in Avestan and Vedic religions, xᵛarənah being one of the foremost expressions of
the Aryan “Herrschafts- und Siegesfeuer”. He also compares it to the Vedic king’s splendour.
79
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splendour. The brilliant stars and the sun possess and give xᵛarənah.85 Xᵛarənah is personified
as a divine power together with Fire.86 It originates in the world of eternal light and makes its
bearers luminous - a sign that the person is chosen by the Wise Lord.87 For a king it is a
guarantee of his success and victory. Xᵛarənah as splendour should be seen in the context of
Avestan and other Indo-European cultures’ emphasis on light, and the Indo-Iranian reverence
of fire: significantly, the most common word for ‘god’ in PIE (Vedic deva) is derived from
*dyu̯- ‘heavenly/diurnal light’. Indo-European divinities, their realms and possessions are
very often described as shining.88 The dualistic view of life as a struggle between light and
darkness is a well-known feature of later Iranian religions. After death, the good men attain
the world of eternal light, which is the origin of xᵛarənah, while all evil is thrown into the
dark abyss.89
Though xᵛarənah appears mostly in a royal context, it belongs also to other virtuous and
pious Iranians. The truthful Zaraθuštra had it.90 According to a late text, xᵛarənah came to the
prophet from Ahura Mazdā in a successive descent through the heavenly bodies, to the
domestic hearth of Zaraθuštra’s mother’s father. The splendour burned there without any fuel
and entered Zaraθuštra’s mother, making her body shine brightly. The same brightness
enveloped her son, destined to be a prophet.91 In the Šāhnāma, farr (xᵛarənah) is a God-given
glory bestowed on kings, seen as a light on the hero’s face.92 In late texts, xᵛarənah/farr can
designate ‘fortune, success’ and ‘one’s own nature, duty’, without any direct idea of it as
light.93 The 12th century Iranian Sufi philosopher Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardi Maqtūl explains
how anyone can “find their "inner spark" that connects them to God, a personal farr, through
mystical practice”.94
2.2. King Yima and his loss of glory
The oldest text in which we find xᵛarənah is Gāθā Yasna 51.18, and significantly it is already
here connected to royal power and truth. This poem is devoted to the xšaθra ‘royal power’ of
the pious kauui Vīštāspa, and to his official Jāmāspa who chooses the insight which consists
in quest for xᵛarənah.95 But it is in the Younger Avestan Yašt 19 that xᵛarənah is truly
celebrated. Yašt 19 begins by proclaiming the holy land of Iran, where the divine splendour
has been made manifest and where kings establish their realms.96 Then follows the destinies
of xᵛarənah and those who have possessed it: Ahura Mazdā and his good helpers; kings of the
first dynasty (Haošiiaŋha, Urupi and Yima): then the divine Miθra, Θraētaona and Kǝrǝsāspa;
Yt 8.2, etc. The good powers collects the xᵛarənah of the sun and distribute it on the earth (Yt 6.1; Bailey
1943:19); Duschesne-Gullemin 1963:24.
86
Yt 10.127; Gershevitch 1959 sees fire and splendour as the same here, but Darmesteter 1882 as distrinct. Cf.
Bailey 1943:44 on the association of xᵛarǝnah with fire.
87
Cf. Hertel 1931; Zaehner 1961:152; cf. Brust:10-11.
88
West 2007:153-4; cf. e.g. Iliad 1.199-200, 4.515; Odyssey 6.45; 19.36-40; Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 86.
89
von Wesendonk 1933:230-1; Zaehner 1961:25, 152; Stausberg 2005:49-53.
90
Zaraθuštra was “the most glorious in glory” (of most xᵛarənah) (Yt 19.78-9, Humbach & Ichaporia
1998:155); cf. Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:19.
91
Dēnkart 7.2 (a text from the 9th century AD, but including older material), cf. Molé 1963:434ff.
92
Cf. Spiegel 1868; Bashiri 1993; Olsson 1995.
93
Bailey 1943:40; Zaehner 1961:153; Duchesne-Guillemin 1966:24-5; Dumezil 1971:219, 282; Hintze 1994:27;
Gnoli 1999; Gignoux 2002:177-82. Xᵛarənah is thus for a king his royalty (Stausberg 2005:60).
94
Mackenthun 2003:38; Sohrawardī’s book was written for a king.
95
Humbach 1991:I.190; cf. Humbach & Ichaporia 1998:15; Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:26. Xᵛarənah stands in
plural here.
96
Hertel 1931:1, 18. Cf. Gnoli 1999. On the links between these mountains, splendour and dawn see Part 4.
According to Humbach & Ichaporia 1998:11ff (cf. Pirart 1992:8), the Zamyād and Kayān parts of Yt 19 were
originally two different texts.
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and finally mortal kings of the Kavian dynasty, Zaraθuštra and and his patron king Vīštāspa.
Finally, the future Saviour king Saošiiaṇt will have it. Every chapter begins with a formula
denoting xᵛarənah as Kavian, mighty and distributed by Ahura Mazdā.97
In the Šāhnāma, the chronicle by Ferdowsi, from the 11th century, the first king sits on
his throne with sun-like splendour.98 Similarly described is Yima xšaēta ‘the shining
(/ruling)’,99 a typical king of the Golden Age, a time when there was no death nor sickness. In
Yašt 19 it is said that xᵛarənah belonged to Yima as king, and that he was a conqueror of
demons - until he turned to the false speech (draogǝm vācim). To be truthful was very
important in ancient Iranian religion, as in India. Aṣ̌a/arta (Vedic ṛta ‘truth, order’) is the
enemy of druj (Vedic druh ‘lie, conceit’). So it happened, that because of Yima’s lie,
xᵛarənah flew away in the shape of a bird.100 Yima then quickly lost his powers, had to hide
or sunk into the earth, and was killed. The glorious Miθra took xᵛarənah the first time it left
Yima; Θraētaona the second, and Kǝrǝsāspa the third time. According to the Šāhnāma, Yima
lost his glory because of hubris, as he claimed to be a god, whereas in a Gāθā, Zaraθuštra
seems to accuse Yima of his killing cattle and giving people sacrificial meat to eat.101 Yima is
the princely exemplum, an ideal when he was true, and a warning when he turned to
falsehood and irreligion. A prerequisite for possessing splendour and legitimate power was
that the monarch was virtuous, upheld the true religion, and fought the lie and disorder.102
New dynasties had to find genealogical links to the elder dynasties, to claim that aso they
possessed xᵛarənah, or claim that their personal virtue had attracted splendour from an
unworthy royal house.103
Yima has been compared to the Vedic Yama, the ruler of a realm of joy and light in the
Golden Age, that will return at the end of time: meanwhile he is the ruler of the luminous
realm of the dead.104 The shining Yima sat on a golden throne for eminence and immortality,
huuarǝ.darǝsa ‘sun-like, with the look of the sun’.105 Yima had the support of gods, as a pious
presser of haoma (Vedic soma).106 As long as he was a true king, Yima was srīra,107 often
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Humbach & Ichaporia 1998.
Also in the Greater Bundahišn (a cosmological Pahlavi text) 1.a.13; 7.9-11.
99
Xšaēta is used also for dawn, stars and apąm napāt (Humbach 1998:103; cf. Collitz 1933:95ff; Skjærvø 2012).
It means ‘shining, bright’ according to Lincoln 1981:77; Humbach 1998:181; Reichelt 1909:404; but ‘king’
according to Lommel, Wikander and Dumezil 1971:246; 1973. This can be compared with the use of the Vedic
term rāj- as we shall see.
100
Cf. Shahbazi 1980:138-9; Olsson 1995:142; Greater Bundahišn 16.4; 24a-c.
101
Y 32.8. Cf. Collitz 1933:90; Zaehner 1961:126-8; Skjærvø 2012. Šāhnāma tells us that Yima/Jamšīd’s power
made him forgetful of God’s supremacy and full of hubris. Therefore, his splendour quickly diminished.
102
On the Achaemenid monuments made after the victory of Darius, the king proclaims the falseness of his
enemies, and extols his own is piety and truthfulness, “which would imply that, if he knew the Yima story,
Darius disavowed the fault of his mythical prototype” (Skjærvø 2012, cf. Stausberg 2002:169). Xᵛarənah does
not appear in these insciptions, but in names of historical noblemen: Artaphrenēs (a brother of Darius I) ‘he
whose xᵛarənah is made of truth’, Vindafarnah ‘he who wins/finds xᵛarənah’ (Hertel 1931:76; von Wesendonk
1933:68, 121; Nyberg 1937:143-8, 150, 349, 393-4; Shahbazi 1980:146-7; Ahn 1992:252; Gnoli 1999;
Stausberg 2005:39-40).
103
Olsson 1995:31, 75. “Ferdowsi repeatedly describes this transitory, elusive nature of the farr-i izadi. He
weaves the tales of kings who were given the right of succession and legitimate rule simply because they had
won them in battle, a clear indication they had been anointed by God.” (Mackenthun 2009:14-5)
104
ṚV 10.14, cf. Greater Bundahišn 32. Yama’s hall is bhrājiṣṇuḥ ‘most radiant’ with the lustre of the sun (arkaprakāśā), knows no heat or cold, no grief or aging (MBh 2.8.1-5). The name of Yima’s father corresponds to the
Vedic Vivasva(n)t ‘he who shines far and wide’. Cf. Güntert 1923:392ff; Christensen 1934; Zaehner 1961:135;
Widengren 1965:52; Lincoln 1981:80; 1991:27; Puhvel 1987:110; Pradhan 1990; Boyce 1996:95; Skjærvø 2012.
105
Y 9.4; 15.15; Bartholomae 1904; Kellens 2001:727, 731. Cf. svardṛś- for Agni and Indra in the ṚV.
106
See Part 4; Yt 8.33; Y 9.24; Gnoli 1966:530-1, 544; Oberlies 2012:56-8, 126. Xᵛarənah was originally
identical with haoma, according to Oberlies (2012:191, 369); soma and the sun were the victory prices at Vedic
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interpreted ‘beautiful’, but the term may also be interpreted ‘splendid, radiant, srīpossessing’, as will be argued in Part 3. Avestan srī is identical with Vedic śrī, the Indian
royal splendour. A direct connection can therefore be established between the Avestan king
Yima who possesses srī and xᵛarənah, and the ancient Indian king’s śrī.
2.3. Aquatic xᵛ arənah
The splendour of the fallen Yima went in three parts to the heroic Miθra, Θraētaona and
Kǝrǝsāspa respectively. Miθra, the most glorious, resembles the Vedic Indra, as he, holding a
golden club (cf. Indra’s vajra), travels in a swift, splendid chariot drawn by ruddy steeds,
along with xᵛarənah, power, victory and fire.108 Θraētaona (who receives the second portion
of Yima’s glory), is the enemy of the ‘hostile serpent’ Aži Dahāka.109 The splendour’s liminal,
non-fixed condition obviously attracts evil forces. A fight between the good and the evil
spirits, and between Aži Dahāka and Fire, over the possession of xᵛarənah begins as soon as it
leaves Yima. During the tumult, xᵛarənah escapes to the sea Vouru.kaṣ̌a. There, apąm napāt
‘Son of Waters’ takes care of the splendour. This aquatic being has attracted the attention of
scholars. Along with Ahura Mazdā and Miθra, apąm napāt is called ahura ‘lord’, xšaēta
‘shining’, and has sovereignty as a concern. The Son of Waters has swift horses, is clad in
lightning, shines and burns in the waters without any fuel.110 He divides the waters in
company with the xᵛarənah of the waters.111 His exact parallel is the Ṛgvedic apā́ ṃ napāt,
often identified with Fire, and connected to truth, śrī and svar, as will be seen in Part 6.1.
The idea of aquatic splendour is also found in Tištriia, the star Sirius, who possesses
xᵛarənah and comes to the sea Vouru.kaṣ̌a in the shape of a fighting horse to make the waters
flow down into the Aryan lands. This release of waters full of splendour has been compared
to Vedic Indra who releases light and waters.112 In Yašt 19, the Kavian dynasty draws powers
from, and the future Saviour Saošiiaṇt will rise from, the sea Kąsaoiia (Hāmūn), to which
rivers full of royal splendour as well as srī flow.113 The same idea is seen in the goddess
Anāhitā, a female river worshiped by kings such as Yima for sovereignty and xᵛarənah, but
she only listens to the calls of the righteous rulers.114 Anāhitā flows from heaven, down along
a mountain to Vouru.kaṣ̌a, the sea of xᵛarənah,115 herself srīra116 and full of xᵛarənah.117
In other words, the idea of royal splendour placed in water118 is found not only in the
th
19 Yašt, but in several hymns. It seems to become the ‘unseizable splendour’ (axᵛarətaritual contests in which the king was reborn as Indra (2012:33-4). Yima’s father was the first haoma sacrificer,
similar to Vedic Vivasvant (ṚV 4.7.4, 6.8.4, 8.39.3; Puhvel 1987:107-8; Merh 1996:42; Skjærvø 2012).
107
Vidēvdāt 2.2, 3, 9, 22.
108
Yt 10.11, 13, 16, 68, 96, 102, 127; Gershevitch 1959; Schmidt 2006. See Miθra’s relation to dawn in Part 4.
109
Corresponds to Vedic ahi ‘snake’, dāsa ‘enemy’, opponents of Indra. Θraētaona’s victory is similar to Indra’s
over Vṛtra (Puhvel 1987:120; West 2007:266-7).
110
Yt 19.52; cf. Yt 6.1; Hertel 1924:54-6; Nyberg 1937:99-100; Gershevitch 1959:59; Widengren 1965:16. This
sea is ‘bright’ (bāmiia) in Yt 13.59.
111
Yt 8.34.
112
Yt 8.46, 58. Cf. Boyce 1979:7. Spiegel identified Indra versus Vṛtra with Tištriia versus drought (cf.
Hillebrandt 1980:113; West 2007:257). Tištriia wins only if Ahura Mazdā has been worshipped by men
(Malandra 1983:143-4). Indra is compared to Tištriia by Swennen (see Skærvø 2008).
113
Yt 19.65-9.
114
Yt 19.9, 25-6, 29-31, 41-3, 86, 96, 102; 5.12, 85-6; Nyberg 1937:291-3, 436; Widengren 1965:18; Boyce
1979:7, 61-2, 116. Cf. Porada 1965:207-9; Plate 109. In later times Anāhitā was in Armenia ‘the glory (p’ark,
<xᵛarənah) of our people’ (Hultgård 1985:123). Cf. Greater Bundahišn 12.10.
115
Yt 5.3, 4; 38, 85-9.
116
Yt 5.7, 64, 78, 123, 126-9. Yt 5.11 is reminiscent of the Vedic Dawn as well as of Śrī.
117
Yt 5.96; cf. 5.102, 121. Y 60.11 states that the waters gives xᵛarənah to good sacrificers.
118
Yt 8.34, cf. Hintze 2009:140; Yt 13.65.
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xᵛarənah-, also interpeted ‘lightless splendour’) after the fall of Yima, when Fire and the
serpent contested for it.119 When the splendour was in the sea, the Turanian Fraŋrasiian tried
to catch it three times by swimming out into Vouru.kaṣ̌a, but it was not seizable, since it
belongs only to righteous Iranians as the ‘Iranian/Aryan splendour’ (airiianǝm xᵛarənah-).120
In the future, three virgins will become pregnant by the xwarrah (xᵛarənah) of Zaraθuštra that
is kept in the waters and can be seen as three light in the deep. The virgins will give birth to
the three Saviors one at a time - the last being the sun-bodied Saošiiaṇt.121 After the future
ordeal of hot, liquid metal flowing over the earth, a renewal shall come. The final destruction
of evil can only come about through the union of perfect religion and absolute royal power in
the Saošiiaṇt. Only the Saviour can again make royal (Kavian) and unseizable xᵛarənah into
one single splendour, only he can “heal” the split xᵛarənah of Yima. J.K. Choksy explains:
[T]he ideal (future) earthly ruler will possess both absolute secular and religious
authority, and will use this authority and power to vanquish evil. All other earthly rulers
did not possess both divine glories, but through their royal xwarrah [xᵛarənah] united
with the religion and clergy to combat evil.122

We will return to this idea of priestly and royal glories in Vedic texts (Part 5), and that of
convergence when analyzing the royal consecration (Part 6).
Even though the perfect Golden Age xᵛarənah seems to have entered an invisible,
‘unattainable’ state (axᵛarəta-) in a sea, another (lesser but still powerful) xᵛarənah remained
among mortal kings such as kauui Vīštāspa, who protected Zaraθuštra.123 The ‘Kavian (acc.
sg. kauuaǝm) xᵛarənah’ has its name from the Kavian dynasty. Now, kauui (or kauuai) is
clearly a royal title in Avestan texts, but perhaps the kauui were originally priests or persons
from a priestly family, since the term seems to have been an sacerdotal title among the IndoIranians: In Vedic kaví is a ‘seer, poet’, a term also used for gods such as Bṛhaspati.124
Perhaps it should be seen in the context of the idea of royal glory as something created by
poet-priests? (see Part 4).
Axᵛarəta from a ‘not’ + *xᵛar ‘take’ or *svar ‘illuminate, shine’ (Spinetti; cf. Lommel 1922; Stausberg
2002:179; cf. Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:27-8). Hertel thinks that the early kings (before Yima) had a visible,
luminous xᵛarənah, whereas the later rulers only had the invisible, lightless one, which cannot give immortality
and certain victory. Saošiiaṇt will again make splendour visible (1931:2-12, 97, 204). Similarly, for Hintze
1994:13, axᵛarəta- xᵛarənah is ‘glänzenden Glücksglanz’, but Humbach & Ichaporia argues for “Unseized Glory
or Unappropriated Glory”: axᵛarǝta- xᵛarenah as a “play with words” (1998:15-6; cf. Oettinger 2009:192).
Axᵛarǝta- has been compared to the Ṛgvedic hapax asū́ rta- ‘unseizable, far away’ or ‘not receiving light (from
the sun); not bright’ (cf. sūrí ‘splendid’; Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:27-8) in a hymn to Viśvākarman as “the
embryo in the waters”, cf. apąm napāt.
120
Yt 18; 5.42. It destroys evil, and the non-Aryan nations (Yt 18.1-2). All good men shall strive for the
unseizable xᵛarənah (Yt 19.53; Gnoli 1999).
121
”As regards these three sons of Zartosht, such as Ushedar, Ushedarmah, and Soshyant, one says, “Before
Zartosht wedded, they had consigned the glory (xwarrah) of Zartosht for preservation, in the sea Kayansah to the
glory of the waters, that is to the Yazad Anahit." They say, "Even now they are seeing three lamps glowing at
night in the bottom of the sea. And each one of them will arrive when it is their own cycle." It will so happen that
a virgin will go to the water of Kayansah in order to wash her head; the glory (xwarrah) will mingle within her
body, and she will be pregnant. They will one-by-one be born thus in their own cycle.” (Greater Bundahišn
33.36-8, transl. Behramgore Tehmuras Anklesaria, avesta.org) Cf. Bundahišn 26.91; 32.9; Dēnkart 7.11; Jackson
1898:24; Bailey 1943:33; Nyberg 1937:341-3; Boyce 1996:277-8; Stausberg 2002:234, 313, 320; 2005:57-9.
122
Choksy “Myth of Jamšid”.
123
Yt 19.84. Cf. Humbach & Ichaporia 1998; Soudavar 2003:41-2, 44, 48.
124
The splendour of Ahura Mazdā and other divine powers, not just mortal kings, are also referred to as
‘Kavian’. Jamison 2007:119-50 sees kauui as a “word-master associated with royal power”, later a royal title. Cf.
Skjærvø 2013. Kauui may be related to Lydian kaveś and Samothraecian κoίης, a kind of ancient Greek priest
(Lincoln 1986:157; Gonda 1984:208; Dumézil 1986:44; Humbach in Gāθās 1991:I.11; Schwartz 2013).
119
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In sum, the Yašts provides us with conceptions of aquatic xᵛarənah, kept safe from
unworthy rulers. The Son of Waters (apąm napāt) is the chief guardian of this radiance. The
primeaval xᵛarənah split and became unseizable when it left Yima; only the future Saviour
will unite in himself true religion and kingship. Meanwile, the legitimate kings of Iran possess
the ‘Kavian splendour’.
2.4. Summary
Part 2 gave an overview of the Iranian royal splendour, which will be used as a background
for my research. Whatever its etymology, xᵛarənah is clearly connected to light, and at least
in later texts imagined as a fiery splendour surrounding its bearer. The term can however also
signify fullness, prosperity, essence, majesty and fame, depending on the context.
Two motifs in the Avestan concept of royal splendour were emphasised: king Yima and
his lost/split splendour; and the splendour’s aquatic abode. Xᵛarənah appears as royal glory
already in one of Zaraθuštra’s Gāθās, but great significance is attributed to xᵛarənah for the
first time in the Younger Avestan Yašt 19. This hymn was composed by Mazdān priests
sponsored by kings, to glorify the Kavian dynasty and define legitimate kingship, its
depencdency on virtue and religion. Originating in the world of eternal light, the royal
splendour is granted only to the righteous Iranians, especially kings, based on their virtue. We
are told of Yima ‘the splendid/majestic’ (xšaēta), a Golden Age king who possessed
xᵛarənah. Yima ruled well, but fell from his power as he began to speak words of falsehood.
Xᵛarənah left him in three portions or three times, in the shape of a bird. The splendour then
became ‘unseizable’ (axᵛarəta), and escaped to the sea Vouru.kaṣ̌a, to be guarded by the ‘Son
of Waters’ apąm napāt. According to Yašt 19, the foreign prince Fraŋrasiian tried to catch the
splendour, but in vain, since it belongs only to Iranian kings. Also Anāhitā, a river-goddess,
guards aquatic xᵛarənah reserved for the virtuous. From the seed of Zaraθuštra, the Saviour
Saošiiaṇt shall be born, with both imperial power and true religion, to destroy evil. The
Iranian kings claimed to possess the Kavian xᵛarənah, which brought victory and success to
the ruler. Royal glory clearly had a legitimating function in Iran, as a sign of the ruler’s virtue
and truth.
The idea of a royal splendour hidden in waters, perhaps an Indo-Iranian tradition, will
be a central issue in the study. The themes of splendour in water, royal righteousness and
truth, reverence of light and fire, kingship and priesthood, and the split and converged
splendour, will all reappear as we move to Vedic and epic India. The xᵛarənah-possessing
king Yima is said to be srīra, i.e. he had srī, which is the Avestan counterpart to Vedic śrī, to
which we turn next.
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3. Śrī, royal splendour as concept and consort
Part 3 investigates the concept and the goddess Śrī as royal splendour. Proceeding from an
analysis of the quality śrī, I will then discuss the goddess Śrī in Vedic and later mythological,
epic and ritual texts. Śrī has been studied by a number of scholars, foremost Suvira Jaiswal
(1967), Jan Gonda (1969), Alfred Hiltebeitel (1976) and U.N. Dhal (1995).125 What is missing
is an in-depth study on śrī/Śrī as royal splendour, comparisons with xᵛarǝnah and with the
Ṛgvedic goddesses Uṣas and Sūryā.
3.1. Śrī as a quality in the Ṛgveda
Let us begin with the unpersonified śrī in Vedic texts, primarily the Ṛgveda. How is the term
employed in the texts? Which divinities possess śrī, and why? How is it connected to
kingship?
Śrī is a feminine noun translated by a wide range of terms: ‘splendour, glory, beauty,
power, majesty, prosperity’. The comparative śréyas and superlative śréṣṭha/śréṣṭhatama
means ‘more splendid’ and ‘the most splendid/distinquished’.126 In classical Sanskrit, Śrī is
used as a title of honour for men and gods. Though unspecific meanings like ‘beauty’127 and
‘prosperity’ are often given by scholars, I believe śrī often both poetically and colloquially
denoted luminousity as well as preeminence. The term is probably etymologically related to
κρείων ‘ruler, king; noble, royal’, which is used for example in the Iliad:
κρείων ’Αγαμέμνων
lord [/splendid, excellent] Agamemnon.128

The formula εὐρυ κρείων ‘far-ruling’129 or ‘having far-reaching splendour’130 is comparable
to pṛthuśrī.131 Perhaps this term (PIE root *kre̯iH) was already in late Indo-European age
applied to kings, and had the double meaning of being ‘excellent’ and ‘splendid’. Śrī is often
125

Also Vasudha Narayanan (1982), David Kinsley (1989), and P. Kumar (1997) can be mentioned.
Śrī means ‘light, lustre, radiance, splendour, glory, beauty, grace, loveliness’ (in the age of the RV);
‘prosperity, welfare, good fortune, success, auspiciousness, wealth, treasure, high rank, power, might, majesty,
royal dignity (or ‘Royal dignity’ personified)’ (from the AV onwards); later used as a title of honour for gods and
men, according to Monier-Williams 1899. He gives *śrī- ‘to burn, flame, diffuse light’ as its root, “in the sense
of diffusing light or radiance”, similar to śrā- ‘cook, mature; make hot; heat’. Hermann Grassmann (1976)
translates Śrī ‘Schönheit, Glanz, Pracht, Herrlickeit’, the adjective ‘shiny, beautiful’ and the verb ‘cook, prepare,
perfect’ (śir, śrā- ‘cook, perfect’) from a root meaning ‘to glow’. Mayrhofer 1996: śrī from śray- ‘make perfect,
splendid’. According to Gonda, the original meaning of śrī is material prosperity, ‘invigorating, strenghtening,
(re)creating’ (1966:141; 1969:211-2). Cf. Dhal 1995; Kumar 1997:ch.1. Interesting composita are e.g.
Mitrāvaruṇau as “kings with the most excellent splendour (śreṣṭha-varcasā)” in ṚV 5.65.2, cf. 6.51.10; śreṣṭhaśocis ‘most splendid/excellent flame’ (ṚV 8.19.4); agniśrī ‘splendour of fire’, and hariśrī ‘golden splendour’
(Pañcaviṃśa-brāhmaṇa 8.9.2; 15.3.9-10). Turner 1966 glosses śrī ‘light, beauty’ (RV), ‘welfare, riches’ (AV),
and śreṣṭha ‘most splendid, best’. Śreṣṭhatama is a double superlative.
127
Oldenberg 1909-12, Bartholomae 1904 as well as Mayrhofer 1996 (and sometimes Geldner 1951 and Jamison
& Brereton 2014 but more often ‘splendor’) interpret Vedic śrī, Avestan srīra, as primarily aesthetic: ‘beauty,
beautiful’. Cf. below on srīra.
128
Iliad 1.130; cf. 8.31; Liddell & Scott 1940:s.v. κρείων. On the luminousity of Greek heroes, similar to Indian
heroes/kings see Parts 4-5.
129
Hofmann 1950:s.v. κρείων; cf. Liddell & Scott 1871, 1940. Also in the names Κρέων, Ἀνακρέων (Watkins
2000).
130
‘weithin Glanz haben’ (Mayrhofer 1996:s.v. śray-), from *śray- ‘volkommen machen, glänzen machen’, from
PIE *kre̯iH (Watkins 2000: kreiǝ- ‘to be outstanding, brilliant, masterly, beautiful’). We will find more Greek
and Indo-Iranian correspondenses concerning royal splendour as we proceed.
131
MBh 3.61.43, about a good king called Bhīma; Gonda 1956:54.
126
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combined with the terms tejas and varcas which are often translated ‘splendour, lustre,
fieriness’, and the verbs dīp- and jval- ‘blaze’, from the Vedas to the epics.132 When for
example Gonda stresses śrī as ‘wealth, success’, he misses the notion of ‘splendour’.
Oldenberg interprets śrī as ’beauty’, but he also links it to light, splendour.133 The different
meanings are not necessarily unrelated, but probably belonged to a common semantic field
already in an archaic age, as will be shown below. I agree with Kumar, who writes that śrī is
multivalent: one should look to the context, rather than try to apply a single original or
permanent meaning to the term.134
What did concepts like ‘splendour’ mean to Vedic men? Śrī, along with tejas, tapas,
ojas, and more such concepts, have been designated “substance-powers” by scholars. The
world of the Vedic man was filled with powers, worthy of respect. Ojas was the strength/force
of Indra; tapas the transformative inner heat; tejas the fiery energy and sharpness of Agni.
The powers were manifested in material objects, and realised through deeds: śravas (fame) by
heroism, tapas by asceticism. The good powers were strenghtend with sacrifices, hymns of
praise and recitation of myths; they were held by gods and could be distributed to men.135 This
is also how we should understand śrī, as we will see: it is the auspicious splendour of
preeminence, found in various parts of the cosmos, realised by perfection in life, such as great
power for kings, wisdom for priests, beauty for women.
An investigation of śrī (as noun and adjective) in the Ṛgveda shows that the gods
dominating in connection to this quality are heroic, fiery and diurnal-celestial gods: Agni,
Indra, Soma, the Maruts, the Aśvins, Sūryā and Uṣas. More seldom it appears as an attribute
of Rudra and Pūṣan. Naturally, the general “overrepresentation” in the Ṛgveda of Agni, Indra
and Soma must be taken into consideration. Like the Avestan xᵛarənah, śrī seems to be a
divine quality attributed to all beings who partake in the higher state of celestial existence. Let
us now look at some interesting verses, mainly from the Ṛgveda, with the exception of such
referring to Sūryā and Uṣas, since their śrī will be discussed in Part 4.4-5.
First of all, we have the sacred Fire (Agni), kindled just before dawn, wherefore his śrī
is as great as dawn’s banner (ketu).136 He is a liberal spender of śrī.137 Agni is sudīditim …
śreṣṭhaśociṣam “well-shining with the most splendid flame”.138 He is suśrīḥ ‘of good śrī’ and
svarvidam ‘finder of the heavenly splendour/sun’.139 The luminosity of śrī makes it a fitting
term for ‘preeminence, significance, to be seen (by many)’. Agni’s śrī is thus visible when he
is ablaze, i.e. when he expands or, we might say, when he “conquers”:140
sámiddhasya prámahaso ágne vánde táva śríyam /
vṛṣabhó dyumnávāṃ asi sám adhvaréṣu idhyase //
132

Śrī, yaśas, brahmavarcas(a) in e.g. ŚB 14.9.4.29.
Oldenberg 1918:37.
134
Kumar 1996:ch.1; cf. Gonda 1991b:565.
135
Gonda 1960:18, 26, 30-3, 38, 41. Several of these concept are discussed in Part 5.
136
táva śríyo varśíyasyeva vidyútaś / citrā́ ś cikitra uṣásāṃ ná ketávaḥ // “Your [Agni’s] beauties, brilliant like
the lightning flashes of a rain-bearing (cloud), show brightly like the beacons of the dawns” (ṚV 10.91.5,
Jamison & Brereton 2014:1541). As mentioned in Part 1, the hymns to Dawn includes elements of both Protoand later Indo-European heritage. Similarly, xᵛarǝnah is attributed to Iranian sacred fires (Bailey 1943:44;
Nyberg 1974:74; Stausberg 2004:135, 153-7).
137
ṚV 10.45.5; cf. Part 6.
138
Geldner 1951: “mit schönsten Flammen”, Jamison & Brereton 2014: “fairest flame” (ṚV 8.19.4).
139
ṚV 3.3.5. The rays of the sun (svar) are full of śrī (5.44.2). See Part 4 for the term svar.
140
Agni is visible with his śrī also in the darkness of night (ṚV 2.10.3). The gods placed śrī in Agni (1.72.10).
He is ‘dressed in splendour’ (śríyam vasāno, 2.10.1). Cf. the ghṛtaśrī of Agni as he is fed with clarified, golden
butter (1.128.4; Dhal 1995:2). Agni is he that makes excellent (śriyaṃ) the sacrifice, the excellent one (śreṣṭhaṃ,
1.44.3-4). Agni bears all his śrī (3.1.5; 3.3.5; 5.3). Agni and the Ādityas are praised as śuci ‘bright’ (cf. Krick
1982:477) and by many other terms designating brilliance.
133
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I extol the glory [śrī] of you, kindled and greatly exalted, o Agni. / You are the bull of
brilliance. You are kindled in the rites.141

When we read that Agni as the Son of Waters (apāṃ napāt, see Part 6.1) went with his śrī
into the female waters, we are reminded of xᵛarənah fleeing to Vouru.kaṣ̌a while Fire (Ātar)
protected it from the evil forces, to be guarded by apąm napāt.142 Agni-apāṃ napāt shines
brightly with his beam (bhānúnā bhāti), as he is “alight for śrī” (śriyé rucānáḥ), it is stated in
the same hymn.143 In later Vedic texts, he who builds the Vedic fire-altar in agnicayana, is
said to become himself as splendid as Agni: the gods are splendour (śrī) and “he enters
splendour” (śriyam gacchati).144 In the late-Vedic Śrīsūkta, Fire is asked to come with the
goddess Lakṣmī (Śrī).145 Overall, it is clear that the śrī of Agni-apāṃ napāt is connected to
the kindling of fire and his bright, flaming presence.
Śrī is also commonly found with Indra, the hero-king par excellence. ‘For splendor’
(śriyá) Indra shall grasp his thunderbolt.146 At dawn, his body is made beautiful for śrī and he
becomes ‘most luminous’ (citratamam), like the sun/heaven (svar).147 In another hymn, Indra
is said to arrive in his golden wagon with his glories (plural śrī), to let dawn and the sun shine
forth:
haryánn uṣásam arcayaḥ sū́ ryaṃ haryánn arocayaḥ /
vidvā́ ṃś cikitvā́ n hariaśva vardhasa índra víśvā abhí śríyaḥ //
Being glad, you made the dawn beam; being glad, you made the sun shine. / Knowing,
observant, you wax strong over all the beauties [śrī-], o Indra of the golden horses.148

Related to Indra is the youthful warriorband of the Maruts, who have śrī as a form of
decoration when they appear with their flashing weapons, again related to fire and rays:149
śriyáse kám bhānúhiḥ sám mimikṣire te ráśmibhis […] /
For splendor [śrī] they [the Maruts] join themselves with radiant beams, with rays […]150

Rudra as the Maruts’ vajra-bearing leader “has most splendour of the splendid” (śreṣṭho …
śriyā́ si),151 and the sun (Sūrya) is “the most splendid ray” (śreṣṭho raśmir).152 Śrī can be
141

ṚV 5.28.4, Jamison & Brereton 2014:690. Glory or ‘splendour’ fit better here, than Geldner’s ‘Schönheit’,
since it is a quality of the kindled, resplendent (dyumna-) fire. Cf. below.
142
ṚV 3.1.5; 10.45.5-6 see Part 6.2.
143
ṚV 10.45.4, 8.
144
ŚB 10.1.4.14, Eggeling 1897:296.
145
Fire, as sacrificial medium, arrives with the goddess to the sacrifice. See below.
146
ṚV 1.81.4 (śriye + ṛ- = śriya). In agnicayana’s nocturnal soma rounds Indra is called upon, “in whom are all
splendors [viśvā śrīyo]” (ṚV 8.92.20, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1192; similarly Staal 1983:667).
147
ṚV 4.23.5-6. Indra is called Vṛtrahan ‘killer of the enemy/obstacle’, cf. the Avestan hero Vǝrǝθraγna who is
said to have xᵛarǝnah (Yt 14.3).
148
ṚV 3.44.2, Jamison & Brereton 2014:529 (Geldner 1951: “Herrlichkeiten”). Like Agni, Indra here appears
with śrī in relation to dawn.
149
The bodies of the Maruts are dressed in śrī (ṚV 5.57.6; Gonda 1969:177, 179). śriyé śreyāṃsas távaso
rátheṣu satrā́ máhāṃsi cakrire tanū́ ṣu // “For splendor [śrī] the very splendid ones [śreyas- = the Maruts],
powerful on their chariots, all together have furnished themselves marks of greatness on their bodies.” (5.60.4cd, Jamison & Brereton 2014:739).
150
ṚV 1.87.6, Jamison & Brereton 2014:219 (cf. Grassman 1976:s.v. *śrī- ‘glow, shine’; Taittirīya-saṃhitā
2.1.11.2. Cf. ṚV 5.55.3; 5.59.3; 5.61.12 (the Maruts flash with śrī ‘strahlende Schönheit’ (Roesler 1997:152);
8.7.25; 10.77.2 (śrī + śubh, Roesler 1997:169).
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granted, distributed, by the gods to the worthy. Gataśrī ‘gone to śrī’ is such a person of very
high position, who has obtained glory or splendour according to his life’s state, it is said in
post-Ṛgvedic texts.153 The Ādityas (Varuṇa and other gods) ‘distribute, establish’ (dhā-) śrī.154
Śrī can also be applied to the body as a decoration or dress. The soma-drinking seers are
‘clothed in (vasānās-) śrī’ as they go to immortality.155 Similarly, in epic texts śrī can
‘surround, enwrap’ a person. King Virāta was ‘surrounded by splendour’ (śriyā vṛtaḥ).156
Kṛṣṇa appears “enwrapped in śrī and glory” (śriyā vṛto yaśasā ca).157 This can be compared
to the iconographic nimbus or halo (Part 5) that surrounds a persons head or body.
Lastly, I will mention the divine beverage and plant, Soma, who is ‘born for śrī’ and
distributes śrī.158 Oberlies has suggested that xᵛarənah was once the same thing as Avestan
haoma. Though I would not go that far, soma/haoma as a beverage of immortality is certainly
connected to royal splendour. Soma is the sacred substance upon which some of the Vedic
great (śrauta) sacrifices are built. The initiation (dīkṣā) of the Vedic somic sacrifice
(somayajña) has much in common with the royal unction. According to Heesterman, the
former has probably evolved from dīkṣā in the rājasūya.159 Soma himself is hailed as King,
and is ritually moved around the area on a cart.160 Having drunk soma, Indra slays Vṛtra,
releasing the lights and waters. In a passage of the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, for the vājapeya, a
royal ritual for vigour/strength (vāja), śrī and light is given to the king through soma, using
the same formula ‘he establishes śrī’:
satyaṃ vai śrīr jyotiḥ somo […] satyam evai eta śriyaṃ jyotir yajamāne dadhāty somo

151

ṚV 2.33.3, Jamison & Brereton 2014:448: “In glory you are the most glorious of anyone born”, cf. 1.43.5.
ŚB 1.9.3.16.
153
ŚB 1.3.5.12, he is a learned priest, king or village headman. One should not sacrifice to Great Indra if one is
not a gataśrī (Gonda 1991:72; 1997:201-2). The term in ritual texts means ‘one who has attained śrī’, but in
classical literature ‘one who has lost śrī’ (Kashikar 1986), which may point to the ambiguous character of śrī,
lost and won (see Part 6).
154
ṚV 1.72.10: Jamison: “deposited (their?) own dear splendor”.
155
ṚV 9.94.4, cf. Taittirīya-saṃhitā 7.4.4.2.
156
MBh 4.63.3.
157
MBh 5.47.79; cf. 5.88.60, 98; 5.143.5; 7.80.19; 9.43.18; 15.26.16. A grove is “filled with splendour” śriyā
vṛtam (R 5.13.11). Skanda, the consecrated general of the devas is “surrounded by śrī” (śriyā vṛtaḥ). In R
3.33.17, the august land of Rāma was a place, which was “by the gods’ wives full of śrī surrounded by śrī”
(devapatnībhiḥ śrīmatībhiḥ śriyā vṛtam). In ŚB 11.4.4.11 one desires śrī tejasā yaśasā brahmavarcasena
parivṛtā “śrī surrounded by sharp splendour, fame (and) brahmanic lustre”. One can also be ‘united with/yoked
to’ (yuj-) śrī (MBh 6.61.16; etc).
158
Soma is decorated for śrī and is likened to a calf at the side of his mothers (the divine Waters, or streams of
milk, ṚV 9.104.1-2). One asks Soma for a hundred men’s śrī (1.43.7). Soma is “the best (/most splendid) light,
the meeting-place of gods” (śreṣṭho raśmir devānāṃ saṃsad), and will make the sacrificer shine (prakāś-,
Pañcaviṃśa-brāhmaṇa 1.6.7).
159
Gonda 1965:331-2 suggests they have a common origin in more ancient initiations. We must remember that
the Vedic soma/śrauta-sacrifices were so costly, that only rich kṣatriyas could have afforded them – as is
indicated by the recommendations for accompanying dakṣiṇās ‘fees, gifts’ given. Cf. Kane II:2.974; Gonda
1969:187-8.
160
Sparreboom & Heesterman 1989:127-30, for instance in the agnicayana ritual. Note that it is an anas/cart and
not a ratha. The soma stalks and sacred fire are brought forward to the ritual fire-hut on a chariot: it is no less
than a ritualised conquest by King Soma, identified with the consecrated patron/kṣatriya. In the the somic
agnicayana, the fire altar is built in the form of a falcon (śyena), referring at the bird who brought soma from
heaven to Indra in the ṚV, and at the same time the bird is a vehicle that ascends with the (royal) performer to
heaven. Cf. the Avestan bird that has the haoma and the splendour of Yima (Knipe 1967). Soma is a king and
Vṛtra-killer (ṚV 1.91.5), universal ruler (9.86.28), born for battle (1.91.21), unconquered (9.66.16-7).
152
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Soma is the truth, śrī, and light; he thus imbues (dadhāti) the sacrificer with truth,
prosperity (śrī), and light.161

These three things are contrasted to “untruth, wrong-doing, darkness” (anṛtam pāpmā tamaḥ),
that enter the vaiśya instead of the sacrificing kṣatriya.162 The pressed soma-stalks become a
liquid that is purified, mixed with milk and libated in fire for the gods, as well as drunk by the
priests - and sometimes the sacrificer.163 When mixed with milk, one “pours śrī” into soma,
which fills the worlds like the sun with its rays:
ā́ suté siñcata śríyaṃ ródasīor abhiśríyam /
Into the pressed (soma) pour glory [=milk] [śrī], the full glory [abhiśrī] of the two worldhalves.164

The filtered drops of the soma glitter like the morning sun, “each acquiring the glory of the
Divinity, the mythical Dawn”.165 Note that siñc- ‘anoint’, here translated ‘pour’, is the same
term as in the royal unction, abhiṣeka (analysed in Part 6). Thus, already in the Ṛgveda, we
find the idea of splendour/śrī being ritually ‘anointed, sprinkled’ or ‘poured out’.
The close connection between royalty and śrī can also be seen in the terminology used
by the poet-priests. King Pratardana’s son has the ‘reign/power of śrī’ or ‘splendour of
royalty’ (kṣatraśrī), and shall be the ‘best, most splendid’ (śreṣṭha) by killing the opposition
(vṛtra-) and winning treasures.166 In later texts, we can find expressions like the ‘blazing royal
splendour’ dīpta- nṛpaśrī.167 Similarly, Ṛgvedic citra ‘shining, radiant’ is combined with
power in expressions such as Agni’s citrakṣatra168 and Mitrāvaruṇau’s jyotiṣmat kṣatram
‘splendid dominion’.169 In the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, the royal aśvamedha (horse sacrifice),
royal power is identified with śrī:
161

ŚB 5.1.5.28, Eggeling 1894: as in ṚV 1.72.10 (śríyam … dadhuś). Sin (pāpman) is destroyed by śrī (ŚB
10.2.6.19).
162
Cf. Dhal 1995:12, 22, 32.
163
Some ritual texts such as the AB, allow it to be consumed only by the priests. The king in rājasūya is denied
to drink soma. He is given surā instead (AB 8.20; Keith in his translation of the Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1914:cxix;
von Schroeder 1914:21; Buschardt 1945:86ff).
164
ṚV 8.72.13a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1167. Cf. 9.101.12. Verses like this makes Eggeling interpret Soma
as “the bright ether, the azure ‘sea of light’” (in his transl. of ŚB 1885:xiv-v). Soma has taken the “brilliance of
the sun” (tvíṣīr sūryasya-, 9.71.9), or wears its raśmi- ‘rays’ (9.86.32). Milk or cattle and śrī are combined in
Brāhmaṇas (Dhal 1995:26). The consecrated sacrificer is smeared with butter (/milk/cows) and wishes to
become splendid like the butter with varcas (ŚB 3.1.3.9).
165
Vesci 1992:31. Cf. Hillebrandt 1927:I.131-7, 188. Soma is śukra ‘resplendent’, hari ‘yellow, golden’, and
aruṣa ‘red’, like the cow that is the payment for the stalks. ŚB 4.5.4.1-14 tells us that Agni, Indra och Sūrya each
wanted to be the foremost of gods. Therefore they drank the soma cups whereby Agni got his lustre (varcas),
Indra his force (ojas) and Sūrya his luminosity (bhrājas). Likewise, the human soma sacrificer wins tejas ‘sharp
splendour’. The brilliance of the wonderful drink is also seen in the ritual preparation of soma, whereby the juice
is purified and filled with power, by the heat of fire or a heated filter. On Soma and the sun see Roesler
1997:235ff.
166
ṚV 6.26.8. Kṣatra-śrī is given by Varuṇa dhṛtavrata ‘firm of vows’ and he who is in the waters and holds
imperiality (samrājya), in 1.25.5. Cf. Varuṇa as the god of rājasūya according to the Brāhmaṇas. Kṣatra and śrī
are joined in AV 6.54.2; ŚB 8.6.2.1. Royal rule is śrī (śrīr vai rāṣṭram) in ŚB 6.7.3.7; cf. 10.3.5.8, 10. Aśvamedha
is śrī and rāṣtram (13.2.2.16; 13.2.9.2). In somic initiation it is said that “śrī and highest position” (śriyam …
paramatāṃ) belongs together (ŚB 3.1.1.12).
167
MBh 1.165.43, see below.
168
ṚV 6.6.7; Jamison & Brereton 2014:780: “bright dominion”.
169
ṚV 1.136.3; Jamison: “Light-filled dominion”. Of interest is also the ‘brilliant power’ (kṣatram tveṣám; from
tvíṣ ‘brilliance’ see Part 5) that shall be with the king, mentioned in ṚV 5.34.9 (quoted in Part 5). Similarly, the
Avestan Yt 19.76 speaks of xšaθra- bānumaṇt- ‘luminous power’. Śrī is identified with the quality and metre
virāj ‘widely ruling’ in the Brāhmaṇas (Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa 1.1); Krick 1982:489; Dhal 1995:28; Roesler
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daivam kṣatram sā śrīs tadādhipatyam tad bradhnasya viṣṭapaṃ tat svārājyam aśnute
that is the divine ruling-power, that is the glory [śrī-]: that supreme lordship, that summit
of the fallow one (the sun), that realm of light [svārājya-] he (the royal sacrificer)
attains.170

‘Royal power, Herrschaft’ (kṣatra-, rāṣṭra-) is achieved ritually together with śrī: by
performing the agnicayana one “attaches kṣatra and śrī to a single person”.171
The archaic character of śrī as royal splendour seems to be confirmed by its Avestan
counterpart srī, mostly found in the adj. srīra ‘endowed with srī’, which is said of divine
powers and eminent men in the Yašts, and truth in the Old Avestan texts.172 I will now discuss
its meaning and suggest that it just as in Vedic has a luminous flavor and rather designates
‘splendour’, than ‘beauty’ as most scholars translate it;173 and that it is connected to royalty
and xᵛarənah.
First of all, it is significant that Yima, the shining king we came to know in Part 2, who
held the royal splendour xᵛarənah, is also srīra in the Avestan Vidēvdāt.174 It is a standard
epithet of his. Note that the two other common epithets of Yima are ‘shining’ (xšaēta) and
‘sun-like’, i.e. they designate his splendour. Further, Yima is the saviour of the sraēšta ‘the
best, most splendid’.175 In Yašt 19 verse 10 the good creatures with xᵛarənah are also srīraca
… frašaca … bāmiiāca - splendid/beautiful, brilliant and bright. In 19.67, the river
Xᵛarenaŋᵛhaitī is srīra. Thus, a link between śrī/srī and xᵛarənah can be seen. The term bāmappears with royalty and splendour also in other texts.176 That srīra is a kind of splendour is
also suggested, as it appears with a brilliant star;177 stars are also said to have xᵛarənah.
Likewise, the goddess Anāhitā has both srī and xᵛarənah.178 Already in the Gāθās, srī is
associated with light and is a quality of divinity: To support him, the Wise Lord has the Best
Truth, which is praised as luminous and of most srī.179 The heroic Miθra is the first to rise
over Harā, going in front of the swift-horsed sun, the first to seize the splendid, golden

1997:173ff, 247 (rāj- means ’sich (aus-)strecken, regieren’ not ’shine’ originally, but soon took on also that
meaning). Prajāpati became virāj- ‘all-ruling’ by celibacy (Gonda 1966:23, 71). AB 1.30 connects śrī, svarājyam
and the overlordship of Prajāpati (cf. Jaiminīya-brāhmaṇa 2.204.2).
170
ŚB 13.1.7.3, Eggeling 1900:291; cf. Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.7. Svārājyam < svar- ‘heaven, light’ + rājyam
and is probably a pun on sva-rājyam ‘self-rule’.
171
ekastham kṣatram ekasthām śriyaṃ karoty (ŚB 8.7.2.3; cf. 9.3.1.14). Śrī is the burden of royal power (śrīr vai
rāṣṭrasya bhāraḥ, ŚB 13.2.9.3). Cf. Dhal 1995:28-9 for references to śrī and kṣatra in the Brāhmaṇas. In the
epics, we have the Ikṣvākurājyaśrī (R 2.4.41; rājaśrī in 2.75.6; 4.23.29; rājyaśrī in 4.37.13). Prince Bhīṣma has
rājaśrī (MBh 4.50.21; rājyaśrī in 15.28.5).
172
Srī in instr. sg. (sraiia) in Yt 17.11 (Bartholomae 1904:s.v. srāy; Mayrhofer 1996:s.v. śrī). Also in the
comparative sraiiah, and the superlative sraēšta. Cf. Ṛgvedic a-śrīrá ‘un-glorious’ (Mayrhofer: ‘unschön’).
Younger Avestan srAy, sraiian means ‘majesty, beauty’ (Humbach & Ichaporia 1998).
173
Darmesteter 1882; Bartholomae 1904; Reichelt 1909:501; Gershevitch 1927; Kellens 1984:277; Oettinger
“Untersuchungen”; Mayrhofer 1996:s.v. śrī; Humbach & Ichaporia 1998; Stausberg 2011:104 (“schön,
herrlich”). Some, like Hertel 1931, do translate srīra as ‘splendid’. Cf. Yt 10.88.
174
Vidēvdāt (’anti-demon law’) 2.2, 3, 9, 22.
175
As Humbach translates it in the Gāθās.
176
Bā- ‘shine’, Vedic bhā-; a quality for Anāhitā in Yt 8, who is a provider of splendour (Part 2). Cf. Bailey
1943:59; Gignoux 2002:180.
177
Yt 13.44. Cf. Gonda 1969:206; Yt 18.5-6. Similarly, Vedic śrī is surrounded by tejas, yaśas and
brahmavarcas(a) ‘sharp splendour, glory/fame, brahmanic lustre’ (ŚB 11.4.4.11, cf. Part 5).
178
Yt 5; 19 (see above); cf. 17.6, 15. Cf. Reichelt 1909:463; Bailey 1943:4).
179
Gāθā Y 37.4, Humbach 1991:15.
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mountain-tops.180 Miθra looks with a splendid (srīra), far-shining glance,181 and his golden
club too is srīra.182
From this I conclude that Ṛgvedic śrī is a form of splendour, often appearing with other
terms for brilliance, denoting especially the benevolent splendour of preeminence (social,
sacrificial, etc). Gods like Agni, Indra and Soma possess it and it is connected to royal power.
One can be clothed in śrī, apply it to the body, be surrounded by it, and be anointed with it.
Avestan srī seems to be compatible with Vedic śrī. Both appear in hymns together with the
Indo-Iranian chariot-warrior ideal, pointing to a common background for the concept, IndoIranian srī.183 Srī and xᵛarənah are related functionally as well as semantically: the sun-like
king Yima has them both. As indicated by the Avestan and Vedic texts, srīra should probably
in many cases be translated ‘splendid, excellent’, rather than ‘beautiful’ as most scholars have
done, since Indo-Iranian srī seems to denote luminousity, greatness/majesty, as well as
perfection (including beauty).
3.2. The lady of the lotus: goddess Śrī
Part 3.2 analyses the goddess Śrī in Vedic and epic texts. Characteristics of her as a divinity
of royalty and light are highlighted, as well as motifs that can be related to the Avestan
xᵛarənah and to the goddess Dawn. Most scholars’ view of her as basically a ”fertility
goddess” is criticised.
3.2.1. Dīptā Śrī, blazing Royal Splendour – a fertility goddess?
We saw in 3.1 that śrī is a much desired, non-personified quality in the Ṛgveda, but already in
the Vedic Brāhmaṇas it is described as a goddess, Śrī, married to the monarch.184 By
performing the śrauta ritual darśapaurṇamāsa (New- and Full-Moon sacrifice) one obtains
sovereignty (rājya) and “Śrī is (wedded) to him without a rival wife and undisturbed”
(asapatnānupabādhā śrīr bhavati).185 Śrī as goddess and concept (at least in this early period)
should be seen as interchangeable, and the demarcation line between them is fuzzy.186 In later
texts, Śrī can be thought of as residing inside the king, and she “comes out of him” if he falls
from power or virtue. This is similar to an earlier passage in the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa
connected to the sacrificial winning of power and glory (in the Mitravinda sacrifice of the
New- and Full-Moon sacrifice). Śrī is here created from the asceticism (toil, heat) of the god
who bears the sovereign title Prajāpati ‘lord of creatures’. As she comes out of Prajāpati, all
the gods are filled with desire for her and her good qualities:
tasmā[c]chrāntāt tapānā[c]crīr udakrāmat sā dīpyamānā bhrājamānā lelāyantya
tiṣṭhatāṃ dīpyamānāṃ bhrājamānāṃ lelāyantīṃ devā abhyadhyāyan

180

Yt 10.13, Gershevitch 1959:79. Srīra here appears with the image of the “swift-horsed sun” which belongs to
the Indo-Iranian heroic poetry (Part 1), suggesting that also srī belongs to the terminology of this ancient genre.
The war-chariot motif recurs in this hymn: Miθra’s chariot is driven by ruddy, luminous, golden-shoed horses;
he protects chariot warriors and bestows xᵛarənah (Yt 10.16, 68, 141).
181
Yt 10.107, Gershevitch 1959:127.
182
Yt 10.132; He himself appears luminous in 10.142 (Hertel 1931:40).
183
Cf. Gonda 1969:204-8.
184
Cf. AV 6.73.1.
185
ŚB 2.4.4.6, Eggeling 1882:337.
186
Bailly 2000; Gonda 1966:46; cf. 1960:I.96.
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From him, worn out and heated, Śrī came forth. She stood there resplendent [dīpyamanā],
shining [bhrājamanā], and trembling. The gods, beholding her thus resplendent, shining,
and trembling, set their minds upon her.187

Agni took away her food (anna), Soma her royalty (rājya), Mitra her nobility/power (kṣatra),
Indra her strength (bala), Bṛhaspati her brahmanic splendour (brahmavarcas[a]), Savitṛ her
power (rāstra), Pūṣan her wealth (bhaga), Sarasvatī her success (puṣṭi) and Tvastṛ her beauty
(rūpa).188 But since Śrī performed a sacrifice, she recovered everything – and so does the
sacrificer, presumably a kṣatriya.189 Note that Śrī is descripted as ‘shining, blazing’, dīp(tā)-, a
verb often used for the quality of Śrī/śrī in the Mahābhārata, as we will see.190
If we turn to the late-Vedic Ṛgveda-apocryphe (khila 2.6) Śrīsūkta, we already find
most of the characteristics of the post-Vedic Śrī: the charming goddess of the lotus, the spouse
of Viṣṇu (viṣṇupatnī- in verse 25). She is described as golden and luminous, e.g. in verse 5:
candrāṃ prabhāsāṃ yaśasā jvalantīṃ śriyam loke devajuṣṭām udārām
tāṃ padmanemiṃ śaraṇaṃ prapadye [...]
Die glänzende, strahlende, die in Herrlichkeit leuchtende Śrī, die in die Welt von den
Göttern geliebt ist, die Spenderin, sie, die mit Lotus umkränzt ist, gehe ich flehend um
Schutz an.191

Several Vedic texts prescribe verses from Śrīsūkta, and it was also used for later royal
coronations.192 I believe it is wrong to attribute a “popular” origin to the hymn, later “taken
up” by priests, just because it does not belong to the Ṛgveda proper and deals with Śrī. The
Ṛgveda is a collection or selection by Kuru priests and kings, not the complete Vedic lore, as
was mentioned in Part 1. Bhise connects Śrīsūkta to the soma sacrifices, which were costly
rituals, often with kṣatriyas as patrons. That Śrī is a goddess of royalty already at this stage is
seen in the hymn’s imagery (below). Śrī may not originally have been identical with the
goddess called Lakṣmī ‘(good, lucky) sign’, who appears in Śrīsūkta 3-12 with the same
characteristics as Śrī, and probably is another name for Śrī. In later texts like the
Mahābhārata, Upaniṣads and Purāṇas, they are certainly a single deity.193
This leads us to on to the discussion concerning Śrī’s origins. It is not primarily as a
goddess of splendour that Śrī has been viewed by scholars. Scheftelowitz, Gonda, Jaiswal,
Dhal and others see her primarily as a pre-Aryan goddess of fertility/prosperity. Gonda sees
187

ŚB 11.4.3.1, Eggeling 1900:62. Cf. śrī’s birth from his sacrifice in ŚB 2.4.4.1-4; 2.5.1.22 and in the Churning
myth below.
188
ŚB 11.4.3.2-3. Varcas (splendour) is found with śrī in Śrīsūkta 24.
189
Cf. Dhal 1995:33-4.
190
Hara notes that śrī often appears in the MBh with jval- and dīp- ‘blazing’, ‘shining’ (1996:35): the
“shining/blazing royal splendour” (dīptā- nṛpaśrī-, MBh 1.165.43). Śakuni will in the dice-game win from
Yudhiṣṭhira his rājyaṃ śriyaṃ ca tāṃ dīptāṃ “kingdom and radiant splendour” (MBh 2.44.20). However, also
terms not directly connected to the idea of splendour/light, like ojas ‘power, force’, can be dīpta-, see MBh
3.165.42. See further below, and Parts 5.1, 5.3 and 6.2.
191
Śrīsūkta 5, Scheftelowitz; text in Dhal 1995.
192
Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 39.4 (for pravargya) refers to verse 10. Bhise suggests that the hymn may have been
composed by the same poets that created the Agni hymns of the 6th maṇḍala, since Agni is called upon in
Śrīsūkta to come with Śrī, and verse 19 is identical with ṚV 6.2.11; 14.6 (Bhise 1972; cf. Scheftelowitz 1921;
Dhal 1995:47ff). Śrīsūkta is refered to in the 5th century BC Bṛhad-devatā 5.91 as a benediction, in
Viṣṇudharmottara-purāṇa as a promoter of puṣṭi. Śrīsūkta 7 is prescribed by Śaunaka in his late-Vedic
Ṛgvidhāna 2.18.4 for the royal consecration. When the goddess was churned from the ocean by the gods (see
below), she was lauded with the Śrīsūkta, according to Viṣṇu-purāṇa 1.9 (Dhal:1995:56-9).
193
On Lakṣmī versus Śrī see Dhal 1995:34-5, 47, 162 (Lakṣmī as “primarily a corn goddess … merged with Śrī
the Vedic goddess of beauty and brilliance”). Cf. Indra siting in heaven with Śacī, Śrī and Lakṣmī (MBh 2.7.4).
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śrī as ‘wealth, prosperity”, rather than ‘light, splendour’. According to him, Śrī is golden
because she personifies wealth.194 I think this is misleading: as a quality in the Ṛgveda, śrī is
often directly connected to light and fire, as we saw in 3.1. Her brightness may well be a
primary attribute. An unlikely explanation is also offered by Keith, who sees only
aestheticism in śrī’s lucidity.195 Instead, I agree with Hiltebeitel who places her among other
Indo-European female figures granting royal fortune and power. Śrī gives riches and cattle,196
but we should note that light and wealth are used as synonyms or closely connected in Vedic
texts. As with xᵛarənah, Vedic prosperity should be seen as the consequence of possessing
splendour, which in turn is the sign of perfection and closeness to the divine.
According to Dumezil and, following him, Hiltebeitel, the virtues of kings may be
connected to the Indo-European “three functions” (magic/juridical authority, war,
productivity): tejas, yaśas, śrī respectively. In this way, Śrī becomes a goddess of the third
function (vaiśya, productivity), which I think is misleading.197 The classification and
systematisation into triads and three estates of wisdom, force and productivity does however
not lack sound foundation. It is found in the Brāhamaṇas, offering a complex system of
correspondences. The three Aryan estates were attributed different gods, qualities, colours,
hours, etc. In this system, śrī was generally attributed to kṣatriyas and vaiśyas.198 Śrī does not
belong only to kings, but to all initiated men of the Aryan estates.199 In the epics however, Śrī
is often identical with Rājyaśrī, Rājaśrī or Nṛpaśrī ‘Royal Śrī’, not least since these texts
mainly address princes. It is this dominant, royal aspect of her that is discussed in this thesis,
and not her more popular side. It seems as if śrī is often the quality of preeminence, the best
for every twice-born man according to estate and position in life: for a vaiśya this would
generally be wealth, for a kṣatriya victory and power, and for a brāhmaṇa knowledge. The
higher classes encompass the lower, as we will see, and there are interesting inner hierarchies
of powers and splendour, discussed in Part 5.
According to Carl Olson, Śrī was originally a pre-Aryan yakṣinī, “a semi-divine
chthonic spirit”,200 and he interprets all her characteristics and attributes, also when it concerns
194

Gonda 1969:213; cf. 184-5; 1966; Zimmer 1962; Hiltebeitel 1976:215-6; Katz 1984:116; Olson 1989; Kumar
1997:ch1. I do not find Gonda’s argument convincing (1969:213 quoted in Part 1). She is married to Kubera, the
god of treasures, according to the MBh (Dhal 1995:90-1). She is “the opulent productivity of the Earth,
especially the products of gem mines, that is a feature of kingly majesty”, Fitzgerald writes in his transl. of the
MBh (2004:717).
195
“Śrī again denotes primarily what is beautiful, to the primitive taste, that is something possessing show and
brilliance, but even in the Rigveda it tends to designate the pomp of the man of high position.” (Keith 1925:249).
Overall, the aesthetic meaning of Vedic śrī and Avestan srī is exaggerated, I believe.
196
Śrīsūkta 2, 8-10, 18, 24.
197
Dumézil 1970:74-6; Hiltebeitel 1976:167-8, 215. Cf. Part 5 on tejas. For a sound critique of Dumézilian
tripartite overinterpretation see Gonda 1976, 1991b:563. Gonda rightly notes that śrī may signify different things
for different persons according to varṇa (1966:137). The classical lawbook Viṣṇusmṛti 99.1-23, praises Śrī
existing in sun, moon, stars, gold, cow dung, lotus, fire, milk, butter, honey, marriage, good men and women,
rājasūya, and such benevolent things.
198
Smith 1985, 1988, 1994. The brāhmaṇa was connected to the Ṛgveda, morning, spring, east, Agni, head, and
the splendours brahmavarcas(a) and tejas. The kṣatriya was connected to the Yajurveda, midday, summer,
Indra, vīrya, ojas ‘strength’, indriya ‘energy’, rājya ‘rule’ rāṣṭra ‘power’, yaśas ‘fame’, vyāvṛt ‘excellence’, kīrti
‘fame’, mahas ‘greatness’ and śrī (cf. ŚB 9.3.1.14 above). The vaiśya lastly, was grouped with the Sāmaveda,
evening, rain period, west, the All-gods, loins, production, paśu ‘cattle’, anna ‘food’, and śrī (Smith 1994:30-1,
52-3, 95, 98; cf. Krick 1982:41).
199
Gonda 1969:188. Fitzgerald translates Śrī as ‘Royal Splendour’ in MBh books 11-12 (2004); Wilmot (2006,
book 2) translates śrī variously as ‘splendour’, ‘prosperity’ and ‘fortune’. Srinivasan 2010 sees Lakṣmī as ‘the
sign’ and the embodiment of royal splendour (varcas) (2010:80).
200
Olson 1989:126. Cf. Champakalakshmi 1981:207-8 (”Pre-Aryan mother goddess”); Samuel 2008:107, 110.
Similarly, Thite 1975 sees many śrauta sacrifices as “originally popular fertility rites” that have been “elevated
in the Brāhmaṇas”.
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royalty, as those of a deity of fertility, life, earth and material wealth. Goddesses from many
cultures have often inadequately been put in the scholarly box tagged “fertility/earth/mother
goddesses”. It is strange that the classical training of many scholars has not made them more
aware of martial, sapiential and (non-fertility) erotic functions of many goddesses, such as
Athena, Artemis and Aphrodite. In an interesting, cross-culturalcollection of studies edited by
Elisabeth Benard and Beverly Moon (2000), the function of female divinities as sources for
royal power is studied instead.201 Royalty-bestowing divinities like Śrī can also be the wives
of kings: for example the Egyptian Isis, and the Irish Flaith. I do not deny that there are
fertility aspects of Śrī, but the sources does not suggest that this was her primary or most
ancient quality.
Śrī is certainly connected to gold, wealth, well-being and the moist earth, but also to
heaven, splendour and light.202 As is well-known, the symbolism and interrelations of metals,
plants, animals and other things, are developed extensively in the Brāhmaṇas. Gold signifies
the qualities of permanence, immortality (amṛta) and solar splendour, not simply material
wealth. Śrī’s radiance and golden appearance is clearly stressed by the poets. Just consider the
Śrīsūkta,203 where Śrī-Lakṣmī is praised with terms that emphasises her luminosity,
sometimes identical with those of the Ṛgvedic goddess of auroral light:
candrā ‘resplendent’;204
prabhāsā ‘very bright’;205
jvalantī ‘lustrous, blazing’206
hiraṇyavarṇā ‘golden’207
hiraṇyamayī ‘golden’208
hiraṇyaprākārā ‘dressed in gold’209
suvarṇā ‘golden’210
padmavarṇā ‘lotus-colored, rosy’211
hariṇī ‘ruddy, yellow, golden’212
piṅgalā ‘rosy-ruddy, golden, yellow’213
201

Benard & Moon 2000:6-7.
Cf. for example ŚB 11.4.3.1. On the splendour of both Uṣas and Śrī see Shembavnekar 1935:352-3, and Part
4. Śrī may have taken on some aspects from the Indian goddess Earth (Bhūmi, Pṛthivī), but Earth should
basically be seen as another goddess that the king as bhūpati ‘lord/husband of Earth’ should be married to. In
Vedic age, goddesses were not very important, Doniger O’Flaherty writes: “Abstract nouns, grammatically
feminine, had occasionally been personified and "wedded" to the great gods; thus Śrī (Prosperity) "belonged" to
Viṣṇu, and Śiva had his Śakti or Power, but these personifications merely expressed the qualities of the god to
whom they were attached.” (1975:238). This can however be questioned. Śrī-Lakśmī is a typical “consort
goddess” according to Gatwood (1985:1-2, 51). Cf. West 2007:139 (“abstraction goddess”).
203
There are two recensions of the hymn: The Kāśm. MS., consisting of verses 1-19; and all the other recensions,
which differ completely from Kāśm. MS. in verses 16-19 and includes verses 20-30 (which are late). See
Schlefterowitz.
204
Śrīsūkta 5, 14 (Kāśm. MS) as is Uṣas in ṚV 1.48.9. See Part 4. In post-Vedic texts such as Kālidāsa’s
Vikramorvaśī 5.183, Rājyalakṣmī is shining (rājate). Prins Raghu was born with splendour (Raghuvaṃśa 3.15-6;
4.31). Lakṣmī praised him (4.5), who gave kings splendour (6.5).
205
Śrīsūkta 1, 5; for Uṣas bhāsvat in ṚV 1.92.7; 1.113.4; vibhā- in 1.48.9; 1.92.8-9; 1.113.19; 3.6.7; 5.80.3;
6.65.2.
206
Śrīsūkta 4, 5.
207
Śrīsūkta 1, used for Uṣas in ṚV 3.6.2.
208
Śrīsūkta 1, 13-4.
209
Śrīsūkta 4 (in Kāśm. MS: hiraṇyaprāvārā).
210
Śrīsūkta 1, 14.
211
Śrīsūkta 4.
212
Śrīsūkta 1.
213
Śrīsūkta 13.
202
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ādityavarṇā ‘sun-coloured’214
sūryā ‘sun(-like)’215
The lotus, which is very prominent in the Śrīsūkta, is another solar-auroral symbol (see
below). The waters are called to flow forth, we read,216 and Śrī is also called ‘the moist, wet’
(ārdrā).217 This may be related to the idea of aquatic splendour. Notably, the very same terms
appears in the Yašt 5: the goddess Anāhitā appears in a Śrī-like fashion, as a charming girl,
radiant, arǝduuī ‘moist’ and full of srī.218 In Śrīsūkta 3, we hear that Śrī gives horses
(aśvapūrṇā) and cows,219 as well as gold, fortune, sons and life. She is seated in the middle of
a swift chariot (ratha),220 and appreciates elephants. The third verse clearly uses a royalkṣatriyan imagery, comparable to many Ṛgvedic hymns to gods like Indra:
aśvapūrṇāṃ rathamadhyāṃ hastinādapramodinīm /
śriyaṃ devim upahvaye śrīr māṃ devī juṣatām //
I invoke the divine Śrī, rich in horses, occupying the centre of the chariot, gladdening
because of the sound of the elephant. May the divine Śrī admire [/be pleased with] me.221

Śrī is a personification of all desired things and treasures, and thus belongs to the king, who is
supposed to make his realm thrive in every way. In the Śrīsūkta, one asks Lakṣmī to come,
but her antithesis Alakṣmī to disappear along with death and hunger.222 Śrī is the ‘mistress
(īśvarī) of all’, who grants victory, dignity, majesty and power to monarchs,223 in other words,
Śrī is here and in other passages not specifically a goddess of the “third function”, but
represents sovereignty.
My suggestion is that Śrī has taken up characteristics from the Ṛgvedic goddess of
Dawn, Uṣas, as indicated by shared terminology and imagery. Uṣas is strangely absent from
post-Ṛgvedic texts, even though she is a rather prominent divinity in Ṛgveda, with an
important, unique function, and much loved by the ancient poets. One may well ask why
Dawn suddenly disappeared: no new poems were composed, nor myths evolved for Uṣas. Śrī
increases in importance simultaneously with the diminishing of the importance of Uṣas. For
some reason, Uṣas has not been connected to royal power by Vedicists. The similarity
between Śrī and Dawn has been discussed by very few scholars. Adalbert Kuhn pointed 1886
to the similarity between Aphrodite Ἀναδυομένη (who can be identified with the goddess
214

Śrīsūkta 6. This spectrum fits the luminous, golden or rosy Dawn in the ṚV. Hariṇī is also a term for
‘(reddish) female deer’ according to Sāyaṇa, because Śrī took the form of a deer (Dhal 1995:54-5). Cf. Dhal
1995:51-. Moreover, Śrī is mādhavī ‘honey-like’ and the Ṛgvedic Aśvins (partners of Dawn) are closely
connected to madhu.
215
Śrīsūkta 13. Cf. the goddess Sūryā in Part 4.
216
Śrīsūkta 12.
217
Śrīsūkta 4, 14.
218
Yt 5.64. Anāhitā rules over rivers full of splendour (srī and xᵛarənah): see Part 2. Compare Uṣas as ódatī
‘moist (with dew) [/lubricious]’ (Jamison & Brereton in the transl. of ṚV 1.48.6).
219
It fits Uṣas as áśvāvat and the cows reminds us of the RV’s dawn cows. Śrī is milk (ŚB 12.8.1.21) and rasa
‘sap, strength’ (cf. ŚB 3.1.1.12) (Gonda 1969:183-4, Dhal 1995:23, 25ff).
220
Dhal 1995 has “seated in the middle of the chariot”. This is compatible with the Ṛgvedic chariot-going Dawn.
Cf. Śrīsūkta 18-9 (not Kāśm. MS.): aśvadā-; ratha-, aśva-, hastin-; and Part 1 on the ratha. Also in later texts
such as the epics, Śrī appears with the chariot, horse, and elephant.
221
Śrīsūkta 3, Bhise 1972:34 (I have changed his ‘Prosperity’ to Śrī). Bhise writes in his comment: “The aśva,
ratha and hastin are the fruits of the sacrifice … The pious men … drive in chariots to which horses are yoked
…” (ibidem).
222
Just as goddess Nirṛti is discarded in the royal consecration rājasūya (Part 6). When epic Śrī is in sorrow she
is dressed in rags or ugly (Hiltebeitel 1976:179; Jaiswal 1967:89-90).
223
Śrīsūkta 3, 6, 19.
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Dawn, see Part 4) and Śrī born from the sea. Sukumari Bhattacharji (1970) mentioned that
Uṣas may have influenced Śrī-Lakṣmī:
A faint similarity to Uṣas the pretty maid of the RV, may be traced in Lakṣmī. This may
not be a conscious development, for Uṣas had long been abandoned mythologically
before Lakṣmī was conceived. But there may be unconscious absorption of the Uṣas [...],
for Lakṣmī too is a solar god’s (Viṣṇu’s) wife, and like Uṣas too is beautiful, clothed in
red, ever fresh and a benefactor of humanity.224

This was also the topic of an article by K.M. Shembavnekar (1935). It is strange that
Shembavnekar’s argument has not been taken up by other scholars, or that no one else seem
to have reached the same conclusion. An exception is Kazanas (2001) in an article discussing
parallels between Indian and Greek myths. He writes that it is difficult to see what Aphrodite
has in common with Usas (as some have suggested). Instead, he compares Aphrodite to Śrī.225
Apart from them, no one makes the connection Uṣas-Śrī. What is missing in the works of
Shembavnekar, Bhattacharji and Kazanas is Uṣas’s connection to royalty, and the concept of
royal splendour. This is what the present thesis will try to do, primarily in Part 4.
3.2.2. The fickle Śrī and the concept of royal truth
Having discussed Śrī’s origins and royal characteristics in Vedic texts, we will look at the
problem of her loyalty as consort, especially in some scenes from the Mahābhārata.
Naturally, since she incarnates royal power and splendour, Śrī is the (successive) wife of
multiple rulers, mortal as well as belonging to the asuras and the devas. An important aspect
of Śrī is this pseudo-polyandry and fickleness, her transient character.226 Let us now see how
this related to the virtue and heroism of her partner.
Two gods dominate as partners of the post-Vedic Śrī: Indra and Viṣṇu. Both of them
function as divine prototypes of the heroic king. Śrī herself chooses to accompany them
because of their virtues.227 We are told in the Mahābhārata of the good asura king Bali, that
he lost his Śrī to the deva king Indra when he acted unrighteously towards brāhmaṇas. Devas
‘gods’ and asuras ‘demons, lords’, in this and other myths, are a kind of rival, royal houses,
rather than good versus evil forces. In wrath, Śrī went to Indra. Bali was however not
saddened by the loss. He remarked that Śrī is ‘fickle, quivering’ (cañcalā, lolā), that “she
does not stay in one place” (naiṣā hy ekatrā tiṣṭhati) and that there have been a thousand
Indras (kings) before this Indra.228 When Śrī left Bali, she significantly went out from his
224

Bhattacharji 1970:163. Bhattacharji however sees Śrī primarily as a “mother goddess” (1970:10), which I
disagree with.
225
“(T)here is another Vedic goddess that has several affinities with Aphrodite. This is Śrī/Lakṣmī - and it could
be argued, of course, that this goddess was in some earlier phase an aspect of Usas” (Kazanas 2001:24). Both Śrī
and Aphrodite are born from sea, Śrī and Indra fit Aphrodite and Ares, Kazanas writes.
226
We find this aspect also in the Vedic goddess Dawn, spoken of as promiscuous and quickly moving by.
Coomaraswamy compares the promiscuous, erotic Uṣas with Śrī. He also sees polyandric Draupadī as similar to
Uṣas-Sūryā with plural husbands (1935:13, 16).
227
Indra in MBh 12.225 and 228. She seems to choose Indra, as in a svayaṃvara (see Part 3.3.3), but vṛ- is not
used here.
228
MBh 12.91.21, Fitzgerald 2004:398; also 12.223-5. Cf. Hiltebeitel 1976:161-3; Champakalakshmi 1981:209;
Kumar 1997:19. Śrī is fickle, Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṃśa 6.41. On the theme of devas versus asuras, both being
originally equally virtuous, and not “good versus evil” see Doniger O’Flaherty 1976:64-5; Das 2011. They may
be deities of different cults. Śrī had entered Bali because of his bravery and defeat of Indra (Vāmana-purāṇa 49;
Tripathi 1968:82, Dhal 1995:94). Lakṣmī entered the gods since they were dharmic, Alakṣmī or Kali entered the
adharmic asuras (MBh 3.92.6-10; Doniger O’Flaherty 1976:68). Śrī went to the cows and they said that she was
fickle and enjoyed by many (adhruvā capalā ca tvaṃ sāmānyā bahubhiḥ in 14.82.11; adhruvā calacitā in .17).
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body, blazing in splendour, and stood before Indra, whom she now entered. This can be seen
as an example of the goddess’ self-display, also found in Śrī’s birth from Prajāpati’s heat
according to the above quoted Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa (Part 3.2.1), which uses the same term
dīp(tā)- ’blazing’ for Śrī, as well as the birth of Dawn (see Part 4):
śatakratur ath’ âpaśyad baler dīptāṃ mah’’ātmanaḥ /
svarūpinīṃ śarīrādd hi niṣkrāmantīṃ tadā śriyam //
tām dṛṣṭvā prabhayā dīptāṃ bhagavān pākaśāsanaḥ /
vismay’ ôtphullanayano baliṃ papraccha vāsavaḥ //
bale, k’ êyam apakrāntā rocamānā śikaṇḍinī /
tvattaḥ sthitā sakeyūrā dīpyamānā svatejasā //
And then Indra of the hundred sacrifices saw Śrī in her own blazing [dīptā-] form leaving
the body of Bali the great. Upon seeing her blazing with brilliant light, the blessed
Vāśava, punisher of Pāka the daitya, once again questioned Bali, his eyes open in
astonishment. “Who is this resplendent, crested being that leaves you, Bali? She has
bracelets on her upper arms, and blazes [dīp-] with her own luster [tejas].”229

We are also told that Indra had previously lost Śrī to another good asura-king, Bali’s
grandfather Prahlāda, who likewise was for some time superior to Indra in virtue. Indra
learned from the priestly god Bṛhaspati about the reason for this. Indra disguised himself as a
brāhmaṇa and went to Prahlāda to be his student. He was granted a boon by Prahlāda, and
asked for Śīla (virtue). Indra was endowed with it, and thereby also the personified Dharma,
Satya (truth), Bala (strength), and Śrī, since these always follow one another. Śrī came out of
Prahlāda’s body in the form of a light (just as for Bali). She explained that she would now be
the consort of the virtuous Indra:230
tataḥ prabhāmayī devī śarīrāt tasya […] /
[…] sā śrīr ity evam abravīt //
uṣitāsmi sukhaṃ vīra tvayi satyaparākrame /
tvayā tyaktā gamiṣyāmi balaṃ yatra tato hy aham //
A goddess made of all light [prabhā-] exited from his body […] and she told him: “I am
Royal Splendor. Bold man, you have been truly brave, and I have stayed with you
happily. But now you have abandoned me, and I will go where Might has gone [i.e. to
Indra].”231

In Bhāsa’s play Bālacarita (4th century AD?), Śrī-Lakṣmī abandons the evil king Kaṃsa for Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa;
Kaṃsa is given Alakṣmī instead (Bālacarita 1968:249-51; Hara 1996:41). Śrī reserves her right to grant her
‘favour’ (prasāda) to whom she likes, while abandoning the undeserving (Hara 1996:42).
229
MBh 12.225.1-3, Wynne 2009:457 = 12.218.1-3 in CE. During the three days of the Hindu light-festival
Dīvālī in honour of Lakṣmī, the good rule of Bali is said to return (Meyer 1927:II.83ff, 242ff; Dhal 1995:95-6,
172-82). Cf. true speech in Śrīsūkta 10.
230
MBh 12.124.45-56. Indra praised the goddess in the lotus as “devoted to the truth, the supreme mistress of the
world” (satyavratā lokasya paraneśvarī; 124.55-9, Fitzgerald 1990:483; cf. Hiltebeitel 1976:157). Note that she
is said to go to the brahmacārin ‘celibate student’ Indra (124.60, a theme discussed in Parts 5-6). According to
another version, Prahlāda did not show respect to an ascetic (a common motif), was cursed and then defeated by
Viṣṇu.
231
MBh 12.124.54-6, Fitzgerald 1990:483. Also Virtue and the other qualities came out of the asura as luminous
energies (tejas-).
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It was Indra’s sins as king that made him lose his virtues in three steps (cf. Avestan Yima
losing xᵛarənah): by killing a brāhmaṇa (Triśiras/Viśvarūpa, see Part 6.2) he loses his tejas
‘sharp splendour’ to the god Dharma (reborn as Yudhiṣṭhira); by killing the brāhmaṇa Vṛtra,
Indra breaks an oath, so his bala ‘strength’ goes to Vāyu (reborn as Bhīma); and by adultery
he loses his rūpa ‘beauty of form’ to the Aśvins (reborn as Nakula and Sahadeva). Indra’s
vīrya ‘heroism’ becomes Arjuna, and Indra’s wife (Śrī, otherwise his wife is Śacī ‘Power’) is
reborn as Draupadī.232 This is told in the didactic 12th book of the Mahābhārata, where
Bhīṣma lectures Yudhiṣṭhira on dharma. He explains that he who wins Śrī without having
dharma, will certainly loose her soon.233 In this and other myths, we see that Śrī and other
qualities (“substance-powers”) of royalty can be lost, split or go out of a person’s body.234
The myth clearly functions as a “prince’s mirror”.
Another interesting episode of the Mahābhārata is the following. The ṛṣi (seer) Nārada
reaches the bank of the Ganges early one morning. There he meets Indra, and they watch the
rising sun (ūdayantam arkam) together. Next to the sun they identify an equally shining
object moving towards them. It is Padmā Lakṣmī-Śrī, the Lady of the Lotus, who comes in
her splendid chariot accompained by apsarases (nymphs). They praise her and she tells Indra
that she is now his, since he is virtuous, while the asuras have forsaken dharma and truth. In
contrast to the other myths, Indra puts Śrī in four places of the cosmos: earth, water, fire and
true men. Finally Śrī, Indra and the ṛṣi ascend in joy to heaven, nectar falls from the bright
sky, all earth is blessed by rain, and wealth that sprout from the ground.235 As we see in this
myth, the union of goddess and ruler brings happiness and prosperity to the world. Indra
attains the Royal Splendour in the morning hour, when the sun rises (a royal theme, see Part
4.1). Again, she appears highly luminous, celestial. The scene is reminiscent of the Ṛgvedic
Uṣas or Sūryā (the Sun Maid), coming in a brilliant chariot to her chosen, victorious prince.236
The distribution of śrī in the cosmos, can be related to Vedic sacrificial ideas of dispersed
glories that have to be reunited ritually (Part 6).
Śrī is the spouse of Indra in the Mahābhārata, but in later texts she is specifically the
consort of Viṣṇu.237 The latter functions as the “post-Vedic Indra”, as Indra greatly decreases
in importance in post-Vedic age.238 Viṣṇu and Indra often appear together already in the
Ṛgveda: they slay Vṛtra and establish free space and sunlight. It is said that Śrī of her own
free will has gone to Viṣṇu, just as she went to Indra.239 Although the idea of Śrī as Viṣṇu’s
‘power/energy’ (śakti, cf. Indra’s wife Śacī) is a much later Vaiṣṇava and Śakta-Tantric
idea,240 it may well have ancient roots: Śrī is a power and splendour that enables the heroic
male god to act and rule as sovereign. Earthly monarchs are identified with Indra and Viṣṇu
already in the Vedas, and in the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa rulers are said to marry Śrī.241 Every
emperor should like Viṣṇu wear the śrīvatsa, a lock of hair on the breast as his ‘Śrī-abode’.
Dumézil compares Yima’s loss of xᵛarənah with Indra’s loss of powers, in terms of his “three functions”; he
does not discuss Śrī, tejas or xᵛarənah as splendour (1968:118 etc; 1970:73-77; cf. Puhvel 1987:83, 108). See
Part 6 on Indra’s loss of splendour.
233
MBh 12.124.67.
234
Cf. Part 6.2 on Indra and Nahuṣa.
235
MBh 12.228. Cf. Jaiswal 1967:97; Hiltebeitel 1976:161-2. Śrī being spread out in the world may be an
example of the divergence of splendour, prominent in royal consecration (Part 6).
236
See below on self-choice marriage and Part 4 on Dawn and Sūryā. The location is the bank of Gaṅgā, the
sacred river originating in heaven. Cf. the Avestan river Anāhitā bestowing xᵛarənah (Part 2).
237
Śrīdhara ‘Śrī-bearer’, Śrī(ni)vāsa ‘śrī-abode’, Śrīpati ‘śrī-lord’, are names of Viṣṇu (Monier-Williams
1899:s.v. śrī).
238
Bhattacharji 1970:270, 282, 296-7. “Although he (Indra) retains his title as king, Viṣṇu gains his wife, Śrī, the
very symbol of sovereignty.” (Soifer 1991:131)
239
Jaiswal 1967:96, 99.
240
Jaiswal 1967:100-9; Gonda 1970:57-61. See Part 5: Hierarchies, on Devī.
241
ŚB 2.4.4.6 above.
232
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Śrī chooses the right ruler through a svayaṃvara ‘self-choice of a princess’ (discussed below),
according to an inscription from Kuram.242 On the Junāgadh rock inscription of Skandagupta,
made 455-8 AD, it is said that Śrī, after having looked at every prince, chose him of her own
free will (svayaṃ … varayāṃ) because of his virtues, just like she chose Viṣṇu:
śriyam abhimatabhōgyāṃ naikakālāpanītāṃ
tridaśapati-sukhārtthaṃ yo baler ājahāra
kamala-nilayanāyāḥ śāśvataṃ dhāma lakṣmyāh
sa jayati vijitārttir viṣṇur atyanta-jiṣṇuḥ
tad anu jayati śaśvat śrī-parikṣipta-vakṣāḥ
sva bhuja-janita-vīryo rājarājādhirājaḥ
[...]
nṛpati-guṇa-niketaḥ skandagupta pṛthu-śrīḥ
catur[dadhi-jal]āntāṃ sphita-paryanta-deśāṃ
avanimavanatārir yaḥ cakārātma-saṃsthāṃ
pitari surasakhitvaṃ prāptavaty ātma-śaktyā
[...]
kramena buddhyā nipuṇaṃ pradhārya
dhyātvā ca kṛtsnānguṇa-doṣa-hetūn
viyapetya sarvvān manujendra-putrāṃ(trāṃ)
lakṣmīḥ svayaṃ yaṃ varayāṃ cakāra
He [Viṣṇu], who, for the sake of the happiness of the lord of the thirty [gods]
(Tridaśapati) [Indra], seized back from Bali the goddess Śrī, who is admitted to be worthy
of enjoyment, [and] who had been kep away for a very long time; he, Viṣṇu, is victorious,
the perpetual abode of [Śrī-]Lakṣmī, hiding in the lotus flower; [he is] the conqueror of
distress [and] the completely victorious one. And next, ever victorious is the supreme
king of kings, whose breast is embraced by Śrī; who has developed heroism by his own
arms, […] Skandagupta of wide[spread] glory (śrī), the abode of kingly qualities, who,
when (his) father by his own power had attained the position of being a friend of the
gods, bowed down his enemies and made subject to himself the earth, bounded by the
waters of the four oceans [and] full of thriving countries round the borders of it. […]
[Skandagupa] whom [Śrī-]Lakṣmī of her own accord selected as her husband, having in
succession [and] with judgement skillfully taken into consideration and thought over all
the causes of virtues and faults, (and) having discarded all (the other) sons of kings.243

Śrī can also be “incarnated” or manifested in mortal women.244 We read that “women are Śrīgoddesses” (śrīya etāḥ strīyo).245 In the description of the Vedic royal horse-sacrifice it is said
242

Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum III:146. An inscription from Kanchipuram (8th century AD) says that
Rājasiṃha, ‘the conqueror in battle’ (raṇajaya), ‘the bearer of Śrī’ (śrībhara), ‘the unrivaled hero’ (ekavīra),
protects the earth and is sporting with Śrī (South-Indian Inscriptions I:14, 19). In the Harṣa-carita by Bāṇa, king
Harṣa of splendid body is embraced by Royal Splendour, who took him in her arms and forced him to mount the
throne (ch.2, Cowell & Thomas 1961:57). Harṣa’s splendour is mentioned may times together with Śrī and the
female personifications Victory and Empire (1961:60-1). The śrīvatsa is common on Jain statues.
243
Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum III:58-9; Selected Inscriptions 1965:I.308 (restoration of verses 1-5
according to D.C. Sircar), translation based on Fleet 1970:62. One may note that in the same inscription the
king’s vassal Parṇadatta is mentioned, whose name may be Iranian *Farnah-dāta.
244
An early Chalukya king’s wife is praised as Śrī. He is rājanārāyaṇa (Viṣṇu among kings), married to Lakṣmī
(South-Indian Inscriptions I:59). Lakṣmī could be seen as incarnated in medieval Indian queens. She was needed
in rituals, and her virtues yielded fortune to the kingdom, while her vices brought ruin (Marglin 1982; cf.
Champakalakshmi 1981:208-9). We have e.g. the queen Rājyaśrī ‘Royal Splendour’, sister of Harṣa, married to
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in the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa that śrī goes away when the king performs the ritual, but returns
to the ruler through his wives, who are a “form (rūpa-) of śrī”.246
Now, we have seen that Śrī is moving from one king to the next, and that her partner’s
virtue plays a central part for her motivation. The connection between the Indian king and
righteousness has been stressed by many scholars. He protects his subjects and the empire, as
a father, corrector, lawgiver and uholder of order (the varṇāśramadharma).247 The close
similarity between kings and gods is seen in their function of defenders of men and territory.
“Straightness”, truthfulness and righteousness are central to the ancient Indian rulership
ideology. Several scholars have stressed the Indo-Iranian parallels of truth (ṛta, aṣ̌a) in the
struggle against the lie (druh, druj), the enemy of royal splendour.248 As a director of his
people, a regent must first correct himself, find his own straight life-path. An ārya and
kṣatriya should always speak the truth, and be true.249 Dharma is (ritual) order, later on the
cosmic principle and duty in life.250 The perfect satyayuga begins whenever a king is
dhṛtavrata ‘true to promises/rules; disciplined’ and dharmapati ‘lord of order’.251 Śrī, satya
and jyotis ‘light’ are contrasted to anṛta/nirṛti, asatya ’falsehood’, pāpman ‘sin’ and tamas
‘darkness’.252 Śrī accompanies only the virtuous and true kings.253
In an epic myth, king Vasu Uparicara performs asceticism and is granted by Indra a
crystal chariot that flies in the air, a lotus-wreath of victory (and of Śrī), and banner (dhvaja)
with a staff that became the central attribute of a spring festival for śrī and victory. Vasu
became emperor and had five sons; but when he spoke a word of falsehood - allowing cows to
be slaughtered for food - he fell down from heaven. 254 Yayāti was another ideal ruler. One
day, he became filled with hubris, and because of this sin his lotus-wreath whithered and his

king Grahavarmana, according to the Harṣa-carita. Rājyaśrī was kidnapped by king Devagupta who killed her
husband, but she was finally rescued by her brother.
245
MBh 14.46.15, Roy XI, Anusana Parvan II.25; Manusmṛti 9.26.
246
The loss and recovery of splendour is discussed in 6.2.
247
pā-, rakṣ-, śarman-; bhṛ- in ŚB 9.4.1.1. The PIE word for king can be reconstructed *(H)rēg- ‘he who makes
right/straight’. Cf. Part 1.
248
Losch 1959; Lüders 1959:652; Gonda 1966:7-8, 33; Ara 2008:5; Oberlies 2012. Mitrāvaruṇau are lords of
truth and light (ṛtasya jyotiśas patī, ṚV 1.23.5). In rājasūya, the regent is consecrated in the name of Varuṇa
dharmapati; for the king is the upholder of the law (ŚB 5.4.4.5).
249
MBh 2.53.1, Wilmot 2006:363. Yudhiṣṭhira says he much fears the lie (1.188) and Arjuna says that “there is
no law higher than truth, no evil bitterer than a lie” (nāsti satyāt paro dharmo … na hi tīvrataraṃ anṛtādhi
vidyate, 1.69.24, van Buitenen 1976:169). There are three major sins of an Aryan prince: evil thoughts, evil acts
and lying, we read in the R (2.101.21; cf. 1.1.2; 4.14.13), similar to the Iranian motto “Good Thoughts, Words
and Acts” and “to never utter a lie”.
250
Benveniste 1973:379-84; Witzel 1992:67; Hiltebeitel 2011.
251
Manusmṛti 9.301; MBh 5.130, van Buitenen 1978:430, cf. 12.70. It is however also sometimes said that
satyayuga is the age without kings since everyone is dharmic. On the connection between the king, avatāra and
yuga see Schalk 1991:esp.322-3, 337. The solar prince Karṇa states that he would not for all the world speak the
untruth, and never be illoyal to Duryodhana (McGrath 2004:127-8).
252
ŚB 5.1.2.11; Gonda 1969:186. On Nirṛti ‘lack of active truth’ see Part 6; Witzel & Jamison 1992:67-8. Sharp
splendour (tejas) and śrī increases by speaking the truth, like ghṛta increases fire (Gonda 1969:202; see Part 5).
253
Śrī revealed herself to Rukmiṇī, blazing (jvalantīṃ) with beauty and endowed with the complexion of the
lotus (padmasamāna-varnām), saying that she always resides with virtuous men (MBh 14.11 Vulgata). She is
different to each of the classes: she is the red Jayaśrī ‘Splendour of Victory’ for warriors (Vāmana-purāṇa
49.18-30).
254
Also, Yima was a sinner since he allowed people to eat bull’s flesh (Y 32.8; 9.4), as Vasu did, Dumézil notes.
See Defourny 1978 on Yayāti. Number 422 of the Buddhist Jātakas (Cowell 1990) tells us of the good king
Mahāsammata, who ruled in the Age of Truthfulness. But he decided to nominate a priest by false speech
(musāvādaṃ) although an ascetic warned him not to. When he lied, his four protective gods and powers flew
away, and he fell down from heaven. Finally he was swallowed by earth. King Kṛti fell from heaven (svarga)
since he became false (Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa 8.18-22).
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tejas ‘sharp splendour’ (Part 5) was lost, as he fell down on earth.255 These two myths and the
story of Yima all tell of kings who “fell down from heaven” as a consequence of
untruth/hubris.256 The Indian conception of “royal truth” as a presupposition for possession of
splendour is very similar to the Avestan. In the manifestation of the righteousness and
preeminence/glory of the king, his generosity towards priests and ascetics is important, as can
be seen in ritual texts, in the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa. The kṣatriya who mistreats a
brāhmaṇa (like stealing the priest’s cows) will surely loose his śrī.257
3.2.3. Churning the ocean: the (re)birth of Śrī
The Avestan xᵛarənah is stored in a mysterious sea, where it awaits the Saviour. Likewise, Śrī
Padmā ‘the Lady of the Lotus’, is said to hide in, and appear from, a sea.
Śrī is already in the Śrīsūkta intimately connected to the lotus, one of the most
important religious symbols in India. Śrī is padmāvarṇā ‘lotus-coloured’, padmanemī,
padmasambhavā ‘lotus-born’, and padme sthitā ‘standing on a lotus’. Agni is asked to bring
Śrī (to the sacrificer) with a garland (sraj) of gold and silver. In post-Vedic texts she marks
her favorite man with a lotus-garland. Śrī is padmamālinī ‘lotus-garlanded’ and puṣkariṇī
‘possessing lotuses’,258 just as in the Ṛgveda the Aśvins (associates of goddess Dawn) wear
lotus-wreaths.259 A sráj ‘flower-wreath’ is given to the victorious racer.260 The term for flower
or lotus also appears with glory/fame and royal power.261 Why is Śrī connected to the lotus?
There are reasons to criticise the one-sided interpretations by many scholars of Śrī and her
lotus as a symbol of fertility, in favor of a solar and soteriological one. The Indian red lotus is
a strictly heliophilic flower: it opens only in sunshine. It grows in muddy water, and its bright
petals are similar to the rays of the sun. In the agnicayana ritual a lotus-leaf, the aquatic
womb of fire (Agni as Son of Waters), is placed in the centre of the fire altar.262 This flower
has in India long been an important symbol not only of auspiciousness in general but of
enlightenment, immortality, and detachment. The lotus remains unstained, above the muddy
waters of saṃsāra.263 In Bṛhadāraṇyaka-upaniṣad, ātman is a white lotus and when a man
255

His daughter was Mādhavī. Dumézil 1973 connected the myth of Iranian Yima, with those of Indian Yama,
Yayāti, and Vasu Uparicara, and showed how royal power was personified as a female figure (Dumezil
1973:81ff2, cf. Hiltebeitel 1976; West 2007:414-7).
256
Dumezil 1971:251ff; 1973:38.
257
As well as heroism, power, dharma, brightness (tvíṣi) and more.
258
Śrīsūkta 1-2, 4-5, 13-4. Fire is said to have been drawn out from the lotus by the priest Atharvan in ṚV
6.16.13. A golden lotus grew from the forehead of Viṣṇu, and it turned into the goddess Śrī to whom belongs
dharma and kingship (MBh 12.59.134, Fitzgerald 2004:311). Śrī as kāmalāyalā ‘abiding in a lotus’ has her
eternal abode in a lotus lake (Kirfel 1990:100; Dhal 1995:101; Varāha-purāṇa 79).
259
Puṣkara-srajā, ṚV 10.184.2; AV 3.22.4; ŚB 4.1.5.16; cf. púṣkaríṇī in 5.78.10. Both the terms śrī and
puṣkara/puṣṭi occurs in context of Sūryā’s (the Sun Maiden’s) wedding, ṚV 6.63.6; 7.33.11; AV 12.1.24;
13.3.10, púṣpa ‘flower’ in AV 10.8.34, púṣpavat ‘with flowers’ in 2.13.7, 10.97.15, 10.142.8. Cf. Grassmann
1976 on these terms. On Sūryā see Part 4.
260
ṚV 4.38.6; in 5.53.4 for the splendid Maruts. In a song to Uṣas, it is said that evil dreams disappear with a
flower-garland: ṚV 8.47.15.
261
ṚV 5.50.1; 6.2.1, śravas puṣṭím; 4.21.1, púṣyāt kṣatram. In the ŚB, the lotus is mentioned for the daśapeya: a
wreath of lotuses is put on the sacrificer as initiation, for the twelve months, the All, to rule all the world
(5.4.5.6, 13-4).
262
ŚB 7.4.1.7, cf. Taittirīya-saṃhitā 5.1.4; Krick 1982:156.
263
Bhagavad-gītā 5.10 etc; Gonda 1969:103-4; Bhattacharji 1970:229; Krick 1982:155; Dhal 1995:62; and
Garzilli 2007 stress the lotus as a symbol of fertility/fecundity, yet this is only one aspect of the lotus. It is often
used as a symbol of beauty and brightness. The king Duryodhana is said to be splendid as a lotus: “clad in the
armor of the color of Jambu river gold, is radiant with the lustre of a lotus, like a fire with barely a wisp of
smoke and as bright as the Sun in the midst of the clouds.” (rarāja jāmbūnadacitravarmā padmaprabho, agnir
iv’ ālpadhūmo, megh’ āntare sūryo iva prakāsaḥ; MBh 8.7.16, Bowles 2006:89). The lotus is prominent as a
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knows this, his splendour (śrī) enfolds like a flash of lightning.264 The lotus as symbol of Śrī
can thus be seen as belonging to her as a goddess of light, as well as perfection (“flowering”),
of which prosperity is one aspect. This fits well with the most famous myth of Śrī, her birth at
the amṛtamanthana ‘Churning for Nectar’, of which there are several versions. According to
the Viṣṇu-purāṇa, she was born from the ocean of milk (kṣīroda, kṣīra-sāgara/samudra),265
along with the drink of immortality (amṛta). This myth is interesting since central to its
setting is the winning and losing of royal power.
The Viṣṇu-purāṇa tells us that the quest for amṛta was caused by divine king Indra’s
sudden loss of splendour. The wise seer Durvásas once gave a garland of flowers to Indra,
who in turn placed it on the head of his royal elephant Airāvata. But the elephant dropped it
on the ground because of its strong scent. Durvásas became so enraged over the maltreatment
of ‘the dwelling of Royal Splendour’ (śriyo dhāma) that Indra was cursed with loss of power.
Without Indra, the kingdom quickly fell into a state of adharma. The demons conquered the
gods’ domains, and the devas begged Viṣṇu to aid them. The god told them to churn the
ocean of milk together with the asuras, to produce immortality. With Viṣṇu as the supporting
turtle (the Akūpāra or Kūrma avatāra), the gods used the cosmic serpent Vāsuki as a rope
around a rotating axis mundi, Mt Mandara.266 The devas held unto the tail of the snake, but the
asuras unto the head and were scourged by its flames and lost their sharp splendour, tejas;
whereas the gods increased in tejas. After much toil, the following objects (they differ in the
texts) came out of the sea: the milk-rich cow Surabhī, the sun, the moon (soma), nymphs,
wine, the royal umbrella, the supreme horse Uccaiḥśravas, the supreme jewel Kaustubha,
ghṛta (clarified butter), poison (kālakūṭa, consumed by Śiva), and finally the drink of
immortality (amṛta) along with the splendid goddess Śrī, sitting upon a lotus and holding a
lotus in her hand. Śrī was lustrated or anointed by royal elephants with celestial waters:
gaṅgādyāḥ saritas toyaiḥ snānārtham upatasthire //
diggajā hemapātrastham ādāya vimalaṃ jalam /
snāpayāṃ cakrire devīṃ sarvalokamaheśvarīm //
kṣīrodo rūpadhṛk tasyai mālām amlānapaṅkajām /
dadau vibhūṣaṇāny aṅge viśvakarmā cakāra ha //
divyamālyāmbaradharāsnātā bhūṣaṇabhūṣitā
paśyatāṃ sarvadevānāṃ yayau vakṣasthalaṃ hareḥ //
Gaṅgā and other holy streams attended for her ablutions; and the elephants of the skies,
taking up their pure waters in vases of gold, poured them over the goddess (Śrī), the
queen of the universal world. The sea of milk in person presented her with a wreath of
never-fading [lotus-]flowers; and the artist of the gods (Viśvākarman) decorated her
symbol of the enlightened Buddha see e.g. Sukhāvatī-vyūha 16 on extremely radiant lotuses. The lotus is also a
symbol of self-creation (svayaṃbhū). The Hindu goddess of enlightenment, Sāvitrī-Gāyatrī, and Brahmā, god of
creation, are often depicted on lotuses. In Achaemenid iconography, the aquatic royal splendour seems to be
symbolised by the lotus (Soudavar 2010:19-23, 36-9, 53-5, 107); cf. Bakker 2007 on the image of a lady with a
lotus in hand next to a warrior; and the story of a Persian ”svayaṃvara” (2007:216-7).
264
Bṛhadāraṇyaka-upaniṣad 2.3.6, Olivelle. In the same text, the sun is the one lotus (ekapuṇḍarīkam) among
quarters (6.3.6). The person in the sun is lotus-eyed (Chāndogya-upaniṣad 1.6.7; cf. 8.1).
265
In other versions of the myth it is not a milk ocean, and Śrī (consort of Viṣṇu) does not play any part of
importance. In e.g. the R and MBh, Durvásas and the lotus-garland are not mentioned: the reason for churning is
simply the amṛta. See Wilson in his transl. of the Viṣṇu-purāṇa 1.9, 1888:66-7; Rüping 1970; Dhal 1995.
266
Kings such as Kumāragupta are sometimes compared to Mt Mandara ”to hint at the idea that they churn out
Fortune from the enemies” (Bühler 1970:70; Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum 1970:203, line 7).
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person with heavenly ornaments. Thus bathed, attired, and adorned, the goddess, in the
view of the celestials, cast herself upon the breast of Hari.267

Śrī said she was searching for the perfect man, placed her ‘garland of forest-flowers’
(vanamālā) around Viṣṇu’s neck, and sat down with him. As for the amṛta, the devas cheated
the asuras and drunk it themselves, whereby they easily defeated the demons in battle.
Śrīsūkta was chanted by sages; and king Indra, when seated on his throne, praised the newborn goddess. Śrī in turn promised always to be with him, adding that she will never turn
away her face from him who morning and evening shall repeat that hymn of praise.268 An
early iconographical representation of Śrī is precisely the ‘Elephant-Śrī’ or Gajalakṣmī type,
today a standard Hindu depiction of her: She is standing on the lotus, sprinkled by the
elephants in a sort of royal unction (abhiṣeka). Four elephants symbolise the four quarters of
the world (dīggaja-); two elephants may symbolise the Solar and Lunar dynasties.269

Fig.1. Gaja/abhiṣeka-Lakṣmī/Śrī appears on the earliest Indian Buddhist monuments, such as the
pillar of the railing of the Sāñci stupa II, from the 2nd century BC.270 She stands on a lotus,
anointed/lustrated by royal elephants with the water she rises from. This motif appears also on coins
issued by kings from the 3rd century BC.271
Fig.2. The same motif on a colour print after a painting by Raja Ravi Varma.272

267

Viṣṇu-purāṇa 1.9.102c-d-5, Wilson 1864:I.145 = 1.9.101-3 in CE.
Viṣṇu-purāṇa 1.9; cf. MBh 1.15-7; R 1.44; Agni-purāṇa ch.3; Bhāgavata-purāṇa 8.6-11 (esp.8); Śiva-purāṇa
Rudra I. 3.1-51; Liṅga-purāṇa 2.5.68; Bedekar 1967; Rüping 1970; Doniger O’Flaherty 1975:273-7; Dhal
1995:78-88; Hegarty 2006.
269
Kinsley 1989:57; Dhal 1995:102-3. Cf. the unction and conquest of quarters (dig-vijaya) below and in Part 6.
270
Photo by Erik af Edholm; also in Karlsson 1999:92, 165, Fig.11; cf. Zimmer 1962:Fig.15; Champakalakshmi
1981:210-2, Fig.104; Shaw 2006:95-100; Samuel 2008:108; Srinivasan 2010:78; see also the Gupta coin-image
of the royal Śrī in Part 5.
268

271

See Rath 2008:16;
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lakshmi#mediaviewer/File:Azilises_Gaja_Lakshmi_standing_on_a_lotus_1st_century_BCE.jpg
www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=929427&partId=1&people=152
33&peoA=15233-1-7&page=1 (22/8 2014).
272
http://abhisays.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/raja_ravivarma_painting_lakshmi.jpg (13/2 2014).
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In this way, Indra regains his power and śrī/Śrī - although Śrī (in texts like the Viṣṇu-purāṇa)
is the wife of and chooses Viṣṇu, she becomes “allied” to Indra (who is her husband in the
Mahābhārata). According to Gonda, Indra is in the Churning myth represented as a
misbehaving king, subordinate to Viṣṇu, who acquired omnipotent status in post-Vedic age.
Śrī is lost and recovered by Indra, but she is the constant wife of Viṣṇu.273
The lotus plays an important role in the myth. Royal Splendour hid in the royal lotusgarland, and she chose Viṣṇu with it, just as a princess at her self-choice marriage.274 Further,
Royal Splendour’s abode in the sea can be compared to the unseizable xᵛarənah in the sea
Vouru.kaṣ̌a. Śrī’s birth also reminds us of the beautiful Aphrodite who rose from the sea.275
Interestingly enough, Aphrodite seems to be a Greek version of the Indo-European goddess of
dawn, in Ṛgvedic mythology Uṣas, who shares many characteristics with Śrī.276 The Churning
myth is probably drawing upon imagery from the Vedic somayajña, as suggested by some
scholars,277 and the churning for butter. As we saw in 3.1, soma, mixed with milk and offered
by pious kings, is endowed with śrī according to the Ṛgveda, similar to Śrī born in the milkocean for attachment to the worthy king.
In sum, Śrī’s birth from the sea, like the lotus rising from water, does not make her a
goddess of fecundity or earthly wealth. The basic theme in the Churning myth in the Viṣṇupurāṇa is the sovereign Indra’s loss (due to a sin) and recovery of Śrī. Her birth is actually the
recovery of royal splendour hiding in a sea, along with immortality. This reminds us of the
Avestan royal splendour hiding in a sea, and intimately associated with eternal life and
victory. This loss and regain of Royal Splendour is also a prominent motif in the Indian epics,
as we will see.
3.3. Epic Śrī and kṣatriyan svadharma
Now that we have gained knowledge of Śrī as a goddess, let us look at her role in the two
great epics, as the consort of Rāma and the Pāṇḍavas. The idea of a king winning, losing and
recovering Śrī, is found in the epics, as well as in the myths and in Vedic rituals. Indra is a
key figure in this cycle. I will then discuss the self-choice (svayaṃvara) and bride abduction
(rākṣasa) as the only correct types of marriages for Śrī and her epic incarnations, according to
the principles of a kṣatriya’s ‘own law, way of life’ (svadharma).

273

Gonda 1967b:84-5. Indra is clearly a god of lesser power than Viṣṇu in this age.
Svayaṃvara, see 3.3. In the other great epic, king Sugrīva possessed a golden lotus-wreath full of rājyaśrī,
that his brother Valin had got from Indra (R 6.2.1; 19.31-2). When he was mortally wounded, Valin’s tejas, śrī,
etc were protected by his golden lotus-garland in which Śrī abided, and which made his body glow (4.17.4-7;
22.16-9). Cf. the lotus-garland given to Rāma in R 6.116.60, and Hanumān’s luminous necklace given by ŚrīSītā to the one she thought was greatest in valour, might and wisdom (116.71-3).
275
From the foam of the cut-off phallus of Heaven/Ouranos, cast into the sea. Cf. Bhattacharji 1970:296. The sky
is sometimes described as a sea. In a brahmodya riddle we read that the sky is a stream that equals the sea
(Thomson 1997). The rivers Gaṅgā (the Milky Way) and Sarasvatī are known as rivers falling from heaven in
Indian tradition. The sea is the abode of the divine emperor Varuṇa, who is a celestial god. Cf. Lüders 1951;
Kirfel 1990:39.
276
See Part 4.2-5.
277
Bedekar 1967; Doniger O’Flaherty 1976:61; Long 1976; Parrott 1983; Anand 1989 (fire-drilling myth); and
criticism in Kashikar 1984. The raw soma-stalks are transformed into a lucid drink of immortality by using a
grinding stone (mantha, giri, adri ‘mountain’), and a vessel (kalaśa, samudra ‘ocean’). Vedic sacrifice itself is a
“work for immortality” and a form of tapas (‘heat, askesis’): the gods are said to ‘toil’ hard and were weakened
by ‘heat’ and fatigue during the churning (MBh 1.16). The danger of the churning and the generation of poison
before Royal Splendour appears, is similar to the danger in Vedic rituals (Part 6.2).
274
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3.3.1. Sītā as Royal Splendour
Let us begin “chronologically” with the Rāmāyaṇa, which Pollock calls a “meditation on
kingship, and not least on the king’s mysterious nature and activity as a ‘consubstantial
godman’.”278 As mentioned in Part 1, the hero in this story comes from the eastern Indo-Aryan
area of Videha-Kosala, not from the Vedic Kuru-Pañcala land of the Mahābhārata. The
rulership ideology is none-the-less the same in both epics. The Rāmāyaṇa is basically a story
of the loss and recovery of Royal Splendour, as Sītā herself says in the poem:
apaneṣyati māṃ bhartā tvattaḥ śīghram ariṃdamaḥ /
asurebhyaḥ śriyaṃ dīptām viṣṇus tribhir iva kramaiḥ //
That subduer of foes, my husband, will quickly take me back from you [Rāvaṇa], just as
Viṣṇu took back the glorious royal sovereignty [dīptā- śrī- ‘blazing Śrī’] from the asuras
with his three strides.279

Rāma is the seventh in the wide-spread ten-avatāra cycle of Viṣṇu and an ideal prince:
virtuous, mighty, radiant, a truthful kṣatriya, assisted by his half-brother Lakṣmaṇa.280
Corresponding to Rāma as Viṣṇu or Indra, is Sītā as the god’s consort Śrī or Śacī.281 Again, as
in the case of Śrī, many scholars have interpreted Sītā as an “earth goddess” because of her
name (‘plow-share’) and some of her features, but this is only one side of her. Cheryl Steets
suggests that Sītā is an example of the Indo-Euopean “Sun Maiden” (see below), while Heino
Gehrts makes an even more interesting interpretion of her as a manifestation of “the
substantial light” or splendour (bhargas or tejas) necessary for the king and won through his
consecration (rājasūya). The brilliant Sītā is the Śacī or Śrī won by the king.282 Sītā
‘plowshare’ is mentioned already in the Ṛgveda with Indra, who in the Mahābhārata is Śrī’s
husband.283 In preparation for the Vedic fire ritual, the ground is plowed, and her “father”
Janaka found Sītā in the earth while he was preparing for a fire-sacrifice. As mentioned in the
Introduction, according to Jacobi, Indra and sītā in the Ṛgveda correspond to Rāma and Sītā
in the Rāmāyaṇa; while Vṛtra who captures the waters/Dawn is Rāvaṇa who grabs Sītā. Only
later (in the later composed parts of the epic) was Rāma identified with Viṣṇu, the god who
took over the role of Indra as dharmic king. It is unfortunate that Jacobi connects this myth
only to agriculture and not to any kind of royal splendour.284
When coming of age, Sītā held a ‘self-choice’ marriage (svayaṃvara) with ‘heroism as
bride-price’ (vīryaśulka). All princes assembled, but could not accomplish the suitor’s task of
278

Pollock 1984:528.
R 5.19.24, Goldman 1984:170. On the three strides see Part 4.1.
280
R 1.1.8.
281
Sītā is “splendid as Śrī”, and “bounteous as Śrī” (sphītām iva śriyam, R 6.5.12). She is fair as Śrī (2.49.10; cf.
3.44.14-6) (Brockington 1984:200). Ward 1968 (cf. Steets 1993) sees Sītā and Draupadī as “Sun Maidens” (Part
4), linked to the Twins (the Pāṇḍavas Nakula+Sahadeva in the MBh; and Rāma+Lakṣmaṇa in the R), but makes
no connection to royalty or splendour.
282
Gehrts 1977:62-7, 69-71, 87, 91, 93, 157. On the consecration and bhargas see Part 6. On tejas see Part 5.
283
ṚV 4.57.6-7. Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa are in the epic compared to Indra and Viṣṇu, or Indra’s two arms
(Brockington 1984:219; 2000.257, 261). For views on Sītā see Dimmitt 1982; Kinsley 1989 ch.5. Sītā is “a true
earth-goddess” according to Doniger O’Flaherty (1982:130-1, cf. Dhal 1995:127).
284
The Ṛgvedic dog Saramā who finds the cows of dawn, is playing a role similar to Hanumān, the son of the
Wind, Indra’s companion. In the R, Rāma and his brother are compared to the Aśvins or to Indra-Viṣṇu (Jacobi
1960:98-104); cf. Puhvel 1974; Dimmitt 1982:226. For Brockington, Rāma evolved from a mortal hero to an
Indra figure, and finally became an avatāra (1984:195-6, 199-200, 203, 220, 307; 2000:219-24, 231-3, 251-4,
261-4; cf. Goldman in his translation of R 2007:I.45). Rāma’s identification with Viṣṇu is clear only in the first
and last books of the epic. Heroic, important deeds of Indra became attributed to Viṣṇu in the Purāṇic texts
(Gonda 1967b:252, 255).
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stringing the bow of Śiva. They became very angry and attacked Janaka, who defeated them.
It is further stated that at Sītā’s svayaṃvara, Rāvaṇa and other lords wanted to abduct her, but
she took refuge in a fire.285 Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa had at that time spent some time in the forest
as demon-killing, juvenile heroes. When Rāma heard of Sītā’s marriage he went to her city,
broke the bow with his superior strength and won Sītā. By his virtues, Rāma shone like the
sun, as holder of the royal splendour. Rāma is also said to possess śrī and lakṣmī as nonpersonified qualities.286 He had ‘the royal splendour of the Ikṣvāku dynasty’
(ikṣvākurājyaśrī),287 similar to the Avestan concept of ‘Kavian xᵛarənah’ (Part 2).
The happiness of the newly-married couple came to an end when Rāma’s father
Daśaratha, at the time of Rāma’s consecration as ‘crown prince’ (yuvarāja), was forced to
order him to go into exile and let his humble half-brother Bharata take his place. The selfcontrolled and virtuous Rāma stoically obeyed his father. For fourteen years he was to live
ascetically with Sītā and his other half-brother Lakṣmaṇa in the forest. During the last year of
exile, the demon (rākṣasa) king Rāvaṇa grabbed (jagrāha) Sītā into his sky-going chariot.288
Rāma began a quest for his lost wife, whom his friend the monkey Hanumān found in Laṅkā.
Hanumān offered to smuggle her out in secret, but Sītā refused: only Rāma was allowed to
take her home, since it was his “heroic duty”.289 Sītā’s identity as Royal Splendour is indicated
by her appearance, though the poetic language should not be overinterpreted: In the palace of
Rāvaṇa, separated from her true lord, Sītā was in sorrow and dressed in dirty clothes
(malinasaṃvītā-). She was “like a fallen star” or “like Śrī ‘robbed of her lotus’
(bhraṣṭhapadmā-)”.290 Yet, she still retained her lovely brightness (ruciraprabhām), like a
flame hidden by smoke.291 Sītā is compared to the rays of the sun Rāma.292 Sītā reunited with
Rāma was “like Śrī made visible” (sākṣād iva śriyam).293 When Śrī is with her true lord, the
righteous-heroic king, she is seen in her full splendour.
When Rāma, after a cataclysmic war finally had defeated Rāvaṇa and freed Sītā, she
had to be tried in an ordeal of fire to show her purity and loyalty.294 Brahmā descended and
said that Rāma was identical with śrīmān (śrī-possessing) Viṣṇu and that Sītā was Lakṣmī.
Agni proclaimed her innocent. Dressed in red (raktāmbaradharām), shining like the female
sun, Sītā came out of the flames.295 It also said that Sītā could not be touched by Rāvana, nor

Cf. Śrī fleeing from the unworthy, and xᵛarənah protected by fire. Cf. Smith 1988:21; Raghavan 1998:75.
R 2.1.27; 2.4.30; “he shone with śrī” (2.15.12); 6.36.34; 6.38.31; “majestic king of kings” (śrīmatā
rājarājena, 6.19.27).
287
R 2.4.41. Rāma was blazing in his “own splendour” (svayam śrīyam, 2.22.20).
288
Rāvaṇa was given a boon by Brahmā or Śiva because of his dedication to this god, became invulnerable, if it
was not for one mortal man: Rāma. Rāvaṇa was a great king who looked resplendent like a fire on his throne
(3.30), and had been granted a boon of invulnerability because of his asceticism. He however became adharmic
and was therefore defeated by Viṣṇu, just like Hiraṇyakaśipu, Prahlāda and Bali (Pollock 1984:518-20; cf.
above). Rāvaṇa had a demonic Śrī, in Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṃśa 10.75.
289
R 5.56.83. Rāvaṇa would not give up Sītā for all the worlds (6.21.15). He says that his kingdom is lost when
Sītā is lost (6.56.12; comments on p.1021, 1238) - Sītā seems to be identified with royal sway.
290
R 6.25.16.
291
R 5.13.18-9.
292
“Sītā is to me what light is to the sun”, Rāma says in R 6.106.17 (cf. Dimmitt 1982:222). He was followed by
Sītā “like the sun is followed by evening radiance” (prabhayeva divākaraḥ, 4.4.8).
293
R 6.101.43.
294
Rāma said in rage that he had defeated Ravana only to save his honour, and then he sent Sītā off, believing
her sullied by living in another man’s house. Therefore Sītā wanted to enter fire and be proven innocent.
295
R 6.103-5. On the female Sun see Part 4. abravīc chṛṇu me rāma satyaṃ … / bhavān nārāyaṇo devaḥ “’Hear
the truth from me, Rāma … you are the god Nārāyana” (6.103). sītā lakṣmīr bhavān viṣṇur “Sītā is Lakṣmī and
you are the god Viṣṇu” (6.105) In order to slay Rāvaṇa, he entered into a mortal man’s body. When the shining
Fire heard these words he rose up with Sītā in his lap and placed her in the lap of Rāma, she shone like the young
sun, in red.
285
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hurt by fire, since she was protected by her sharp splendour (tejas), and fieriness:296 “fire
cannot be hurt by fire” (na agnir agnau pravartate).297 This points to a solar and igneous
character of Sītā. One is reminded of the Avestan royal splendour - guarded by fire or a fiery
being - that cannot be grasped by the unworthy. Interesting is also the non-Vālmīkian version
of the epic, discussed in Part 4, where a shadow-Sītā (chāyā) or illusionary (māyā) Sītā is
captured by Rāvaṇa.
Victorious and having fulfilled the fourteen years of exile, Rāma along with Lakṣmaṇa
and Sītā went back to Ayodhyā, where he was consecrated (anointed and crowned) king
through a rājasūya ritual (see Part 6): the splendour of the ruler was then made fully visible.
Rāma “shone with śrī” (śriyā viruruce) among his priests, like the moon among stellar
constellations.298 Rāma was given a golden lotus-garland, the ancient symbol of one who has
won Śrī.299 The kingdom prospered again, trees blossomed, fruits ripened, everyone was
happy and there was no sickness.300 Thus, the loss and recovery of Sītā is presented in the
Rāmāyaṇa as that of rājyaśrī, power and prosperity. The heroic, dharma-king is destined to
be the lord of splendour, but first he must show himself worthy. In Part 6, it will be shown in
detail how the epics parallel rituals for royal splendour and power.
3.3.2. Śrī-Draupadī and the five Indras
Now we turn to the Mahābhārata, the story of the Bhārata clan of the royal Kuru lineage in
the Brahmāvarta-Kurukṣetra area. What similarities and differences can be found between this
epic and the Rāmāyaṇa, when it comes to the ideology of royal splendour?
First of all, just as in the Rāmāyaṇa the hero-king is presented as the earthly version of
the divine consort of Śrī: king Paṇḍu of Hāstinpura had five sons, the Pāṇḍavas, incarnations
of the five gods Dharma, Indra, Vāyu, and the Aśvins respectively. In one passage however,
they are said to be “five Indras” according to the following myth involving Śrī: The gods,
while once engaged in sacrifice, see a golden lotus pass on the Ganges. Indra, the divine heroking, goes off to search for the origin of the mighty river (which is in the heavens). Arriving
there, where he had actually been before (as four earlier Indras that possessed Indra’s
splendour, dyutim), he sees a sad woman of ‘pure light’ (pāvakaprabhāṃ), i.e. Śrī longing for
her man. She directs Indra onwards to god Śiva. Śiva decided that Śrī, ‘luminous like sun and
moon’ (somasūryaprakāśaṃ), who five times had asked the god for a husband, would have
five husbands. She and the five Indras, who were guilty of hubris, would as a curse be born as
mortals, namely the Pāṇḍavas and their wife Draupadī.301
Paṇḍu’s brother, the blind Dhṛtarāṣṭra ruled as king after him, and had a hundred sons
himself: the Kauravas, headed by Duryodhana. Some land was, for the time being, given to
296

She was “protected by her own blazing energy” (rakṣitām svena tejasā); “unapproachable as a blazing flame
of fire” (aprātpāṃ dīptāmagniśikhām iva); “as inseperable from me (Rāma) as is it’s radiance from the sun
(ananyā … mayā sītā bhāskarena [Sūrya] prabhā yathā)” (R 6.106.15-7, Goldman 2009:1442).
297
R 5.53.18. Cf. 5.53.23; Veena Das 1982.
298
R 6.116.33. All the world shall see Rāma “consecrated … shining with radiant energy like the blazing sun at
noon (abhiṣiktaṃ … ivādityaṃ madhyahne dīptatejasam, 116.9, Goldman 2009).
299
R 6.116.60.
300
R 6.116.63, 88. Rāma’s righteous rule automatically brings prosperity to the world. Animals and plants were
sad when Rama left the city (2.53.4-7). Rāma ruled with Lakṣmaṇa and Sītā by his side for thousands of years
(6.116.77-89). In the last book (later composed than books 2-6), we read that the people accused Sītā of impurity
from the touch of Rāvaṇa. Rāma, as dharmarājan, must send her away, though he knew she was innocent. The
pregnant Sītā is sent to a forest-hermitage, and gives birth to their twins Kuṣa and Lava. Sītā then returns to
Earth and Rāma sets up a golden image of her for his horse sacrifice. Finally he is taken by river Sarayūs to
heaven as Viṣṇu (Whaling 1980:129).
301
MBh 1.189.9. Draupadī was “fair as Śrī in form (rūpa), splendour (tejas) and fame (yaśas)” (1.189.37-9); cf.
Hiltebeitel 1976:170-8; van Buitenen in MBh 1973:xxi.
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the young Yudhiṣṭhira to rule over and they built the city Indraprastha there. The fairest
princess in the world, Draupadī, (step)daughter of the king of Pañcāla, became the wife of all
the Pāṇḍavas, the incarnation of Śrī.302 Like Sītā born from a sacrificial field, Draupadī was
born endowed with fiery splendour from the sacred fire-altar of king Drupada.303 Draupadī
chose her husband in a svayaṃvara, just like Śrī and Sītā. The bride-price was heroism,
manifested by success in a difficult task: stringing a divine bow and hitting the target with an
arrow. Kings came from all around the world to try their fortune, but only Arjuna, the
incarnation of Indra (Śrī’s husband) was successful. Just as at Sītā’s svayaṃvara, the warriors
who did not win the princess became angry because a mendicant priest and not a warrior won
her. They attacked Drupada and the Pāṇḍavas, but were defeated. Draupadī gave Arjuna the
flower-wreath as winner, but she married all five brothers.304
Following the marriage, the Pāṇḍavas prospered and Yudhiṣṭhira performed his royal
consecration. But it is now, just as for Rāma, that Yudhiṣṭhira loses his royal power to
Duryodhana, who had become angry
rājasūye śriyaṃ dṛṣṭvā pāṇḍavasya mahaujasaḥ /
after he saw the fortunes [śrī-] of that most august Pāṇḍava at the Royal Consecration.305

In the obligatory ritual dice-game, the unlucky Yudhiṣṭhira loses all to Duryodhana: his
power, his brothers, himself, and Draupadī. Draupadī is abused by the Kauravas in the men’s
hall. David Gitomer explains:
Since Draupadī is emblematic of śrī, the splendor of legitimate sovereignty, her sexual
humiliation and eventual restoration parallel the fortunes of Pāṇḍava royal status and
measure its vigour.306

Thanks to Draupadī’s wishes the final result of the game is mildered: the Pāṇḍavas are freed
and can return to their capital. However, Yudhiṣṭhira is challenged to a new game by
Duryodhana, which he cannot refuse. Yudhiṣṭhira loses again and must live with his brothers
twelve years in the wilderness, then one year incognito (if they are identified during this year
they must again go into exile), or they will never get their royal power back. The Pāṇḍavas
leave the city as ascetics, Draupadī following them, just like Sītā followed Rāma. More than
once she is in danger: in Book 3, Draupadī is kidnapped by king Jayadratha. She is however
saved by Arjuna and Bhīma. This should be seen in the light of Śrī being desired by all kings,
302

Draupadī is a ’portion’ (bhāgaḥ) of Śrī (MBh 1.61.95). Arjuna, undefeated bull among men, shall aquire
divine weapons and “rescue the lost śrī” (1.114.35). Hiltebeitel notes that Draupadī is Śrī “whose marriage to
every king […] is the sign of a virtuous reign.” When the Pāṇḍavas have lost all, Kṛṣṇa promises Draupadī
(3.13.112-7) that she shall once again be queen. Hiltebeitel explains: “she is without husbands, for, since they
have lost their kingdom, the relationship between them and herself as Śrī […] has been “dissolved”. But
although earth, sky, mountains and ocean might be destroyed – imagery of the pralaya or universal “dissolution”
– their relationship shall once again … be restored.” (1976:89-90). At the same time Śrī is incarnated in
Rukmiṇī, the wife of Kṛṣṇa (Dhal 1995:96-8; Austin 2014:36-40).
303
MBh 1.155.41; Hiltebeitel 1976:81; 2001:182; 2011:484-7. Along with her was her fiery brother
Dhṛṣtadyumna born.
304
MBh 1.12, van Buitenen 1973:350-3; Hiltebeitel 1976:156, 162; Laine 1989:45-6. The explanation given in
the text for this polyandry is that when the brothers come home, their mother tells Yudhiṣṭhira to “share with his
brothers” whatever he (as mendicant) got as bhikṣā. In another version of the epic, Draupadī enters fire (she was
born from a fire) after every marriage with one brother, repeatedly becoming a virgin again (Hiltebeitel
1988:198, 438).
305
MBh 1.1.98a-b, van Buitenen 1972:24. See Part 6.2.
306
Gitomer 1992:223-4. Draupadī was unclean (menstruating) at this incident and stayed in the “harem”.
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but possessed only by the worthy. A central concept in the epic is dharma. But although
Yudhiṣṭhira is called dharma-king, he sometimes employs unfair tactics in war. Actually, in
many respects Duryodhana, not Yudhiṣṭhira, is the ideal kṣatriya, who fights bravely and
ascends to heaven at death. Like Rāma, Yudhiṣṭhira does not seem to be guilty of any crime
or sin that would explain why he loses his power in the dice-game.307 Rather, the epic stories
follow a pattern reminiscent of Vedic rituals. The prince is put on trial in what seems to be a
kind of initiation, further analysed in Part 6. A similar story is the epic’s Nala tale
(Nalopākhyāna), told as a moral support for Yudhiṣṭhira.308 I think Gösta Johnsen is correct
when he writes that “the fatal game of dice between the royal cousins is a representation on
the epic level of the struggle for śrī between Devas and Asuras.”309
Some have seen Draupadī’s marriage as reflecting pre-Aryan, matriarchal polyandry,310
but I believe this is wrong. Rather, she is the Royal Splendour possessed by the composite,
Indraic king.311 Indian kings are said to be made of the “parts” or “glories” of the gods. As we
saw above, Śrī circulates frequently among kings. In the context of Vedic-Indian custom
however, Draupadī’s polyandry is an outrage, as pointed out by Karṇa. Duryodhana tries to
have his newly won “slave woman” Draupadī stripped in the men’s hall. The mistreatment
and misery of Draupadī at this moment and the following years in the forest, parallels Sītā’s
time in the woods and when imprisoned by Rāvaṇa. After the victory in the great war, which
is described as a pralaya and the end of the kaliyuga, Yudisthira returned to Hāstinapura,
[…] śrīmān punar eva mahāyaśāḥ /
possessed once again of Royal Splendor and great glory.312

He was praised by priests,313 shining like the moon amid stars, and after having worshiped the
gods Yudhiṣṭhira was installed as great king and received his (second) unction. As Adam
Bowles writes, Yudhiṣṭhira’s and the other Pāṇḍavas’ loss of Draupadī it is their their
temporary loss of śrī.314 However, this is not the end of the story. Although he had attained his
goal, sovereign power, Yudhiṣṭhira was mourning because of his “sins”, the killing of all the
brave warriors. Therefore he performed aśvamedha to be purified. When Kṛṣṇa was killed,
Yudhiṣṭhira renounced his kingdom in favor of Arjuna’s grandson Parīkṣit, known as a
307

See Part 6 for details concerning the consecration and dice-game, which is not sinful. On Duryodhana as king
see Gitomer 1992.
308
MBh 3.50ff (CE). Nala of Niṣadha was a truth-speaking king, Damayantī a princess “fair as Śrī”. She won
fame in all the worlds for tejas, śrī, etc. At her svayaṃvara, eager kings came from all over the earth. She
indicated her choice (vara) of Nala by a garland of flowers. When married, Nala followed dharma, kept vratas
and performed sacrifices together with Damayantī. But the personified Misfortune (Kali, the name of Loss in
dicing), was jealous and entered Nala the moment he made a minor ritual mistake. This might be a later
explanation for the automatic loss of splendour/power by the epic hero; or it may be related to ritual dangers see
Part 6.2. Nala’s brother (like Duryodhana) challenged Nala in a dice-game, and Nala lost all except Damayantī,
whom he soon abandoned in the forest. When Nala was later freed from Kali, he went to the new svayaṃvara
that was prepared for Damayantī, at sunrise (sūryodaye). She recognized Nala and chose him. Nala played the
dice-game again with his brother Puṣkara and won everything back.
309
Johnsen 1966:254. He sees the antagonism devas, Indra, Pāṇḍavas, versus asuras, Varuṇa, Vṛtra, Bali,
Kauravas (1966:262; cf. Das 2011:54). He also compares her free choice of partner to the svayaṃvara
(1966:255, 262).
310
See for example Held 1935:32-3.
311
Katz 1989:59.
312
MBh 12.39.15a-b, Fitzgerald 2004:257. When Yudhiṣṭhira becomes king, he has “gained Śrī” (MBh 12.1).
313
One of the priests, a rākṣasa disguised as a brāhmaṇa, objected publicly to Yudhiṣṭhira’s acts. The other
priests, however, quickly killed him by means of chanting auṃ and with their brahmanic tejas (MBh12.39.36).
Priests are said to be gods upon the earth (12.39.38).
314
Bowles in MBh Book 8 2008:xxxv, referring to Hiltebeitel 1990.
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Ṛgvedic king and the ancestor of Indian royal families. Yudhiṣṭhira shows his commitment to
dharma and finally reaches heaven where he is (re)united with Śrī.
Reflecting on the stories of Rāma and Yudhiṣṭhira, we see that they both speak of
truthful, young kings who at the very moment they will aquire royal power, suddenly lose all
to a brother/cousin, and subsequently are deprived of their wives, incarnations of Śrī. After
trials and victories in ritualised wars, they win it all back, as true sovereigns. In Part 6 it will
be argued that the overarching motif of loss and recovery of Royal Splendour and sovereignty
is not a literary invention to create an “adventure”, but a recurring theme in a variety of texts,
and seems to constitute moments in a ritual cycle.
3.3.3. Śrī in context of the svayaṃvara and the rākṣasa marriages
Self-choice (svayaṃvara) and bride-abduction (rākṣasa) are marriage-types that appear in the
myths and epics mentioned. In fact, the epic Śrī cannot be understood apart from the
underlying principles of these marriages. What are the ideas behind them and why are they
bound to Śrī?
To begin with, Śrī is the goddess of self-choice and bride-abduction. She chooses her
own man, or is seized.315 In the late Skanda-purāṇa, we read that Śrī held a svayaṃvara at
which she appeared from the churned ocean, radiant and extremely attractive. All the devas
and asuras forgot the amṛta and tried to seize the goddess instead! But Viṣṇu stopped them:
she was to make her own choice of husband.316 Śrī prefered Viṣṇu. In this svayaṃvara, we
recognise the display motif common to the svayaṃvara, where the bride/goddess is displayed
in front of the men, very beautiful and radiant.317 Besides Śrī, the Ṛgvedic solar goddess Sūryā
or the “Daughter of Sun” seems to be connected to the svayaṃvara: she mounted the
victorious chariot of the Aśvins and “chose them with śrī”.318 The abduction itself is not
legally or morally wrong: its righteousness is entirely dependent on the success, heroism and
truthfulness of him who performs it. According to later legal texts, there are eight forms of
lawful marriage.319 Among them is the rākṣasa – the term means ‘demonic’, but as rakṣmeans ‘protect’ it may originally designate any warrior. This is the successful abduction by a
kṣatriya; in the Mahābhārata, Bhīṣma, Duryodhana, Kṛṣṇa and Arjuna perform it. In the two
latter cases the two marriage types are identical: the bride was willing to be abducted - the
abductor was “her own choice”.320

hṛ-, grah- (Hara 1996:36-8); cf. the unseizable xᵛarǝnah. Cf. the late medieval Madhurāvijaya in Davis
1997:118-9. Princess Indumatī would in her svayaṃvara chose her husband, like Śrī chose Viṣṇu (Kālidāsa,
Raghuvaṃśa 7.13). Katz points out that it is Śrī and her incarnations (Draupadī, Sītā, Rukminī; cf. Subhadrā,
Kṛṣṇa’s sister) that are abducted brides (1984:111). Katz also links the Indo-European cattle raiding to bride
abduction.
316
Soifer 1991:277.
317
Jamison 1994; 1996:part 5; 1999 sees parallels in the Mahābhārata, where Draupadī is abducted by prince
Jayadratha, and episodes in the Iliad. Cf. Schmidt 1915:52ff, 60ff; Brockington 2006 on epic svayaṃvaras.
318
ṚV 7.69.4; cf. 1.117.13; 1.118.5; see Part 4.
319
Brāhma (bride given to a learned man); daiva (to a priest after ritual), ārṣa (for two oxes), prājāpatya (for
dharma); āsura (for one who has given riches); gāndharva (mutual love, parents not involved); rākṣasa; and the
lowest form: paiśāca (unconscious girl violated). Only a kṣatriya may use the gāndharva (which is similar to the
svayaṃvara since the bride choses the husband) and the rākṣasa (Manusmṛti 3.21-35; Viṣṇusmṛti 24.17-41;
Nāradasmṛti 12.22; Viṣṇudharmottara-purāṇa ch.87; Jamison 1996:211-2). The svayaṃvara is not mentioned
among the eight marriage-types in the legal texts; perhaps because svayaṃvara originally was identical with
rākṣasa (Heesterman 2001:256-7); cf. Avasthi 1979:40-3 on three different kinds of svayaṃvara).
320
MBh 1.211, etc; Pauwels 2007. Bhīṣma abducts three girls at a svayaṃvara since “that bride is the best who is
carried off by force” (MBh 1.96-12). Bhīṣma challenges the other kṣatriyas openly and defeats them; heroism
was the bride-price (vīryaśulka; cf. Durodhana in 12.4).
315

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

48

Rukmiṇī, actually said to be the incarnation of Śrī, was kidnapped by Kṛṣṇa (the
incarnation of Viṣṇu). Later, he told Arjuna that it is a warrior’s (kṣatriya) and hero’s (śūra)
right to marry by abduction.321 The abduction must however be performed according to
ritualised forms; central is the act of leading the bride to mount the war-chariot, like the
rakṣasa Rāvaṇa’s kidnapping (rākṣasa) of Sītā. If a woman is abducted, she must be
recovered or reconquered by the true husband/father in honest, ritualised battle. It is Rāma’s
heroic duty to free Sītā.322 The rākṣasa marriage is ambivalent but necessary, since a kṣatriya
should never receive gifts: his specific lifestyle or duty (svadharma) is to conquer – be it
splendour, power, peace, cattle or a bride. Therefore, the strongest in fair contest/battle is the
right husband. In the epics, it is the duty of the bride to “chose” the victor in the contest, by
placing a garland of flowers on the victor’s head or round his neck.
In sum, the svayaṃvara and rākṣasa marriages are closely related. They were reserved
for the warrior aristocracy and possibly go back to the late Indo-European chariot-warrior
traditions (cf. Part 1). The bride had to be won openly and led unto the warrior’s chariot, by
challenging and if necessary defeating by arms all opponents. If the rules of svayaṃvara were
not honoured, it was considered shameful and destined to fail. The champions would partake
in a contest or trial, since only heroism was allowed as bride-price. The winner would be
chosen (vṛ-) by the bride, who placed a flower-wreath/garland on his head/breast, the symbol
of śrī and auspiciousness. The girl’s “choice” is the consequence of victory (favored by the
divine powers). The svayaṃvara and the rākṣasa marriages are the only ways to win Śrī for
consort.
3.4. Summary
Śrī is a non-personified quality in the Ṛgveda, much-desired by mortal men. It can be
distributed, applied onto the body as ornament, poured out, and be anointed unto a man. Gods
such as Uṣas, Indra, Soma and Agni possess śrī. The śrī of Agni is spoken of when he is
kindled and his bright flames are praised, which is suitable since śrī is both the splendour and
the excellence of Fire. The term designates brilliance as well as glory, perfection, majesty, and
prosperity, a kind of benevolent (non-aggressive) splendour of preeminence. In Avestan texts,
Yima is the mythic king with xᵛarənah as well as srī. From the same PIE root as Indo-Iranian
srī comes the Greek royal epithet κρείον, suggesting that this term was a regal quality already
in late Indo-European culture.
In later Vedic age (Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa and Śrīsūkta), splendour appears personified as
the goddess Śrī, divine consort of kings. Mortal women could also be seen as incarnations of
her. In the texts, Śrī chooses her royal partner of her own free will, and her choice is always
the most virtuous and strong man, he who adheres to truth and order (satya, dharma), uniting
in himself the divine qualities of kingship. The king must be good and liberal towards priests
to aquire Śrī. Some myths speak of rulers who fell from heaven and power because they were
guilty of falsehood or hubris, like Avestan Yima. In the Mahābhārata, Śrī comes as a light
out of the body of Bali, to enter the virtuous Indra instead. Already in the Satapathabrāhmaṇa, Śrī is dīp(tā)- ’blazing, shining’, which is often said in the Mahabharata: dīptāśrī. I criticised those scholars who have interpreted Śrī foremost as a pre-Aryan goddess of
prosperity connected primarily to the fertility of earth and water, rather than a bright divinity
of sovereignty. Śrī is said to be fickle and the wife of many kings, but this is arguably because
321

Jamison 1996:232; cf. Gonda 1970:128. See Austin 2014 who relates the kidnaping of Śrī-Rukmiṇī to the
power given by Kṛṣṇa to the Vṛṣṇis instead of Śiśupāla/Cedi.
322
Jamison 1996. Avikśita, son of king Karandhama, was chosen by several princesses at their svayaṃvaras. He
was supreme in heroism and splendid like the sun. He also abducted princesses even before their svayaṃvaras,
and defeated his opponents (Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa 122-, cf. 133.29.). Cf. West 2007:432-6.
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she is the personification of royal power/splendour which in turn makes the king prosperous,
not because she was originally a “pre-Aryan fertility goddess”. In the Ṛgveda, śrī appears in a
royal context and connected to radiance. In the Śrīsūkta, the goddess arrives with a clearly
royal/kṣatriyan imagery: race-chariot (ratha), horses and elephants. She appears very
beautiful, luminous and golden. The aquatic-born lotus is her primary attribute, which I
identified as primarily a symbol of light and excellence, rather than simply a symbol of
fertility. Myths about Śrī chosing the right king (Indra versus an asura) function as “princes’
mirrors”, instructions for dharma-conscious kings.
In the Churning for Nectar myth, in the version told in the Mahābhārata and Viṣṇupurāṇa, Śrī is (re)born from the ocean (of milk). The basic theme is king Indra’s loss and
recovery of Royal Splendour and power. I compared Śrī’s hidden abode in a sea with that of
the Avestan xᵛarənah, as well as Agni, the king and Son of Waters, as possessor of śrī. The
myth can also be related to motifs from the Vedic soma sacrifice, which was performed by
kṣatriyas in quest of śrī. Śrī and her incarnations Sītā and Draupadī are epic stories of Royal
Splendour won, lost and recovered by the true king (Indra/Viṣṇu). I finally discussed how the
adventures of Śrī in myths and epics should be understood in light of the principles of selfchoice (svayaṃvara) and bride-abduction (rākṣasa marriage) as the only forms of marriage
suitable for kṣatriyas. The king must win his bride - Royal Splendour - by heroism. The
svayaṃvara connects Śrī with Uṣas and Sūryā, female personifications of auroral and solar
light. It is this theme of dawn and sun that we now turn to.
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4. The release of Dawn and the idea of “shining fame”
We have in Part 3 seen the luminous characteristics of the goddess Śrī. In Part 4 solar and
auroral themes, mostly in Vedic texts, stand in focus. The relation between poet/priest and
royal patron, and the idea of “shining fame” are fundamental to this discussion. Part 4.1
discusses the royal ideal of ascent and extension, whereas Part 4.2-3 shows how close Śrī is to
Uṣas and Sūryā as possessors of śrī.
4.1. Ascent and expansion: the sun and trivikrama as royal ideals
The luminous and sovereign aspects of srī/Śrī must be seen in the context of Ṛgvedic poetics.
Most Vedic deities possess royal, martial and solar qualities, yet each has a special domain
and ritual function. In the Ṛgveda, dominance is rather momentarly. When a god is invoked,
he is praised as “the sovereign” because he is the central force at that particular moment; this
has been called the “Monotheismus des Augenblicks”.323 Agni is supreme ruler when he
blazes up, Indra when invigorated by drinking soma. According to Schlerath, Indra, Soma,
Agni and Varuṇa are the gods strongest connected to kingship in the Ṛgveda and
Atharvaveda. Other divinities appear as rulers as well: for example the auroral twins the
Aśvins are givers of royal rule and models for victors in horse-races.324
Let us first look at the sun as a royal ideal. Solar qualities of gods in the Ṛgveda, such as
radiance, golden colour and heat do not make them “originally sun-gods”.325 Rather, solar,
luminous and igneous qualities in Vedic culture were regarded as inherent in the nature of
divinity, as qualities of sovereignty and freedom. Just consider the well-known term deva
‘god’ that comes from a root meaning ‘celestial light’. We should also keep in mind the
importance of fire to the Vedic tribes as a medium of transcendence and sacrifice, being the
abode of the sun during the night.326 The god Sūrya ‘sun’ is praised as the radiant one, allseeing, upholder of the cosmic order. Hymn 17.1 in the Atharvaveda is a prayer to the sun as
the rising sovereign with brilliance, who can place the sacrificer in the highest firmament of
immortality.327 The sun was in Indo-European cultures often imagined as a hero in a
luminous, horse-drawn chariot. The ideal king was likened to a charioteer, steering his chariot
(i.e. himself) and his kingdom safely. Just as the wielding of divine, destructive splendour
(tejas) demands great spiritual powers (see Part 5), “solarity” can successfully be possessed
only by the best of men. The Vedic sacrificer (yajamāna, prototypically a kṣatriya) desired to
penetrate the sun, driving his sacrificial chariot, yoked with the reins of the sun to win
immortality.328 The Greek myths of Phaethon and Ikaros can be considered as examples of
men aspiring towards heaven and control of solar light, but not qualified to handle it and
therefore they went to their doom.329
Evidence for the importance of solar themes in the establishment of royal power is also
Rohita ‘the red one’. He is praised in the Atharvaveda 13.1 (and 13.2), which was probably
composed for royal rituals. I agree with Bloomfeld (1891), who sees the hymn as an
323

Schlerath 1960; Oberlies 2012:89, 106; cf. Max Müller’s “henotheism”.
ṚV 1.157.6; 8.22.2; Schlerath 1960:esp.10-25, 76-7.
325
Cf. Macdonell 1963; Bhattacharji 1970:211ff; Srivastava 1972.
326
Cf. ṚV 10.3.2. The sun is born from Agni every morning by the agnihotra (ŚB 2.3.1.1-3).
327
Cf. ṚV 1.50.10.
328
White 2009:60-1, 67-8, 78. Cf. the death of Karṇa, Part 5.1. Raśmi means both ‘sunray’ and ‘reins’; a similar
association can be seen in Latin radius ‘light-ray; spoke of wheel’ (Woodhouse 2012). The shared image of the
sun not just as a wheel, but as a warrior in a swift, horse-drawn chariot must belong to the later, heroic IndoEuropean culture (see Part 1; West 2007:196-207, 210-1). On the female aspect of the sun see below.
329
This in contrast to Herakles, the ideal hero who traveled in a chariot to heaven (Bachofen 1861:40) and the
prophet Elias.
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exhaltation of a king and his queen as Rohita and Rohiṇī.330 Rohita is the sun,331 “the
victorious, dawn aspect of the sun”, in this ritual-hymn suited for Kuru kingship and the Solar
dynasty.332 Witzel even compares the concept rohita to Avestan xᵛarənah.333 The conquering
hero in the Mahābhārata is compared to the rising sun, the dying warrior to the evening-sun.
The colours red, rosy and purple - much loved by Vedic poets - have long been closely
associated with dignity and authority, “the royal purple”. Red is the colour of transfiguration,
fire, fury, blood, and dawn.334 The king expresses his wish that Rohita shall be good to him
and give him royal dominion,335 with which the god ‘anoints’ (sam-añj-)336 him. This is
reminiscent of the rājyābhiṣeka discussed in Part 6. The hymn contains many uses of the root
ruh- ‘rise, ascend’, which is pseudo-etymologicaly related to Rohita. This ascent is performed
on different occasions in rituals such as rājasūya by the kṣatriya: he mounts (ā-ruh-, kram-) a
platform, horse etc.337 Rohita ascends from the converged waters, the same theme that we find
in the Vedic royal consecration.338 We also hear of Rohita’s wife Rohiṇī, ‘the radiant’
(suvarcā) giver of victory.339 We may interpret her as a royal goddess of the morning sun, like
Sūryā (below).340
Another Ṛgvedic name for ‘sun’ is svar (suvar) also meaning ‘heaven; heavenly
splendour’ (cf. Part 6.1.4). Svar is won by conquest (svarjit/svarjaya) and belongs to the gods
Indra, Agni, and Uṣas as svarva(n)t ‘splendid, heavenly’, Indra svardṛś ‘sun-like’. We also
find the term svarśrī ‘splendour of heavenly, solar light’.341 Appearantly, svar and xᵛarənah
are similar semantically or functionally as a heavenly-solar splendour, possessed by gods and
desired by kings. When soma is pressed for Indra, the Vedic poet speaks of a permanent
luminous place where the sacrificer wishes to be placed, in the realm of Yama.342 Vedic
ascetics and warriors who gave great fees while living, go to heaven, while the impious
330

Bloomfield 1891:430; cf. 1897:661. Sāyaṇa sees Rohita as the rising, royal sun (Srivastava 1972).
Macdonell 1963; Muir; Griffith; Hopkins 1968; Whitney; Srivastava 1972; Witzel 1997; Proferes 2012.
332
Witzel 1997:279-80.
333
“The term rohita also hints at the close connection of the "brilliance of the sun" and of royal glory (varcas,
Avest. xᵛarənah).” (Witzel 1995:13) “Note that "brilliance" and glory often are linked in Indo-Iranian thought
(cf. Iran. xᵛarənah)” (ibidem).
334
Cf. MBh 6.117.58, 118; R 6.73.15; Jātaka 547, line 500. Aruṇa and aruṣa are used for Uṣas, Sun, Agni,
Soma, and cows. King Agni puts on his red, fiery mantle that the Dawns weave (ṚV 1.95.7; cf. 2.2.8; 3.29.6;
1.140.11; 10.1.6). Varuṇa has a golden mantle (1.25.13; cf. 5.62.4; 7.64.1). The Maruts are “majestic like kings”
in their shining golden ornaments (ṚV 10.78.1-2). Cf. Widengren 1959; Hiltebeitel 1976:72I; Gonda 1980:44-7;
Puhvel 1987:159-60, 191-2; Miller 2000:192-3, 285-8. Red and yellow are also the colors of ascetics and monks.
335
róhitena tanvaṃ saṃ spṛṣasva “unite yourself (O prince) with Rohita!” (AV 13.1.5-8, 34-5, Bloomfield 1897).
Agni shall surround “the one placed high” (the performing king) with varcas ‘splendour’ and life (13.17). Cf.
Gonda 1966:132-3.
336
diváṃ rudhvā máhatā mahimnā sáṃ te rāṣṭrám anaktu páyasā ghṛténa “Having ascended the heaven with
great might, he shall anoint thy royalty with milk and ghee!” (AV 13.1.8, Bloomfield 1897:208).
337
Bloomfield 1897:661. Agni makes the sun ‘ascend’ (rohayo) to heaven (ṚV 10.156.4).
338
AV 13.1.2; cf. 13.1, 4.
339
tayā vājān … jayema “by her may we conquer booty” (AV 13.1.22). rohiṇī also means a female deer (rohít,
rohiṇī), which is the shape Uṣas took when her father Prajāpati approached her. Prajapāti’s seed ran away from
him and became the sun, Bhṛgu, and the Ādityas (3.34; cf. Deppert 1977:265-9; Jamison 1991:273-4, 290, 297).
rohita occurs in the ṚV as the divine ruddy steed. Possibly, some verses in AV 13.1 was adapted for the
aśvamedha, Rohita being the sacrificial steed with which the queen is united. Rohiṇī is also the favourite
asterism of King Soma/the Moon.
340
Bloomfield 1897:265, 503, 661, 667-8; 1891:437; Deppert 1977:19. She is said to be Rohita’s partner or
queen (mahiśī, cf. AV 1.22.1, 3).
341
ṚV 6.19.9; 6.35.2; 6.47.8, 5.2.11; 10.11.3 (of Dawn). Svarjyotis is ‘heavenly light’, svaryaśas ‘glory of
heaven’, svarmīḍha ‘price of splendour’ won by Indra in his battle against Vṛtra (ṚV 169.2; 56.5; 130.8;
Grassmann 1976; Monier-Williams 1899:s.v. svar; Mayrhofer 1996; Roesler 1997:232; Janda 2005:285). In
Jaiminīya-brāhmaṇa 1.229.12, śrī is the luminous world of heaven, śrīr vai svargo lokaḥ.
342
ṚV 9.113.7-8; Bodewitz 2002:35, 221.
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enemies belong to the pit or ‘darkness’ (tamas), signifying a state of passivity and
blindness.343 The “evil worlds” are abodes of the sinner, darkness, identified with the “lap of
Nírṛti”.344 These Vedic ideas are similar to the Iranian theology of endless light.345 Similar to
the idea of svar is the Vedic term loka ‘room, world, heaven’, the open room where one exists
and moves freely, a space of celestial light, created by Indra.346 In the epics, the primordial
king Pṛthu broadened his dominion by capturing goddess Earth (Pṛthivi ‘broad’) in the form
of a cow.347 The (royal) performer of the Vedic agnicayana wishes to attain spiritual autarchy,
similar to the sun-bird travelling unopposed through the svargaloka, which is his ‘empire’
(samrājyam).348 The king of unlimited power became the “paradigm for human spiritual
achievement and complete liberation”.349 The king is a being between man and god.350
The idea of svar or loka is mirrored by Viṣṇu’s famous ‘(three) strides of conquest’,
(tri)vikramá,351 also called pada ‘steps’, or digvijaya ‘conquest of the quarters of space’, by
which this god created/extended the three worlds (bhū, bhuvar, svar). I will now try to place
the myth of the three strides in the context of royalty and Vedic ritual. We saw above that
Viṣṇu is the post-Vedic husband of Śrī, and as Rāma he recovers Sītā, “as Viṣṇu recovered Śrī
with his three strides”. In the epics and the Purāṇas, Viṣṇu as undefeated hero descends
through his avatāras to protect dharma on earth: a true dharmarājan.352 The strides of Viṣṇu
are mentioned already in the Ṛgveda, but the fully developed myth appears only in later texts.
We saw above that Śrī emerges from Bali to enter the righteous Indra in an epic myth. The
same asura is the main “antagonist” in the myth of the three strides. The good king Bali
Vairocana ruled his kingdom in a Saturnian age of peace and no death. Indra and the gods felt
unsecure because of his greatness.353 The goddess Aditi gave birth to Viṣṇu’s avatāra
Vāmana, a brāhmaṇa in the guise of a dwarf. When Bali was performing the royal horsesacrifice, Vāmana approached him and asked for some land to perform his own sacrifice
upon: just three steps of land. Bali granted the dwarf his steps, but now the dwarf grew to
enormous size, and his steps covered all earth, air; the ‘highest step’ (parama- pada) reached
up to satyaloka, where his foot was washed by the water of Brahmā, which became the sacred
343

Indra casts the latter down, as he did Vṛtra. ápi kartám avartayó áyajyūn “You hurled the non-sacrificers
towards the pit” (ṚV 1.121.13, Bodewitz 1994:32; cf. 1.32.10; 5.32.5; 9.113.7-11; 10.154.2-3). Cf. Arbman
1928:342.
344
nírṛter upásthaḥ (AV 12.5.64, Bodewitz 2002:218; Butzenberger 1996:63, 86). The same female appears in
the rājasūya (Part 6).
345
von Wesendonk 1933:230-1; Stausberg 2005:49-53; cf. Güntert 1923:400-3, 413.
346
Gonda 1966b:11. Loka comes from PIE *louko ‘clearance in woods, bright space’, German lohe, loo; Latin
lucus, lux. Sāyaṇa on ṚV 10.104.10 (Indra killed Vṛtra and created loka), identifies loka as ‘open spot or air;
clearness, light’. Viṣṇu is urukrama, urugāya ‘wide-going’, and he along with Indra have made the world
broader (ṚV 6.69.5; Macdonell 1966; Gonda 1966b). Cf. Indra urukramá ‘wide-strider’ (ṚV 7.99.6; Tripathi
1968:18-21).
347
Similarly, king Yima broadens his realm three times by taking ritual strides, see Vidēvdāt 2.18-9.
348
The sun is in AV 13.4.53 called varas ‘width’, vyacas ‘expanse’. Dawn spreds over the ‘five settlements’, i.e.
the whole land, in ṚV 7.79.1. On the winning of ‘all’, cf. Gonda 1991b:“All...”. The Vedic agnicayana ritual was
originally a royal ritual, according to Proferes 2007. In time, non-royal men came to use the agnicayana because
of its ideal of autonomy. Similarly, Heesterman 1985:119 writes that the śrauta-yajña and its soma-dīkṣā is the
“generalized and simplified, not to say "democratized", form of the (royal) abhiṣeka”. In ancient Egypt all
“believers” or initiated in mysteries could in the later times become immortal, a state originally reserved for
kings (Hocart 1927:156; Frankfort 1948:197, 208).
349
Proferes 2007:3; cf. 1, 144-5, 148.
350
Heesterman writes: “The tale of Rāma’s exile from the seat of royalty, the risks and hazards of his warrior
existence in the jungle, … the triumphant return to the seat of royalty, in short Rāma’s epic Werdegang, hold the
secret of kingship. The secret of kingship is the ambivalence of the king's intermediate position.” (1989:99-100)
351
Vikrama ‘wide/throughout-stride; heroic deed’. Cf. Jamison & Brereton in ṚV 2014:52: the purpose of the
strides is to make space.
352
Gonda 1969:118-24.
353
Vāmana-purāṇa 49.11-12.
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river Gaṅgā flowing down on earth.354 The demons lost their tejas (sharp splendour), but
Viṣṇu’s glory grew great. Bali lost his power and fell down to the underworld, but Indra was
again the unquestioned supreme king.
The Vāmana myth has earlier been interpreted by several scholars as an allegory of the
daily movement of the sun, but it is rather a myth about sovereignty, employing acts and
symbols from Vedic royal rituals.355 My arguments are the following:
(a) The vikrama of Viṣṇu takes place at Bali’s aśvamedha, the Vedic “king of sacrifices”,
only for those claiming unopposed sovereignty. Viṣṇu challenges this claim and performs a
ritual outlining of his own sacrificial space, which in the end includes the whole world, as is
done in solemn rituals such as the great agnicayana.
(b) The vikrama is the perfect ascending movement, the rise to victory and omnipotence by a
seemingly insignificant man (the dwarf) who turns out to be a divine sovereign (Viṣṇu).
(c) At the peak of his achievement, Viṣṇus foot is bathed by celestial waters. This is similar to
the idea of heavenly and brilliant waters that “makes the king” in the royal unction (Part 6).
(d) The final result is the unopposed sovereignty of Indra (and Viṣṇu).
(e) In many Vedic sacrifices, the Viṣṇu-strides or heroic steps are performed by the sacrificer;
e.g. by the king in the rājasūya. The “heaven” reached by the performer of vikrama is a state
or dignity of supremacy and splendour:
tasya vikramanāc cāpi devānāṃ śrīr vyavardhata /
dānavāś ca parābhūtā daiteyi c’ āsurī prajā //
The effulgence [śrī] of the gods grew after Vámana strode across [vikram-] the universe, and
because of this the dánavas and the demonic offspring of Diti were defeated.356

This, however, does not mean that the solar theme of the ritual/myth should be disregarded.
The sun is a model for a kṣatriya’s rise to power, as showed above, though the myth is not a
“sun myth”. The Ṛgvedic Viṣṇu along with Indra established the sun, dawn and fire.357 Bali
can be compared to that of Yima and the other Golden Age kings that fell down from heaven
(Part 3): Bali is even said to have become ruler in the kingdom of the dead, like Yama. In
other words, Bali is to be seen as a king superseded by Viṣṇu/Indra in the contest for power
and glory.358
Conclusion: The winning of heavenly splendour, the sun or bright, open space was a
goal for Ṛgvedic kings. Ascent to “heaven” was realised ritually. This is expressed in the
myth of Viṣṇu’s three strides (trivikrama) and his victory over Bali, the same asura that
figures in the myth about Śrī and Indra (Part 3.2). The same ascending movement is
celebrated in Atharvaveda’s hymn to Rohita, the royal morning-sun. Let us now continue to
explore the theme of morning and kingship.
354

Tripathi 1968; Doniger O’Flaherty 1976:23-4; Soifer 1991:200, 260; R 1.41-2; Brahmā-purāṇa 73, etc.
See Part 6 for details. One may compare this approach to Vedic hymns and mythology to that of Jamison and
Proferes. Heesterman 1989:99-101 connects the Viṣṇu strides to the intermediate nature of Vedic kingship.
356
MBh 12.207.27, Wynne 2009:207 = 12.200.27 in CE. In the same passage Viṣṇu is said to be born among”the
most splendid of gods, mighty Adítyas” (ādityān … devaśreṣṭhān mahābalān). We also read that the kṣatriya
wins śrī by performing vikrama (the term can mean any ‘great/heroic deed’), while a brāhmaṇa achieves śrī
through purity (13.6.16, Vulgata).
357
ṚV 7.99.4 etc; Gonda 1969:60. Viṣṇu the strider appears several times with Indra (as in ṚV 8.12). Cf. another
avatāra of Viṣṇu: Narasiṃha who conquered Hiraṇyakaśipu, grandfather of Bali, and reinstated Indra as king in
heaven (Bhāgavata-purāṇa 7.3.4; Hacker 1959; Tripathi 1968; Soifer 1991).
358
Cf. Part 3 on Bali versus Indra. The name of Bali’s father Virocana ‘far/thoughout radiating’ has the same
meaning as the name of Yama’s father: Vivasvant. Cf. Meyer 1937:II.242ff; Tripathi 1968:84; Doniger
O’Flaherty 1976:44; Dhal 1995:173.
355
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4.2. The release of Uṣas by Indra and the priest-poets
Part 4.2 explores the poetic release of Uṣas by a king (Indra) and his priests (the
Aṅgirases/Bṛhaspati), in context of the ritual and social functions of the Vedic cattle cycle.
There is a rich literature on the Vedic priest-and-patron relationship. What concerns us here is
how this was expressed in the winning of heroic glory and celestial light. How can the
Ṛgvedic myth about Indra releasing Dawn be interpreted as a form of winning royal
splendour?
Vedic religion has been described as “in essence a highly developed ritualism”.359 The
patron/sacrificer (yajamāna, yajñapati) is dependent on his officiant (priest/poet, ṛtvijaḥ), who
fights in verbal battles against rivals and demons.360 There are two types of Vedic sacrifice
(yajña) and fire is central to both. First comes the lesser, domestic sacrifice (gṛhya). This type
does not essentially aim for expanded power, but rather the maintenance of contact with the
divine and support of the cosmos. The second type is the solemn or grand sacrifice (śrauta
‘based on revelation’), being “expansive, even imperialistic” in spirit.361 To be a śrauta firesacrificer (āhitāgni) is very expensive and it was often (perhaps originally only) for the
kṣatriya - a way to consolidate, display or extend baronial power.
A fundamental myth in the sacrificial cycle is that of the gópati ‘cow-lord’ Indra
releasing the “abducted Dawns”,362 the ruddy cows, the sun, and the cosmic waters.363 The
theft was performed by the Paṇis, the demon Vala ‘cave’, or the great Serpent Vṛtra ‘coverer;
resistance’. The cows of dawn were enclosed in a cave beyond a river. Only Indra’s force and
the spells of his poetic-sacerdotal companions - the Aṅgirases and their leader Aṅgiras
Bṛhaspati - could release them.364 It is precisely Indra (and Viṣṇu), the epic husband(s) of
Royal Splendour (Śrī) that release dawn. According to H.P. Schmidt, and Jamison & Brereton
(2014), the Vala myth is an auroral soma-pressing myth where Indra acts as a priest-king
rather than warrior, whereas the Vṛtra myth is an midday pressing myth where Indra is a
warlike hero. However, these two myths are similar and in the hymns combined with, and
compared to, each-other.365 Cows were very important in Vedic society, as food and wealth,

359

Jamison 1999. Cf. Keith 1925:258-68, 379ff, 396ff; Tithe 1975:111, 234, 293; Smith 1989:36ff. “Sacrifice is
the norm par excellence” (Thite 1975:260).
360
The Ṛgvedic verses recited by the hotṛ priest in Vedic rituals are called śastra- ‘weapons’.
361
Smith 1989:151.
362
ṚV 6.60.2.
363
On Indra’s winning of sun and waters see e.g. 1.32.4; 2.19.3-4; 2.21.1; 3.31.15; 3.34.4; 6.17.6; 6.20.5;
10.167.1-2. Indra is called upon to give luminosity/glory (dyumnám), svar, water, and great dominion (kṣatram,
1.54.11), cf. 1.63.6. Indra made light for the ārya (2.11.18). Cf. Brandes 1879:63, 77, 112; von Schroeder
1914:25, 59-67, 71; Buschardt 1945:56-7; Lüders 1951:202ff; Macdonell 1963:59, 150-60; Gonda 1980:98ff;
West 2007:255ff. Vala comes from the same root vṛ- ‘to cover’ as Vṛtra (Puhvel 1986:51). Herakles completes
one of his Twelve Labours by cleansing the dirty stable of Helios’ son Augeias ‘the radiant’, opening the wall
and leading a river to flow through the stable. It has been seen as a variant of this motif (von Schroeder 1914:4854). Herakles fetches the rosy cattle of the giant Geryon (1914:57ff), see Aeneid 8.198 and Livy, Ab urbe condita
1.7.4-8; Oberlies 2012:205-6. In ancient Indo-European cultures, robbery/raid was honourable for warriors,
while secret theft was not (Brown 1969:5-6). Watkins 2009 identifies an Indo-Europan formulaic tradition
regarding dawn and milk/cows (cf. McCone 1990:164, 176, 186; West 2007:218).
364
According to Schmidt 1968, and Jamison & Brereton in ṚV 2014:633, 1488, Bṛhaspati was “originally” an
epithet of Indra as priest-king; later they split into warrior and priest respectively. Indra and Bṛhaspati in 10.67
seem to be one and the same. Indra cleaves Vala with a roar/speech, not a weapon, but his smashing of Vṛtra is
mentioned in the end of the hymn. In 4.49 and 4.50.10, we read “Indra and Bṛhaspati”. The king, we further
read, shall support Bṛhaspati/the formulator priest (4.50.7, 9).
365
Schmidt 1968, esp.136ff, 240, 243; Roesler 1997:233-5; Jamison & Brereton in ṚV 2014:39 etc. According to
Oberlies, the Vṛtra and Vala myths are two phases of the same deed (2012:202). Indra’s deed is a “vehicle myth”
that “controls” the cosmos, adaptable to Vedic rituals (Jamison 1994:35-6). The killing of Vṛtra releases the
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but also sacrificial, transferable “value”.366 The ruddy dawn-cows are identified with the cows
that the patron ‘releases’ (viṣā́ na) to the officiants at the end of sacrifice, as dakṣiṇā ‘fees,
gifts’. “The association of wealth and dawn has no naturalistic source, but arises from the fact
that in Ṛgvedic ritual the dakṣinās or "priestly gifts" were distributed to the priests and poets
at the early-morning rites”.367 Dakṣiṇā- are “sacrifices” given to “the gods of this world” - the
priests, it is stated.368 Water/light should flow, not be stored in the dragon’s lair: cows/wealth
should be liberally given by the king.369 Bṛhaspati or Brāhmaṇaspati ‘lord of the sacrificial
word’ is the destroyer of untruth, the lord of the Aṅgirases ‘messengers’ that smash open the
cave of hidden dawn light with divine words, by knowing the “cow’s secret names”, or
“hidden tracks”.370 The poetic “words of truth”, are “powerful vehicles of exchange”371 that
open the cave and make manifest the dawns by the glorious name of the cows.372 The songs
and the poet himself is said to be shining (see Part 4.3). Bṛhaspati is Indra’s court-priest
(purohita), his greatest kavi ‘seer’ - the same term as Avestan kauui. It is tempting to draw the
conclusion that the epithet ‘Kavian’ of xᵛarenah has its remote origin in the idea of priestpoets/seers aquiring glory and splendour for kings, rather than the king himself being the
kauui. The motif of the release of the cows, and the cooperation between priest and patron,
seem to have Indo-Iranian origins.373
The songs of the Vedic officiant makes the gods satisfied and thus the king may
conquer more, sacrifice more, give more dakṣiṇā, in a sacrificial cycle.374 The king loses his
power and lustre (kṣatra and varcas) if he steals the cows of brāhmaṇas.375 The Vala myth
waters, which are compared to the imprisoned cows of dawn (1.32.2, 11; the killing took place on a mountain;
cf. the cave). It also releases soma, dawn, the sun, and the sky (1.32).
366
On the Indo-Iranian, sacrificial cattle cycle see Lincoln 1976; 1981. Cattle or milk is identified with śrī (ŚB
1.8.1.36). Milk is tejas, sharp/fiery splendour (Gonda 1976:131), the seed of Agni (ŚB 2.2.4.15). Uṣas shows her
breast like a cow its udder (ṚV 1.92.4). The idea of “heavenly milk” is seen in identification of the Milky Way
(Via Lactea, the milk that the immortalised hero Herakles drank from Hera) with the river-goddess Gaṅgā (MBh
3.104ff; Viṣṇu-purāṇa 4.4; Stietencron 1972; Darian 1978; Bock 1984).
367
Jamison & Brereton in their transl. of ṚV 2014:46; cf. 2014:9, 39, 46, 69; Oberlies 2012:249-50;
Coomaraswamy 1935:6; ṚV 5.1.3; 6.64.1; 8.46.21. Or dakṣiṇā- are distributed at the midday pressing, because
Indra gave dakṣiṇā when he had crushed Vṛtra (ŚB 4.3.3.5; Thite 1975:151).
368
ŚB 2.2.2.6.
369
ṚV 10.107.2; Drekmeier 1962:49; Gonda 1967b:136-143; Watkins 1995. Under good king Śaṃtanu,
priesthood was supreme and served by the warriordom. A king needs a priest to win victory (MBh 1.94.7-8, 14;
1.159.15-; 3.183.22; 12.73-76; 12.39.38). A king who does not give fees fares ill: king Drupada did not respect
his brāhmaṇa friend, guru Droṇa, whereupon the latter ordered a raid on the king’s city by his warrior-pupils.
370
nā́ man, padá, i.e. by liturgical mantras. Cf. ṚV 1.154.5-6; 3.31.5-6; 4.5.8; 10.71.3. máhi jyótiḥ pitṛ́bhir
dattám ā́ gād urúḥ pánthā dákṣiṇāyā adarśi // “the great light, given by the forefathers, has come. The wide path
for the priestly gift has become visible.” (10.107.1c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1571)
371
Patton 1996; Oguibénine 1998:60-2, 69-76.
372
aruṇī́r yaśásā góḥ (ṚV 4.1.15-7). One can also “be ablaze (ruc-) with cows” (AV 17.1.21, van Buitenen
1968:92).
373
In the Dēnkart, Zaraθuštra demands gifts from his patron, who will in return have splendor (7.4.23; Humbach
in Gāθās 1991:I.92), a transaction which is similar to the Vedic cooperation between priest and patron. Miθra
releases the stolen, hidden cows, from the den of the Lie, in Yt 10.86. The glory is rich in cattle (Yt 18.1), cf.
Gāθā Y 29; Y 44.20; 46.14; Lubotsky 1998:485; Stausberg 2005:27; Jackson 2014. Xᵛarənah entered the milk of
Zaraθuštra’s father’s cows eating grass on the beaches of Vouru.kaṣ̌a. The prophet aquiried xᵛarənah already in
childhood by drinking this milk, see Bundahišn 31.32; Dēnkart 7.2.39.
374
Lincoln 1981; Watkins 1995 (ch.5); Oguibénine 1998:122-8, 157; West 2007:451-2. Gods give cows to men,
who sacrifice melted butter; by which circulates perpetual food of the gods (ŚB 9.3.3.17). The cow-metaphor for
the hymn was not a way to “lend charm to poetry”, but the value of the sacrificial words: Apollo says the song of
cattle-winning Hermes is worth fifty cows (Oguibénine 1998:132, 156, 197; Jackson 2014).
375
The armed ascetic-brāhmaṇa and avatāra Paraśurāma once slaughtered all the kṣatriyas, because his father,
the seer Jamadagni, had lost his Cow of Plenty to a king (MBh 3.115-). The myth is a warning to adharmic
kṣatriyas (cf. ksatriyas versus Bhṛgus in MBh 1.169). In another myth, king Viśvāmitra tried to take the Cow of
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can be seen as an ideal myth of cooperation of sacerdotium and regnum to release light and
waters, which are synonyms for royal splendour, poetic glory, and sacrificial wealth. In this
way, the sacrificial economy harmonises with the time of performance (morning) and the
mythopoetic image of the release of dawn. The winning/freeing of Uṣas by Indra is the heroic
deed in the Ṛgveda and can be seen as an archaic version of the winning of splendour by the
king.
4.3. “Shining fame”. The hero’s splendour in Indo-European poetry
I will now show another way in which heroism was expressed as both fame and light in Vedic
literature, going back to Indo-European warrior culture; and the role the poet had there. In
ancient Indo-European societies, heroic ‘fame’ (Vedic yaśas, śravas, kīrti)376 was very
important, as shown in numerous studies. The poet gave his patron the ‘immortal glory’.377
Yet, the important etymological, semantic and metaphoric links between fame and splendour
have not been acknowledged. René Nünlist (1998) discusses the ancient Greek metaphor of
light in poetry, and compares it with e.g. Vedic poetry. Alexander Nikolaev (2012) mentions
the shared Greek and Vedic term for ‘revealing’ a song of praise and light. However, none of
them relates this to the image of the fiery epic hero or the splendour of kings. Proferes points
to the early Vedic concept of glory as based upon a metaphor of light, but he does not
elaborate on this.378 Let us look at some Indo-European examples of the “shining fame” and
how this relates to the concept of royal splendour.
Fame extends widely, like light: Ṛgvedic urugāyám … śrávas- ‘wide-going glory’
(Homeric κλέος εὐρύ), and pṛthu śrávas.379 ‘Fame/honour’ is designated by terms that also
means or originally meant ‘light, brilliance’. The very word we use in English, glory (Vedic
śravas), have come to connotate both ‘fame’ and ‘splendour’. The praiser of heroes par
excellence, Pindar, in his ode for Hieron of Syracuse, glorifies this victorious horse-racer
thus:
[…] τὸ δέ κλέος
τηλόθεν δέδορκε τᾶν Ὀλυμπιάδων ἐν δρόμοις
Πέλοπος […]
[…] the fame [κλέος] of the Olympian festivals shineth [δέδορκε] from afar amid the
race-courses of Pelops [...]380

In another ode, Pindar describes how
ἐκ δὲ περικτιόνων ἑκκαίδεκ’ Ἀρισταγόραν
ἀγλααì νῖκαι πάτραν τ’ εὐώνυμον
ἐστεφάνωσαν πάλᾳ καὶ μεγαυχεῖ παγκρατίῳ
Plenty of the hermit Vasiṣṭha, that yielded milk, amṛta and all good things for the kingdom. The cow cried out,
and the hermit defeated the king. Cf. Gāθā Y 29.
376
Cf. vīraśrī- ‘splendour of heroes’ in R 5.4.8. Śrī has fame (yaśas) in Śrīsūkta 5, cf. verse 10.; the sacrificer
wishes fame (kīrti, verse 6).
377
śrávas ákṣitam, cf. κλέος ̓άφθιτον, from PIE *klu ‘hear (of)’. μέγα κλέος, Vedic máhi śrávas, Latin magna
gloria; cf. the names Suśravas, Avestan Hausrauuah (a kauui with royal splendour in Yt 19.74), an enemy of
Fraŋrasiian; Nyberg 1937:288) and Εὺκλής (Schmitt 1968:2, 7, 306, 319, 337; Meid 1978; Watkins 1995; Nagy
2006:37; West 2007:29-31, 396-140).
378
Proferes 2007:33. See below.
379
West 2007:407.
380
Olympian 1.94, Sandys 1937:13. This was 476 BC. ἥρως ‘hero’ is interchangeable with φλόξ ‘flame’ (see
Brust; Janda 2000:246-7). Greek φός ‘hero’ can also mean ‘light’ (Sanskrit bhās).
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For, by those who dwell around him, Aristagoras and his famous clan were crowned by
sixteen glorious [àγλααì, splendid] victories in the wrestling-match and in the proud
pancratium.381

The victory of Telesikrates made Kyrene “light up” (ἀν έφανε); i.e. he glorified his city,382
and a glorious man is compared to a bright star.383 Alexander Nikolaev compares δείκνυμι ‘to
display/show’, ‘to reveal’ with Vedic diś- ‘show, point out’, found with nouns meaning song
of praise. He points out that this parallels PIE *bheh2- ‘to shine’ (φαίνω, Ṛgvedic bhā-,
bhánati), ‘to be visible, to appear’, and ‘to be declared, sung’ by the poet/seer.384 The Graces
(protectesses of poetry) are setting the son of Alexibios ablaze (φλέγοντι).385 One of the
Graces is named Ἀγλαΐα ‘the splendid’, and the song is likened to a torch.386 In Bakchylides’
praise of victory, sung at sunrise, it is said that “the songs of the youths are blazing”.387 Apart
from Pindar, ‘clear, shining’ (λαμπρός) is a term used for the moon as well as for great,
illustrous men.388 In a call to heaven before battle in the Iliad, the term used for ‘renown’ also
means ‘splendour’ (ἀγλαὸν).389
Thus, the archaic Greek poet makes his songs ‘shine’ or ‘blaze’, and he ‘enlightens’ his
patron, whose far-shining glory penetrates even the darkness of mortality. Moving on to
Latin, we note that the term clarus means both ‘clear, shining’ and ‘famous’, used for the
‘glory’ (claritas) of warriors and of the ‘light’ (clarus) of stars.390 The term gloria ‘renown,
excellence’ have come to designate also ‘splendour, nimbus’. A plurality of terms with this
double meaning can also be found in ancient North Germanic vocabulary, as shown by John
Lindow (1975). The Norse/Germanic warrior’s fame/honour was of great importance, and the
terms heiðr, tírr, mærr, vegr ‘fame, honour’ are probably etymologically related to terms for
‘light, splendour’.391 Norse tírr is the warrior’s ‘honour, glory’, but etymologically also the

381

Nemean 11.20, Sandys 1937:431. ἀγλαός means ‘hell, herrlich; ἀγλαïα ‘Glanz, Pracht’ (Hofmann 1971),
‘splendid, stately, beautiful, brilliant, bright; famous, noble’ (Liddell & Scott 1871). δέδορκα is the redupl.
perfect of δέρκομαι ‘to look, see; to flash or gleam’, Sanskrit dṛś- ‘to look’ (Hofmann 1971; Liddell & Scott
1871).
382
Pythian 9.73 Boeke 2007:90. Thessalos’ victory is a “foot-racing glory” (αϊγλα ποδω̂ν, Olympian 13.36).
383
Isthmian 4.22. The victory makes his light of fame shine out (Nemean 3.83-4, cf. Pythian 5.45). The “farflashing splendour of the Aecidae hath been made immortal” (τηλαυγὲς ἄραρε φέγγος Αἰακιδα̂ν αὐτόθεν,
Nemean 3.63, Sandys). Glory is also seen in the crown of the victor and Melissos’ victory is likened to red roses
(Isthmian 4.18). Glory is compared to streams of water by Pindar (Nemean 7.61-3, cf. 7.11-6; Steiner 1986:456).
384
Nünlist 1998:ch.7; Nikolaev 2012:563-4; also in Latin dīcere. In Odyssey 8.499, Demodocus is said to have
“sung (revealed, enlightened) the song”, φαῖνε δ’ οἰδήν (Nünlist: ließ den Gesang aufscheinen).
385
Pindar, Pythean 5.45; Mayrhofer 1992:114-5; Nünlist 1998:165. “To flame, blaze, flash; to be or become
renowned” (Liddell & Scott 1871:s.v. ΦΛΕΓΩ). The victor blazes (φλέγεται) in the light of the Muses
(Isthmian 7.23, Nünlist 1998:166). For numerous examples see Nünlist 1998.
386
Isthmian 4.61. The Muses/Graces give light, and the laudatory illuminates the city, the hero, and himself
(Olympian 9.21-2, Nemean 3.64; Steiner 1986:47). Cf. the “Zeus-given brightness” (αϊγλα διόσδοτος, Pythian
8.95, Boeke 2007:41; and Isthmian 7.37-9). cf. ṚV 7.34.1 on the divine, brilliant song. Cf Nünlist 1998:163.
387
παιδικοί θ’ ὕμνοι φλέγόνται, Bakchylides, Fragment 4.5.3 (Werner 1969:181: “hebt sich flammend”);
Nünlist 1998:168. Cf. Παιὰν λάμπει “the song of praise shine” (Mayrhofer 1992:114-5).
388
Theogony 1.19; ‘evident, clear, manifest; illustrious, brilliant, magnificent, splendid’ (Lidell-Scott 1958:406;
Pokorny 1959:652; Hofmann 1971:172; cf. Benveniste 1973:356).
389
Iliad 7.202.
390
Tacitus, Agricola 29; Germania 45; cf. Lindow 1975:132
391
See Lindow 1975 for numerous examples. Norse heið ‘bright, clear’, heiðr ‘honour’. Norse vegr ‘honour’ is
compatible with Middle-High German wehen ‘gleam’. Norse mærr, Old English mære ‘famous’ also means
‘bright’ (PIE *mer- ‘shine’). Gothic wulþus is another word for fame, glory and splendour (Lindow 1975:12931; Watkins 1995:426; Lehmann). North-Western Germanic people evolved “a potential tendency already
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‘heavenly/divine light, beam’, from the same root as Norse týr ‘god’, Sanskrit deva. A
Frankish nobleman might e.g. be called Chlodobert ‘(with) bright fame’, and the warrior in
Norse poetry is sometimes said to shine or flash, similar to Indian and Greek epics. 392
As we turn to Vedic and classical Sanskrit, we again find that fame is described as
‘brilliant’ or fiery. Agni shall give the generous sacrificers dyumát- śrávas ‘luminous fame’:
yé me pañcāśátaṃ dadúr áśvānāṃ sadhástuti /
dyumád agne máhi śrávo bṛhát kṛdhi maghónāṃ nṛvád amṛta nṛṇā́ m //
For those who have given me fifty horses for our joint praise, / for the generous men, o Agni,
make bright and great fame, lofty (fame) filled with men, o immortal one!393

Agni himself is citráśravastamaḥ “possessing the brightest fame”,394 and Mitra has the
dyumnáṃ citráśravastamam //
most brilliant-famed splendour.395

The poet says that his sacrificial songs comes into contact with śrī:
śriyé ná gā́ va úpa sómam asthur índraṃ gíro váruṇam me manīṣā́ ḥ //
The songs and my inspired thoughts approached Indra and Varuṇa for their glory [śrī] as
cows [/milk] approach the soma.396

Uṣas, endowed with “good śrī”, is called upon to bring dyumnám bṛhád yáśaḥ “brilliance
(and) high fame”.397 The epic hero Karṇa has the “blazing glory” (yaśo dīptaṃ). Yaśas, tejas,
and śrī are often mentioned together.398 Fire naturally gives fiery splendour, varcas and tejas
to the sacrificer.399 It is said in the agnicayana:

present in PIE” in making warrior-fame “shining”, according to Lindow 1975:132. Cf. Schramm 2013:87, 145,
147.
392
See e.g. Hamðismál 30; Lindow 1975:134. In Hávamál 76 he who has won fame (orðstírr) will never die.
Grendel becomes tīrleas ‘without glory’ when defeated by Beowulf (1975:133). The idea of the poet as a word
master who glorifies (mæra-) the noble and generous king is also found in Egill Skallagrímsson’s
Arinbjarnarkviða 1, 15.
393
ṚV 5.18.5, Jamison & Brereton 2014:681. On an inscription in Allahabad, King Samudragupta is said to have
”fame as white as the rays of the moon” (śaśi-kara-śucayaḥ kīrttayaḥ sa-pratānā ...; verse 8 = line 15, in Corpus
Inscriptionum Indicarum 1970:6, 12).
394
ṚV 1.1.5, Jamison & Brereton 2014:89; “am meisten ruhmglänzend” (Geldner 1951). The Maruts are
dyumnaśravase (5.54.1).
395
ṚV 3.59.6c, “ruhmglänzend seine Herrlichkeit” (Geldner 1951), “his brilliance holds bright reknown”
(Jamison & Brereton 2014). “May our dyumná shine unsurpassably like the sun”, is said in 2.2.10. The same
idea is found in Avestan: ‘splendour’ (diuuamnǝm) will be the reward of the truthful; but a life in darkness
(tǝmaŋhō) the deceitful (Gāθā Y 31.20); cf. the fate of Yima. Bright things (ciθrā) are in store for the good
(Gāθā Y 31.22, Humbach 1991:I.131; II.74).
396
ṚV 4.41.8c-d, Oguibénine 1998:111.
397
ṚV 5.79.4, 7; in 1.48.1 dyumnena bṛhatā.
398
“he who wishes to be a royal power in splendour and glory” (atha yaḥ kāmayeta kṣatraṃ śriyā yaśasā) should
set up his fires in the warrior-period of summer (ŚB 2.1.3.7). Damayantī won renown in all the worlds for lustre
(tejas), fame (yaśas), splendour (śrī) etc (MBh 3.50.10). See also the Pāṇḍavas’ śrī and yaśas in MBh 1.55.7; cf.
7.168.4; 12.93.13 etc. Śrī is endowed with tejas in the MBh, see Part 3.2.2.
399
AV 7.89, the same are taken from the enemy (AV 7.114).
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atho yathā rukma uttapto bhāyyāt evam eva sa tejasā yaśasā asmiṃś ca loke ‘muṣmiṃś
ca bhāti
Just as rukma [gold] when it is red hot, will shine, thus he [the sacrificer] shines with
fiery energy [tejas] and prestige [fame, yaśas] in this world and in yonder.400

A being has most śrī when it is at the height of its power or when praised.401 The Great
Litany, in the somic agnicayana ritual, is said to give the sacrificer the desired śrī.402 In the
soma sacrifice, the bṛhatī metre is identified with śrī and yaśas, splendour and fame, while
the gāyatrī (the metre of priesthood) is tejas and brahmavarcas(a):
śrīr vai yaśas chandasām bṛhati śriyam eva yaśa ātman dhatte ya evaṃ vidvān bṛhatyau
kurute
The Bṛhatī is prosperity [śrī] and glory [yaśas] among the metres; verily prosperity and
glory he places in himself who knowing thus uses Bṛhatī verses.403

Sacrificial mantras/songs are thus connected to śrī as splendour, distinction and glory of those
who excel. In the Ṛgveda, śriye can mean ‘in honour of, for glorification, for śrī’, for
example, in the glorification of Bṛhaspati (see the Vala myth above):
táva śriyé ví ajihīta párvato gávāṃ gotrám udásṛjo yád aṅgiraḥ /
índreṇa yujā́ támasā párīvṛtam bṛhaspate nír apā́ m aubjo arṇavám //
The mountain gaped open for (their) glory [śrī] to be yours when, Aṅgiras, you set loose
the cowpen of cows. / With Indra as your yokemate, Bṛhaspati, you forced out the flood
of waters, enclosed by darkness.404

Since songs of praise belongs to sacrifices, we have the term yajñaśrī ‘the splendour of
sacrifice’, mentioned for Indra:405 sacrifice creates splendour and glory:
yajño vai śreṣṭhatamaṃ karma
Sacrifice is verily the most splendid work.406

The names of songs indicate their function as splendour-givers (like the Greek examples
above): a priest sings the brahmaśrī-incantation in the morning to provide the patron with
bráhman and śrī. The bhāsa-song is used to make the offerer ‘shine’ (bhā-). Puroruc is the
term for the nivid-verses ‘shining (ruc-) in front’ that are recited before the Ṛgvedic
verses/śastra-, during the morning pressing of agniṣṭoma.407 Noteworthy is also the name arká
400

Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.11.7.3, Gonda 1991:204. He goes with his body to heaven, and it is luminous like fire.
ṚV 5.82.1. Fire when kindled becomes śreyān (ŚB 4.3.4.33).
402
śrīr mahat tad ukthaṃ “śrī is this great hymn” (ŚB 8.6.2.2); cf. 8.6.2.4: mahad-ukthaṃ śrīḥ “the great hymn
of praise means śrī”. The Great Litany consists of numerous hymns.
403
AB 1.5.9, Keith 1920:110.
404
ṚV 2.23.18, Jamison & Brereton 2014:434. Geldner 1951: “dir zu Ehren” for śriye. Cf. ṚV 1.48.8; 6.29.3;
10.105.10.
405
ṚV 1.4.7 (“the glory of the sacrifice”, Jamison & Brereton 2014:93). The “gods are glorious and so will he
be” (śrīr devāḥ śriyaṃ ga[c]chati) who sacrifices correctly (ŚB 2.1.4.9). For agnicayana it is said: śrīr devāḥ
śriyaṃ ga[c]chati yaśo devā yaśo ha bhavati ya evaṃ veda “The gods are splendour, he enters splendour; the
gods are glory, he becomes glorious - who knows this” (ŚB 10.1.4.14).
406
ŚB 1.7.1.5; or “most excellent work”.
407
Renou 1954:s.v. puroruc; Gonda 1975:36; Thite 1975:211, 233; Patton 2005:94; Staal 2008:132.
401
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‘light, beam’ for a ‘poem of praise’. The priests chants the arka to make the king (Indra)
overcome the enemy (Vṛtra), which is also a form of releasing light and glory:
brahmā́ ṇa índram maháyanto arkaír ávardhayann áhaye hántávā́ u //
The formulators, magnifying Indra with their chants [‘lights’], strenghtened him to smash
the serpent408

The same theme is found in the following verses in which not only the objects of the inquiry
are lights (dawn, sun, cows), but the song (arka) and the poets are shining too:
bṛhaspátir uṣásaṃ sū́ ryaṃ gā́ m arkáṃ viveda stanáyann iva dyaúḥ //
Bṛhaspati found the dawn, the sun, the cow, (found) the chant while he was thundering like
heaven.409
sá īṃ satyébhiḥ sákhibhiḥ śucádbhir gódhāyasaṃ ví dhanasaír adardaḥ /
With his trusty comrades blazing [śucadbhiḥ], with the winners of spoils, he [Indra/Bṛhaspati]
cleaved apart the cow-nurturer.410

Bṛhaspati is called upon to put the ‘luminous speech’ (dyumatīṃ vācam) in the mouths of the
poets.411 Uṣas and Agni are said to ‘awaken’ or ‘arouse’ (bodh-, jar-) poetic inspiration, or the
goddess herself is awakened and thus made manifest by the priest’s poems (’lights,
beams’).412 Poetical liturgy was a way to legitimise authority.413 To be a donor is synonymous
with honour and distinction (śrī) since it is noble to be generous; to sacrifice is to be śreṣṭha
‘the best, most splendid’.414 The end of a Ṛgvedic hymn is often reserved for the dānastuti
‘praise of the gift’, the final verses sung by the poet to thank/glorify his liberal patron, who
may have given him cows as dakṣiṇā. Many dānastutis are a part of Indra-hymns (warriorhymns).415 The poet invokes Fire to “make the waters swell” for the kṣatriya who has given a
thousand cows - just as Indra slays Vṛtra and releases the waters - to support him in his
victory over the ‘enemy’ (vṛtra), and to sustain his ‘brilliant dominion’ (kṣatra- tveṣa-):

408

ṚV 5.31.4c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:695. Cf. Gonda 1957b:279. Arká ‘Strahl, Licht, Glanz; Lied’ comes
from arc- ‘strahlen, glänzen; singen, lobsingen, preisen’, cf. ṛc- ’verse’, arcis ‘beam, flame, beam’, arcin
‘flaming, shining’, arcana ‘worship’, Tocharian A/B yärk/yarke ‘Verehrung’, Armenian erg ‘Lied’. Cf. ṚV
1.92.3, árcanti ‘werden hell/singen’ (Mayrhofer 1992:114-5; arc- did not mean ’shine’ originally according to
Roesler 1997:186-98). The poet’s song is a ‘Sonnenhellen/lichfarbes Gedicht’ (1.143.7; 1.144.1; 1.173.1); a light
(jyotir) in his mouth (10.67.10). The praise poem is compared to the golden sun (5.1.12). Cf. Roesler 1997:170,
258ff on Agni, Indra and Soma made splendid/glorious (śumbha-) by the songs.
409
ṚV 10.67.5c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1481.
410
ṚV 10.67.7a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1481. Bṛhaspati opened Vala with his “fire-hot chants”,
agnitápobhir arkaíḥ (10.68.6); he thrust aside darkness with his chant/ray (verse 9).
411
RV 10.98.3, Geldner; cf. 7.101.1; 3.10.5.
412
“The truthful (daughter) of the Sky/Dyaus (=Uṣas) was awakened (abodhy) by songs (arkaír)” (ṚV 3.61.6,
Jackson 2006b).
413
Hymnic recitation and praise of gods is employed to invoke and to make the divine powers appear in rituals:
Uṣas and Sūrya appear with heavenly light, Soma when the juice is pressed, and so on. To invoke Indra is to
claim power among men. The king formed an alliance with this god, as índra-sakhi ‘having Indra as his partner’
(Proferes 2007:3-5).
414
To be great is to be “shining”, outstanding, well-known. The post-Vedic great epics evolved from an older
tradition of heroic songs. The sūta was both the ‘charioteer’ of a kṣatriya and ‘singer’ of his heroic glory.
415
Cf. ṚV 2.35.15. Huge gifts were said to be given as dakṣiṇā by king Pāñcāla: 100.000 cows (ŚB 13.5.4.7). The
epic king Daśaratha gave “a million cows” to his priests at his aśvamedha (R 9.13.41).
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sahasrasā́ m ā́ gniveśiṃ gṛnīṣe śátrim agni upamā́ ṃ ketúm aryáḥ /
tásmā ā́ paṃ saṃyátaḥ pīpayanta tásmin kṣatrám ámavat tveṣám astu //
I extol, O Agni, Śatri, Agniveśa’s son, who grants a thousand, a shining example of a
host. / For him the waters shall abound uninterruptedly; with him must remain mighty
brilliant dominion.416
prā́ tardaniḥ kṣatraśrī́r astu śréṣṭho ghané vṛtrā́ nām sanáye dhánānām //
Let the son of Pratardana, glorious in dominion [kṣatraśrī-], be the most glorious [‘of
most śrī’] at the smashing of obstacles [vṛtra-] and the winning of rich stakes.417

As we can see from these examples, the hero/king/victor in Vedic hymns, as in other IndoEuropean heroic poetry, is often described as physically shining, and likened to a raging fire.
His fame, honour or greatness is also “shining”. Renown or song is the oral/audial version of
heroic splendour as a visual phenomena – these two are nicely synthesised in Vedic and other
ancient Indo-European cultures. Songs belong to sacrifices, in which god, priest-poet and
royal patron are all glorified, made luminous, wherefore we have the idea of yajñaśrī
‘splendour of sacrifice’. The powerful symbol of light is the connecting element between the
good things produced in the sacrifice: sovereignty, splendour and excellence (śrī, dyumna),
fame (yaśas, śravas), the poem (arka, etc; also called the “hidden tracks” of the dawn-cow),
the freed ruddy cows and waters, and the wealth/fees (dakṣinā) won and distributed.418 This
can be illustrated by a figure:

Fig.3. An illustration of light as a theme that connects important elements and products of the Vedic
sacrifice. The king (Indra) wins booty, wealth (cows) by means of victory (over Vala/Vṛtra, in the
Ṛgvedic myth). The king gives the cows to the priests as gifts (dakṣinā), who in turn glorifies him with
the dānastuti, with their verses. Also the gods and the officiants themselves are glorified. Light is the
manifestation of cosmic order maintained/recreated by the priest and patron in the sacrifice. The
words/knowledge of the priests (the Aṅgirases or Bṛhaspati) are also necessary for finding the “hidden
tracks” or “names” of the ruddy cows of Dawn in the first case. The “shining fame” of the hero is the
416

ṚV 5.34.9, transl. by Gonda 1975:170.
ṚV 6.26.8c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:810; cf. Oguibénine 1998:84.
418
The dakṣinā-giving is the viṣā́ na ‘releasing’ or vimócana ‘unharnessing’, when the warrior becomes patron. It
is said that he ‘shines’ (bhā́ ti), when he joins the poets (Oguibénine 1998:122).
417
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combination of the glory of poems (said to be “shining”), and the idea of royal splendour. Similarly,
śrī is both a radiance/splendour and the high position (preeminence, sreṣṭha ‘the best’) of the royal
patron in a great sacrifice. The two forces that cooperate to create the ‘splendour of sacrifice’
(yajñaśrī) are the royal patron and the ritual officiants.

4.4. Uṣas and śrī
Much has been written by scholars about the goddess Dawn, but her relation to Śrī, royalty,
royal splendour and heroic glory have not been analysed, with a few exceptions. As we have
seen, Indra and later Viṣṇu are presented as husbands of Śrī. We have just seen that the
Ṛgvedic auroral light is released by the hero-king Indra, and that this is a way to create poetic
and royal fame/splendour. Now, what are the characteristics of the archaic dawn-goddess, and
how can they be related to the later goddess Śrī?
Uṣas ‘dawn’, foremost of Ṛgvedic goddesses, seems to have a PIE origin, but many of
her characteristics must belong to the later heroic Indo-European culture.419 Being the
personified light of dawn, Uṣas is naturally praised as brilliant, luminous, rosy or golden. She
can give her splendid qualities to the invoker, often a kṣatriya.420 Dawn is a young, beautiful
girl, smiling sweetly. She has several lovers, such as Sūrya.421 Agni accompanies her, because
every morning the householder’s fire (agni, said to be the abode of the nocturnal sun) is
sacrificed into.422 Possibly, Uṣas was also thought of as a partner of mortal sacrificers.423 Uṣas
is born from or comes with ṛta ‘order, truth’.424 Most of her characteristics fit the late/postVedic Śrī just as well. Similar to her, Dawn is fickle.425 Dawn also shares with Śrī her
function as giver of fortune, life, wealth and horses, the latter pointing to a baronial receiver
of her gifts.426 Indra as the winner or saviour of Uṣas can be seen as a prototype for his postVedic relation to Śrī. The story of Śrī-Sītā as the abducted and imprisoned wife of prince
Rāma is similar to the Vṛtra and Vala myths, where Dawn is released from the cave by Indra
(and Viṣṇu). Maybe it is a reminiscence of Indra as partner of the Śrī-like Uṣas?427 Indra is the
main hero in the release of dawn, but Viṣṇu appears as Indra’s companion in battle.
Except mythological similarities between Uṣas and Śrī, Uṣas appears several times with
the quality śrī: śriyā ‘with śrī’ and śriye ‘for śrī’. Uṣas is śreṣṭhatamaḥ ‘the very best’ or ‘of
most śrī’ and comes with ‘the most splendid light of lights’ (śreṣṭham jyotiśam jyotir).428 She
appears endowed with solar splendour,
419

Part 1. Her name comes from vas- ‘be bright, shine’, PIE *H2éu̯s-ōs (Mayrhofer 1992). Cf. Hillebrandt
1927:I.21; West 2007:ch.5.
420
She is hiraṇyavarnam (ṚV 3.61.2) like Śrī. Uṣas is asked to come with fortunate rays from the world of light
(uṣo bhadrébhir ā́ gahi diváś cid rocanā́ d ádhi /, 1.49.1a-b). Dawn is a ‘mistress’ (pátnī-) with greatness, ṚV
7.75.1, 4; cf. πότνια ’Hώς; Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 223, 230; Sappho Fragment 177; Jackson 2005:118-9;
Proferes 2003b:330. Cf. ṚV 1.121.3; ŚB 6.1.3.7-8. Dawn shines away enemies, like a hero (1.48.8; 6.64.1-3;
1.92.1).
421
ṚV 1.115.2; 7.63.3; cf. 1.69.1; 1.92.11; 1.124.7; 1.152.4; 7.76.3; 7.75.5. Dawn smiling is saṃsmáyamānā; cf.
Śrīsukta 4. She is full of ‘lust’ vánas, and shameless (Jackson 2006a:82).
422
von Schroeder 1904:44; Gonda 1969:180-2; Jackson 2005:120. The Uṣases enjoy Agni’s body (ṚV 10.8.3; cf.
10.92.2). Dawn is the beloved (priyā) of Dyaus (1.46.1), the Year, Prajāpati (ŚB 6.1.3.7-8), and the Aśvins
(Myriantheus 1876).
423
ṚV 1.30.20, cf. Jackson 2006a:79. In AV 15.2 Uṣas is the ‘sexual partner’ (puṃścalī) of the vrātya, but this is
also said of earth, lightning, etc.
424
ṚV 5.80.4; Jackson 2002; 2003:223-4; cf. Lüders 1951:102, 110, 183-; 1959:510ff, 570, 594, 625; this ṛta is
materialised as a celestial mass of light, according to Lüders.
425
MBh 1.176.29. Uṣas hasted (sárat) away from Dyaus (Jackson 2006a:83-4), cf. Hatto 1965.
426
She is aśvadā- and áśvāvat in 1.123.12, 1.92.14, 5.79.1-, 7.41.7, and 1.113.18 for the soma sacrifice.
427
See Part 3; Jacobi; Pollock 1985; Steets 1993:146. Cf. Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 3.10.
428
ṚV 1.113.1 (cf. verse 12, śreṣṭhatama). Jamison & Brereton 2014 has “fairest light of lights”, which is also a
bright sign, wide-reaching. śreṣṭhatama is also said of Sūrya in 10.170.3. See Dhal 1995:ch.1. Agni of the
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[…] sū́ ryasya śriyā́ sudṛ́śī híraṇyaiḥ //
with the glory [śrī] of the sun, lovely to see with her golden (ornaments).429
ud u śriyá uṣáso rócamānā […] /
The shining Dawns have arisen for splendor [śrī]430
áceti ketúr uṣásaḥ purástāc chriyé divó duhitúr jā́ yamānaḥ //
In the east Dawn’s beacon has come into view – (the beacon) of Heaven’s daughter,
which is being born for glory [śrī].431
śriyé chándo ná smayate vibhātī́ suprátīkā saumanasā́ yājīgaḥ //
Like one aiming to please, she, shining forth, smiles for splendor [śrī]. She of the lovely
face has awakened (us?) to benevolence.432

The young Agni shines before Uṣas, as the banner of sacrifice, ruddy and with great śrī.433 As
Uṣas comes, the sun rises with śrī.434 The Aśvins often appear with Dawn as her brothers or
grooms, and they have śrī.435 Uṣas becomes visible to mortals as she displays herself in the
east every morning. The appearance of the beautiful Uṣas full of śrī, reminds us of the display
of the later Śrī.436 We read in the Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa that Prajāpati by his ascetic heat created
Fire, Wind, Sun, Moon and Dawn. The gods performed tapas and were consecrated for
heaven, whereafter Uṣas stepped in front of them as an apsaras (heavenly nymph). The gods
were filled with lust for her, their semen ran out and was collected into a golden bowl, from
which the being Bhava was created.437 This scenario reminds one of Śrī in the Śatapathabrāhmaṇa, who comes out, extremely attractive, from Prajāpati’s heated body, and in the
Mahābhārata from Bali as well as from the ocean (Part 3).
While Indra loses most of his importance in post-Ṛgvedic (and especially post-Vedic)
time to Viṣṇu, Uṣas suddenly disappears after the Ṛgveda, even though she occupied an

morning is śreṣṭha (1.44.4). “The Dawns have ascended for śrī, shining (ruc-)” (6.64.1-2). She gives kṣatriyan
power and śravas (1.113.6). Uṣas shall shine blessings on men with her rays that are most excellent/of most śrī:
śreṣṭhebhir bhānubhir (7.77.5, ’glänzendsten Strahlen’, Roesler 1997:265). Cf. Oldenberg 1918:62-5 on Uṣas’
and the Aśvins’ śrī.
429
ṚV 1.122.2d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:284.
430
ṚV 6.64.1a, Jamison & Brereton 2014:862.
431
ṚV 7.67.2c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:966.
432
ṚV 1.92.6c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:227. Cf. Roesler 1997:87.
433
ṚV 10.1.5-6, cf. 10.45.5 in Part 3. Agni shines for śrī (śriyé rukmó ná rocata, 4.10.5).
434
ṚV 5.45.1-2.
435
ṚV 7.72.1. The Aśvins ‘horse-possessors’ are the young, divine twins, sons of Heaven and the sea (1.46.2,
1.47.6; 4.43.5); or Vivasvant and Saraṇyū. They are ‘lords of lustre’ (śubhaspatī, 1.47.5; 10.131.4), wearing
lotus-wreaths (10.184.2; AV 3.22.4; ŚB 4.1.5.16). They won the choice (varā), Sūryā’s wedding contest (see
below) and have a swift chariot. Aśvins give life, release, amṛta, and ṛta (ṚV 1.47.1). Haudry 1988 argues
against Dumézil’s “third function” interpretation of the Aśvins: they are warriors and saviours.
436
Dawn and her sister Night decorate themselves with splendid ornaments (śriyaṃ śukrapiṣaṃ, 10.110.6; cf.
1.188.6; 5.79.4; AV 5.12.5). Uṣas’ svayaṃvara may be referred to in ṚV 1.124.8; Jamison 1999:248ff. Cf. ṚV
1.92.12; 7.78.3; Gonda 1968:5. To ‘give off light, shine forth’ means also to ‘display, exhibit’ and ‘appear’, kaś-,
Greek φαίνω (Liddell & Scott 1871). On the relation between Uṣas, light and display see Roesler 1997:88-9, cf.
121.
437
Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa 6.1-2, Keith 1920:377.
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important and dignified position.438 This is followed by the rise of the goddess Śrī in the lateVedic Śrīsūkta. It is likely that the image of Uṣas influenced Śrī.439 As far as I know, only
Shembavnekar 1935, and (more briefly) Bhattacharji 1970, Kumar 1974, and Kazanas 2001,
have suggested that Śrī could have evolved or taken up characteristics from Uṣas. The Vedic
gods lost their character of natural phenomena and became more anthropomorphic,
Shembavnekar writes: “(Dawn) lost her divinity, but her radiance which is the very essence of
her life and form came to be deified and venerated as Śrī.”440 Missing in Shembavkar’s
analysis is however Uṣas/Śrī as royal splendour. Śrī is not “the same goddess” as Uṣas, but
they certainly share characteristics. They are both (see Part 3 for references):
(1) Possessors of the quality śrī.441
(2) Brilliant, radiant and shining (Śrī is candrā, as is Uṣas,442 and both Śrī and Uṣas are
prabhā-, bhāsvat; etc).
(3) Rosy or golden (Śrī in Śrīsūkta is ‘splendid; golden, reddish-yellow, sun-coloured’ hariṇī,
suvarṇā, hiraṇyavarṇā, ādityavarṇā, sūryā, piṅgala, jvalantī, prabhāsā, as is Uṣas along with
aruṇa, aruṣa, hiraṇyavarṇā).
(4) Connected to waters (Śrī is the goddess of the water-born lotus,443 she is ārdrā ‘moist’.
Uṣas appears with the waters released by Indra).
(5) Givers of horses, riches, prosperity, fortune, heroic sons, and immortality.
(6) Travels in splendid chariots.
(7) Partners of several/successive heroes/kings (divine or mortal).
(8) Won and/or released by Indra and Viṣṇu.
(9) Quick, fickle, impermanent.
(10) Perennially beautiful and virgin brides, who display themselves in front of men/gods.
(11) Associated with cows and milk, or waters – i.e. light released by Indra/the king.
(12) They come with Agni to the sacrifice (Śrī in the Śrīsūkta; Uṣas in the Ṛgveda).
(13) They have dark/inauspicious sisters (Śrī versus Alakṣmī ‘misfortune’; Dawn versus
Night).444
These shared features suggest that Śrī as the post-Vedic goddess of royal splendour has her
“prototype” in Uṣas, the goddess of light that is the prize for the royal hero Indra crushing
438

Cf. Keith 1925:3; Bhattacharji 1970:224, 352; Kosambi 1962:61ff. “(T)he mythology of Uṣas does not
increase in the later works […] there is little mention of Uṣas in the post-Vedic era.” (Steets 1993:112)
Hillebrandt (1929:I.9, 22, 62-3) is of the poinion that the great importance and longing for dawn is rather a trait
of the northern part of the world, so Uṣas may have lost her importance when the Indian Aryans moved south.
Witzel & Goto suggests the same (in ṚV 2007:458).
439
According to Steets, Uṣas is the same type of “Sun Maiden” as Sūryā and Saraṇyū. Uṣas has traits which
seem to preserve elements of the Indo-European Sun Maiden, of whom Uṣas is a descendant (1993:113). Uṣas is
called both “Heavens daughter” and “Sun’s daughter” (like Greek Eos and Helen), and like Sūryā she has a close
relation to the Aśvins. Kinsley 1989:274 suggests that Śrī-Lakṣmī originates from an Indo-European goddess of
royal power. Kazanas 2001 compares the sea-born Aphrodite with Śrī. Kumar 1974:277 mentions that Uṣas
likely developed into the Purāṇic Lakṣmī.
440
Shembavnekar 1935:352. Cf. Part 3. “It never seems to have struck any writer on Indian mythology that
though the goddess Śrī (the goddess of splendour and wealth) is the same as Lakṣmī … some (of her attributes)
disclose her identity with Uṣas, while other are of a novel type” (1933:351).
441
As shown above. If the śrī-possessing Uṣas/Sūryā with śrī influenced the late-Vedic Śrī, it would be a parallel
to the Indo-European Dawn who in Roman religion probably evolved into Venus, an epithet of the dawn goddess
(Uṣas with vánas in ṚV 10.172.1). The Indo-European poet could turn divine epithets into names. Old words and
motifs were used in new situations, by new poet-priests (Jackson 1997; 2005; 2006).
442
ṚV 1.48.9,
443
Śrī as lotus-garlanded in Śrīsūkta can be compared to the Aśvins (associated with the goddess Dawn). See
Part 3.
444
Cf. Aditi versus Nirṛti in rājasūya in Part 6.
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Vṛtra and Vala. Evidence for the connection between glory, dawn and śrī is also given by
Avestan texts. Though the goddess Dawn is not as prominent as in the Ṛgveda, Ušah is one of
Ahura Mazdā’s benevolent powers,445 and signifies the ascent of the soul.446 The ‘radiant
Ušah’ (cf. Uṣas vībhā-, vivas-)447 possesses srī.448 It is hardly a coincidence, Gonda notes, that
Uṣas has śrī and the Avestan Ušah is srīra in Gāh 5.5 (one of the daily prayers),449 as she
comes riding in a chariot, just as Ṛgvedic Uṣas appears as distributor of śrī, the bringer of
light, order and victory. Yet, Gonda thinks that these goddesses of light give “fortune” (śrī) or
gifts by shining, not that śrī itself has anything to do with light.450 I find this unlikely: rather,
the idea of a śrī/srī-possessing goddess of dawn is Indo-Iranian, and ‘splendour’ is inherent in
the term śrī/srī.
4.5. The svayaṃvara of Sūryā
Sūryā has been compared by scholars to other Indo-European versions of the “Sun
Maiden”.451 Part 4.5 suggests that Sūryā is comparable to Śrī, being the personifed female,
solar splendour connected to śrī, won by a king in a svayaṃvara marriage.
Sūryā (feminine ‘sun’) is central in the Wedding hymn Sūryāsūkta, Ṛgveda 10.85,452 but
is also mentioned in other hymns. She has been identified with Uṣas,453 or seen as the
feminine aspect of the Sun,454 the “Sun Maiden”, as daughter, mother, wife or sister of the
sun. Like Uṣas, Sūryā is more or less absent from post-Vedic texts.455 The texts tell us that to
the marriage of King Soma and Prajāpati’s daughter Sūryā Sāvitrī all gods came as suitors. A
contest was held, a race between the Aśvins (with the mule), Indra (with the royal horse) and
445

Yt 14.20; 8.35; 15.55; Y 46.3-4; Gāθā Y 50.10 (cf. Humbach in Gāθās 1991:I.89, 134; II.18.5).
West 2007:219; Boyce 1979:45. In Iranian religion, the soul was said to linger on to the corpse for three days
after death; on the dawn of the 4th day, it ascends with the rising sun to face the all-seeing Miθra at the Cinvat
Bridge (Vidēvdāt 19.28). Cf. Greater Bundahišn 30.8ff; Skjærvø 2012. Mt Ušaδā ‘Haus der Morgenröte’ (Hertel
1931:16-7, cf. 39; Yt 19.2, 66; 8.32; Greater Bundahišn 9.8; 10.5) stands in the midst of Vouru.kaṣ̌a. The lake
Kąsaoiia from which Saošiiaṇt shall appear lies by the river where this mountain stands (Yt 19.66-7; cf.
Bundahišn 24.17), in the east (Vidēvdāt 19.5; Humbach & Ichaporia in Yt 19, 1998:11). Cf. Hertel 1931:16, 66;
Soper 1949.267; Oberlies 2012:80-1. Yima sacrificed to Anāhitā on the eastern side of Mt Harā (Yt 5.3, 96;
19.1).
447
ṚV 3.61.5; 3.6.7; cf. Vidēvdāt 19.28; Greater Bundahišn 26.85, 88; Homeric ϕάε … Ήώς (ϕάος … Ήοῦς in
Hesiod, Theogony 451).
448
Yt 10.143. Cf. Gershevitch 1959:145, 292. Srīraca … bāmiiāca ‘splendid/beautiful and … bright’ is found in
Yt 19.10 about divine powers.
449
Boyce 1979:32.
450
Gonda 1969:204-6.
451
In Indo-European, the ‘sun’ was considered both male and female, or its non-personified light was considered
neutral. Vedic svar and Gothic sauil are neuters, while Latin sōl, Vedic sūrya are masculine, Baltic saule and
German Sonne are feminine (West 2007:194-6).
452
Kohli-Bakshi 2008 (doctoral thesis left unfinished) ch.1:15; cf. Doniger O’Flaherty in ṚV 1981:268; Jamison
& Brereton in ṚV 2014:1519-21.
453
Kuhn 1854:451; von Schroeder 1908:42; Keith 1925; Hillebrandt 1929:II.251; Coomaraswamy 1935;
Kosmabi 1962:ch.2; Ward 1968; Steets 1993. In Bṛhad-devatā 2.1-10, 79-84 and 7.119-23, from c. 400 BC, the
goddess is Uṣas (in morning), Sūryā (at noon) and Vṛṣākapāyī (when the sun sets), and also identified with a list
of other goddesses (such as Saraṇyū, Śrī, Sāvitrī).
454
Kohli-Bakshi 2008:ch.3:29, ch.6:16. According to Kohli-Bakshi, a pre-Aryan hieros gamos took place at the
New Year between a female sun and male moon for fertility.
455
It can be divided into verses 1-19 (in two parts: Soma sacrifice, then Sūrya’s marriage preparations), and 2047 for mortals’ marriage. Cf. AV 14. According to Kohli-Bakshi 2008, Sūryāsūkta has its origin in a pre-Aryan
rite for fertility: Sūryā is said to have multiple husbands, which has been taken as a residue of polyandry. Sūryā
is said to have married Soma, but also Pūṣan (ṚV 6.55.4; 6.58.4), and she chose (i.e. married) the Aśvins as
victors. The mortal bride is said to “be known” by Soma when her pubic hair grows, Gandharva when she
develops breasts, Agni when she menstruates, and a mortal man when she marries (Kohli-Bakshi
2008:Summary:46).
446
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Uṣas (with the red cow).456 Sūryā then ‘chose’ (vṛ-) to mount the chariot of the victors, the
Aśvins.457 Not only is Sūryā similar to Uṣas and Śrī in characteristics and relationships, won at
a svayaṃvara, but Sūryā is, like Uṣas or ‘the Sun’s daughter’ (sūryasya duhitar), clearly
associated with the quality śrī. The Aśvins went to Sūryā’s svayaṃvara to win śrī, i.e.
excellence or splendour:
śriyé pūṣann iṣukṛ́teva devā́ nā́ satyā vahatúṃ sūryā́ yāḥ /
O Pūṣan, the two gods, the Nāsatyas, as if making arrows ready for glory [śrī], (made ready) the
bridal procession of Sūryā.458

Sūryā chose the Aśvins for their śrī:459 i.e. he who has śrī also wins Sūryā. The Aśvins keep
company with her śrī.460 “The sun’s daughter” ascended their chariot with śrī:
ádhi śriyé duhitā́ sū́ ryasya ráthaṃ tasthau purubhujā śatótim /
For splendor [śrī] the Daughter of the Sun mounted your chariot provided with
hundredfold help, o you who offer much enjoyment.461
yuváṃ śrībhír darśatā́ bhir ābhíḥ śubhé puṣṭím ūhathuḥ sūryā́ yāḥ /
Along with these splendors [śrī-] lovely to see you conveyed the flourishing of Sūryā, for
beauty.462
yuvó ráthaṃ duhitā́ sū́ ryasya sahá śrīyā́ nāsatyāvṛṇīta /
Your chariot did the Daughter of the Sun choose, Nāsatyas, together with its splendor
[śrī].463

Those verses are very similar to this one about Uṣas:
yuvór uṣā́ ánu śriyam párijmanor upā́ carat /
Dawn has followed your [Aśvins’] glory [śrī], as you circle the earth.464

These correspondences, and the fact that the Aśvins are Uṣas’ companions,465 suggest that
Sūryā, Sūrya’s daughter and Uṣas were identified with each-other, or at least functioned in a
456

Since dawn comes with a ruddy glow (AB 4.7-9; Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa 18.1). Here Dawn appears as another
girl than Sūryā.
457
ṚV 1. 116.17; 1.119.5. The Aśvins ‘horse-possessors’ have fast horses and a superior chariot. Cf. ṚV 1.116.2.
The Aśvins brought a maiden to Vimada on their chariot (1.112.19).
458
ṚV 1.184.3a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:387. It is also said that they come when hymn is sung at dawn
(verse 1) and lead horses, born in the waters/sea, the domain of Varuṇa (3). Cf. the water-born Agni with śrī in
Part 3.1; and RV 1.46.1, 14.
459
yuvóḥ śríyam pári yóṣāvṛnīta sū́ ro duhitā́ “The young woman – the daughter of the Sun – chose your glory at
the decisive turn” (ṚV 7.69.4, Jamison & Brereton 2014:970). Cf. 1.116.17.
460
ṚV 1.116.17.
461
ṚV 6.63.5a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:861.
462
ṚV 6.63.6a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:861.
463
ṚV 1.117.13a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:274. Cf. Pirart 1995:217.
464
ṚV 1.46.14a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:158. The praised Asvins are said to join the company of Vivasvant,
to come here “as at the time of Manu” (1.46.13). Vivasvant (the sun or solar ruler) is, as we saw in Part 2, the
father of Yama as well as Manu and the Aśvins in later texts. The soma offered is identified with dawn light in
verse 6, and the Son of Waters may be intended in verse 4.
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very similar manner as female personifications of auroral/solar splendour, closely associated
with śrī. The answer to the question why Sūryā was chosen for the Marriage hymn, and not a
typical “fertility goddess”,466 could be that Sūryā’s marriage was a myth and ritual intended
for the nobility (the ordinary patrons of Ṛgvedic hymns) and that Sūryā was the
personification of solar splendour desired by the kṣatriya, married to him in a similar manner
as the later Śrī: First of all, Sūryā’s marriage is a svayaṃvara marriage, since the bride makes
a choice (vṛ-); a contest is held, heroism is demanded, and a chariot is used.467 This type of
marriage was only for warriors, and the typical way in which Śrī attains her husband,
according to the epics as was shown in Part 3. Secondly, in Ṛgveda 10.45.46 the wish is
expressed that the bride will become a samrā́ jñī ‘empress’ in her new household. This is the
only time samrā́ jñi occurs in the Ṛgveda and it never appears in the Brāhmaṇas and Sūtras.
The masculine form samrā́ ṭ ‘emperor’ is however used in the royal vājapeya ritual and for the
Vedic gods Varuṇa, Viṣṇu and Indra.468 Thirdly, Soma as Sūryā’s husband is a king (rājan).469
Soma is also the major offering in costly śrauta, royal sacrifices.
Thus, there are reasons to believe that the Sūryāsūkta was composed as a ritual hymn
for an aristocratic wedding. The goddess Sūryā, impersonated by the mortal princess or young
lady (patnī), comes with power, splendour, sons.470 Sūryā may be identified with, or is at least
very similar to, Uṣas. Sūryā is the female personification of solar splendour joined to śrī, won
by the king in a svayaṃvara. This corresponds nicely to the later Śrī, who is actually called
sūryā and ādityavarṇā ‘sun-coloured’ already in the Śrīsūkta.471
To strengthen the argument that Śrī, Uṣas and Sūryā are female personifications of the
splendour won by kings, and that the svayaṃvara and rākṣasa marriages belong to these
goddesses, I will finish with a discussion on the Greek Helen of Troy. Her name can be
reconstructed *Swelenā ‘mistress of sunlight’, i.e. Dawn,472 which is also indicated by the
ancient texts.473 Clader has shown that Helen can be identified with Aphrodite, who likewise
shares several characteristics with the goddess of auroral light.474 Aphrodite’s birth from the
465

ṚV 1.157.1; 1.183.2; 7.72.4; 8.5.2; 10.61.4. In the Wedding hymn, 10.85, the bridegroom gives a cow of dawn
to the priest as dakṣiṇā (Kohli-Bakshi 2008:ch.6:25). Sūryā’s vehicle in verse 20 is to be golden and decorated
with red flowers, the colors of dawn (Steets 1993:163).
466
Kohli-Bakshi 2008.
467
In ṚV 10.85.10-2, an anas (wagon) drawn by oxen is mentioned when Sūryā is taken to her new home, not a
chariot (ratha). The chariot is however the vehicle of the Aśvins and the vehicle Sūryā chooses in the other
hymns: 1.116.17, 1.117.3, 6.63.5 etc (the songs of the 10th maṇdala are the latest in the RV).
468
Kohli-Bakshi 2008:Summary:50. May the sacrificer excel in royalty (rāṣṭra), and the couple be inexhaustible
in wealth that bestows “thousandfold lustre” (sahasravarcas) is said in the short spell AV 6.78.2 (Bloomfield
1897:96, 498) for marriage, which does however not mention Sūryā. The formula where this is stated is recited
when clarified butter (ghṛta) is poured on the couple’s heads, i.e. a form of unction which is also found in royal
ceremonies (Part 6).
469
Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa 18.1; AB 4.7, Keith 1920:202. Cf. Kohli-Bakshi 2008:17.
470
After the walk round the fire (in verse 39) Agni gives back the lady (patnī) with life (ayus) and splendour
(varcas). (Kohli Bakshi 2008:ch.5:11).
471
Śrīsūkta 13, see Part 3.2.1. Witzel & Goto notes in their translation of ṚV 1.116.17: “Hier wurde Śrī als
Göttin der Pracht [Śrī] interpretiert, mit der Sūryā gleichgesetzt wird.” (2007:666) Doniger O’Flaherty suggests
that the human bride is identified with Sūryā (1981:273).
472
Printz 1926; Lindsay 1974; Clader 1976; Austin 1994; Doniger O’Flaherty 1999; Jackson 2006a; West
2007:137, 231; critique in Edmunds 2002. Helen’s brothers are the Dioskuroi, the Greek equivalence of the
Vedic Aśvins that accompanies Uṣas. In Baltic myth Sáules dukrýte/meita, the ‘Sun’s daughter/maiden’, is
married to the twin sons of the Sky. Karl Kerenyi discusses several “Töchter der Sonne” in Greek mythology:
Medeia, Kirke etc, and points out that the sun and royalty often are connected (1944:56).
473
In Theocrit’s wedding hymn, Helen is compared to dawn (18.26-8, 31).
474
Boedeker 1974; Clader 1976; Suter 1987; Puhvel 1987:143; Jackson 2006a. Aphrodite is shining (Homeric
Hymn to Aphrodite 64-5, 85-90; Boedeker 1974:28-9, 71-4; Clader 1976:81-3), golden (Hesiod, Catalogues 68).
Ἀφροδίτη can be interpreted ‘luminous cloud’, or PIE *Abrho-dih2-to- ‘very luminous’ (Boedeker 1960:11-3,
41, 74; Janda 2000:155).
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sea is similar to Śrī’s birth from the sea, which again suggests that Śrī inherited characteristics
of the Indo-European goddess Dawn.475 According to the sources, Helen was born from Zeus
(i.e. Heaven, like Uṣas), from the sea (like Śrī), or from the sun (like Sūryā). The main reason
for her being desired and abducted repeatedly by heroes, was not her beauty but that she made
her partner immortal, as the son-in-law of Zeus.476 Helen’s many abductions can be compared
to the multiple husbands and abductions of the epic Śrī, as the splendour desired by every
king. Like Śrī and Sūryā, Helen held a kind of “svayaṃvara” in which Menelaus became her
husband.477 When Helen was abducted by Paris to Troy, it was thanks to the help of Aphrodite
(Dawn). Paris was however a coward, like Rāvaṇa in the Indian epic, who abducted his bride
in secret and was incapable of defeating Menelaos in man-to-man combat. The didactic
function of the story seems to be that only a heroic king can win and keep Helen, the
personified goddess of (auroral) splendour. After the war, Helen was declared an adultress,
similar to the harsh words given to Śrī, Sītā and Draupadī in the Indian epics. But in the
Odyssey, Helen appears as a goddess of light and immortality, loved by Menelaus,478 who is
about to enter the Elysian Fields.479
The antique world also knew an alternative version of the story of Helen: her illusory
double. Paris brought only Helen’s double, phantom or copy to Troy.480 The real Helen was
taken in safety to Egypt, to be guarded by the good king Proteus, god of the sea.481 The
message is again that an unworthy prince/king cannot possess the true goddess of splendour.
Interestingly, this motif of the double is very reminiscent of some late, non-Vālmīkian
versions of the Rāmāyaṇa, where we find a shadow (chāyā) or illusionary (māyā) Sītā. The
Adhyātma-rāmāyaṇa tells us that Rāma knew of Rāvaṇa’s plan to abduct his wife. He ordered
Sītā to become invisible (adṛśyarūpa-) and leave a shadow of herself, which the ignorant
Rāvaṇa took to Lāṅka. The illusionary Sītā disappeared in the fire ordeal, and the real one
simultaneously returned to Rāma.482 A similar story is also told about the Ṛgvedic goddess
Saraṇyū.483 Steets sees “an Indo-European sunrise/sunset myth”, the wedding of the “Sun
475

Already Kuhn 1886:26, 222 saw the Uṣas—Śrī—Aphrodite connection.
Gantz 1993:571. Helen was abducted by numerous heroes (Epic Cycle, Cypria 11, Little Iliad 1; Apollodorus,
Library 3.10.7; Gantz 1993:288-91, 596).
477
Euripides, Iphigenia at Aulis 58-70; Apollodoros; Hesiod, Catalogues 68; Gantz 1993:565-6; Jackson
2006a:89. According to Hyginus, Fabulae 78, Tyndareos let Helen choose her husband by placing the crown on
his head. Euripides in Iphigenia at Aulis 68-71 says Helen’s father let her chose (έλεσθαι) a prince: Menelaos,
who was the best (Sappho, Fragment 16). Helen means ‘she who chooses (Sanskrit vṛ-)’ according to Jamison.
478
Cf. Iliad 3.139-42; Clader 1976:57-9; Hughes 2005:134, 380.
479
Odyssey 4.561-9; Apollodorus, Library 6.29; Lindsay 1974:46-7; Suzuki 1989:66; Austin 1994:76. Helen
gives Telemachos the ἀμβροσία or φάρμακον … νηπενθές ‘no-sorrow drug’ (Odyssey 4.219-21). The
immortal Dawn with a mortal lover is discussed by Boedeker 1974:ch.3.
480
Jackson 2006a:84-6; Doniger 1999:28-32, 39; Herodot, History 2.113; Odyssey 4.227-9, 351. The double first
appears in Stesichoros’ Palinode, mentioned by Plato.
481
Since Προτευς ‘the first’ is also a name of an oceanic god, Helen’s time at Proteus’ abode brings to mind the
Indian and Iranian traditions of royal splendours hidden in waters. In Odyssey 4.382ff, Proteus of Egypt is
declared immortal sea-god, servant of Poseidon, lord of “the offspring of the sea-goddess”, νέποδες …
Ἁλοσύδνες, which is comparable to apāṃ napāt: as mentioned in Part 2. Menelaos had to capture Proteus, who
could change form into any creature, water and blazing fire, to know what happened to his comrades.
482
According to Kūrma-purāṇa 2.33.115-31, the real Sītā was kept safe in the same fire which the false one
entered in fire ordeal.
483
The name Saraṇyū, like Greek Helen, can be reconstructed *Su̯eleneh2 and *Seleneh2, probably epithets for
the same goddess as the ‘shining, glowing’ and the ‘fast, quick’ (Jackson 2006a). Uṣas shall shine fast, and then
disappear so that the sun will not burn her (ṚV 5.79.9). In 10.17, we read that the gods prepared a marriage
(vahatúṃ) or svayaṃvara for Tvaṣṭṛ’s daughter Saraṇyū and Vivasvant (the sun or solar king), at which all the
world gathered (Uṣas is vivasvatyā ‘resplendent’, 3.30.13). But Saraṇyū suddenly disappeared, and a sávarṇā ‘of
the same kind’ of her was instead given to Vivasvant. Manu, Yama, Yamī and the Aśvins were their children.
See Varāha-purāṇa 20; Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa 77; 108; Myriantheus 1876:62; Doniger O’Flaherty 1975:60-70;
1999:43-5; Deppert 1977:300-7; Merh 1996:47, 158ff; Jackson 2006a:63-73. Ward 1968 sees Sītā and Draupadī
476
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Maiden”, as the common foundation of the myths about Sūryā, Saraṇyū, Uṣas, Sītā (Śrī),
Helen and Aphrodite. Rather than being based on “nature allegory/mythology”, these
correspondences suggest that the Indo-European goddess of solar/auroral splendour was also a
goddess of royal power. The motif of the double is a way to claim that unworthy kings can
never have the true royal splendour, similar to the Avestan xᵛarənah - unseizable to unworthy
princes.
In sum, the traditions concerning Helen of Troy provide further evidence for the
existence of an Indo-European tradition regarding a female personification of royal,
solar/auroral splendour, the giver of power and immortality. Aphrodite/Helen, Uṣas, Sūryā
and Śrī all exhibit such traits. They can all be considered as versions of the Indo-European
goddess Dawn, or have been influenced by her. This goddess was the consort of a prince, the
winner in a contest, svayaṃvara or abduction.
4.6. Summary
Part 4 began by demonstrating how the Ṛgvedic idea of winning ‘heavenly/solar light’ (svar)
was equal to attaining the state of unhindered existence and full power, the open, bright space
of heaven. This was realised ritually by kings. The sun was imagined as a victorious hero. The
Rohita hymn (Atharvaveda 13.1) was a ritual hymn for royal power, in the name of Rohita
‘the red’ morning-sun, and his consort Rohiṇī. The rising of the sun from morning to noon,
and Viṣṇu’s three strides of conquest (trivikrama), were the ideal acts of ascent to
sovereignty.
Ṛgvedic Indra is the heroic king par excellence, the crusher of Vṛtra/Vala and releaser
of auroral light and celestial waters. This act was in Part 4.2 interpreted as an early form of
winning royal splendour. In the Vala myth, Indra wins back his hidden cows with the help of
the priestly Aṅgirases/Bṛhaspati: illustrating that the king needs ritual experts/poets to win
power and glory. Auroral light is a Vedic metaphor for sacrificial products and values:
splendour, laudatory poems, cows and fees (dakṣiṇā) given by the patron for which he was
praised (dānastuti). The ‘splendour of sacrifice’ (yajñaśrī) was enjoyed by all participants:
god, patron and officiant. Part 4.3 further evolved the sarificial-poetic context of royal
splendour by demonstrating that several terms for the hero’s ‘fame’ in ancient Indo-European
languages also have the meaning ‘splendour, light’. The Vedic poet-priest gave his noble
patron ‘shining fame; blazing renown’ (dyumat- śravas; dīpta- yaśas) by his sacrificial, ‘song
of praise’ refered to as ‘light’ (arka). Also this concept may be traced back to Indo-European
tradition of heroic/praise poetry, as suggested by ancient Greek and Germanic formulas and
vocabulary.
In Part 4.4, I highlighted the shared characteristics of Uṣas and Śrī, and the fact that
Uṣas often appears with śrī as a quality. A connection can be seen both in Avestan and Vedic
texts between śrī/srī and Dawn (Uṣas/Ušah), suggesting that these might have been associated
with each-other already in Proto-Indo-Iranian culture. Uṣas and Śrī are both givers of horses
and cattle, resplendent, golden, rosy, and beautiful, but fickle. Uṣas’ disppearance in postṚgvedic texts is followed by the rise of the late-Vedic Śrī. Indra, the releaser of Uṣas in
Ṛgvedic hymns (sometimes with Viṣṇu as his companion), gives way to Viṣṇu as sovereign
god and husband of Śrī, who as Rāma frees Śrī-Sītā from Rāvaṇa. This suggests that Śrī took
over the function of Uṣas (with śrī) as goddess of splendour, and Viṣṇu took over the function
of Indra as royal ideal.
as versions of the Sun Maiden but makes no mention of royal splendour (though stressing their brilliance). Sūryā
is Uṣas, according to Myriantheus 1876:37-9. Cf. Keith 1925:113; Macdonell 1963:43; Merh 1996:42-3 (the
morningsun or -sky).
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Lastly, it was suggested in 4.5 that the Ṛgvedic Sūryāsūkta was composed for an
aristocratic svayaṃvara. Sūryā, the female personification of solar splendour, becomes the
wife of a king, similarly to the later Śrī, who is called sūryā and ādityavarṇā ‘sun-coloured’ in
the Śrīsūkta. It is no coincidense that the quality śrī is mentioned several times for Sūryā’s
marriage: she and śrī belongs together. Further evidence for the existence of an IndoEuropean goddess of auroral/solar splendour as well as sovereignty and immortality, was
provided by the Greek stories of Helen of Troy, who has inherited traits from the goddess
Dawn. In one version, not the real Helen is abducted but a false replica of her: a motif found
also for Sītā in some late texts. It can be interpreted as a way to deny unworthy kings the
splendour, similar to the Avestan ‘unseizable xᵛarənah’.
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5. Ascetic warriors and inner heat
Part 5 looks at ways in which the concept of royal splendour was expressed in the image of
the blazing warrior. The idea of asceticism as heat and a source of warrior power is a central
theme. The combination of royal, ascetic and solar themes in the pravargya ritual is explored
in Part 5.4. In relation to this, early iconographic material is discussed in 5.2, particularly the
nimbus. It is argued that the Vedic idea of inner fire is integral to the concept of royal
splendour.
5.1. The image of the blazing warrior ascetic
Let us begin with the image of the epic hero, i.e. prince. How is he described, and upon which
principles is his luminosity based?
It has been noted in previous studies that common metaphors for hero in the epics are
sun and fire.484 We saw in Part 4 that the hero’s fame is sometimes said to blaze or shine, and
that the rising sun is a Vedic ideal for kings, which recurs in the epics: Duryodhana appears
splendid in battle like the young sun.485 His friend Karṇa, the son of Sūrya himself, had
splendour like the newly risen sun.486 When he was slain, his body still glowed with its sunlike lakṣmī. Karṇa’s head was like the risen sun, and a light ascended from his body’s interior
and penetrated the sun. Fullfilling his warrior’s duty, after using all his ‘blazing glory’ (yaśasdīpta-) in fair combat, Karṇa went to heaven with “radiance equal to the blazing sun”.487
I have argued in Part 3 that the Vedic term śrī cannot be reduced to ‘beauty’ or
‘prosperity’, but that it often refers to a kind of luminosity attributed to great men. In the
Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, when Śrī is born from Prajāpati, she is said to be blazing. This is
confirmed by the epics, where śrī often appears with the verbs jval- and dīp- ‘shine, blaze’.
Young Rāma shone with splendour (dīpyamānaṃ śriyā).488 Skanda “blazed, surrounded by
śrī” (dīpyamānaḥ śriyā vṛtaḥ).489 The following is said to Yudhiṣṭhira by the wise
Mārkaṇḍeya in the forest:
satyena dharmeṇa yathārhavṛttyā
hriyā tathā sarvabhūtāny atītya /
yaśaś ca tejaś ca tavāpi dīptaṃ
vibhāvasor bhāskarasyeva pārtha //
yathāpratijñaṃ ca mahānubhāva
kṛcchraṃ vane vāsam imaṃ niruṣya /
tataḥ śriyaṃ tejasā svena dīptām
ādāsyase pārthiva kauravebhyaḥ //
484

Otto 1932a:10-1, 30-1; Whitaker 2000:90, 107; McGrath 2004:59-64, 85. On the luminosity of the
enlightened man and the ascent through the sun in the epics see Brockington 1985 and White above.
485
mukhaṃ rājṇo bal’ ārkasamavarcasaḥ “the king’s face (was) had varcas like the morning sun”. Duryodhana
tells his men to kill the enemy like the “rising sun” (udyana bhānus) destroys the darkness with its rays.
486
bāla-sūryābhe in 7.150.10; cf. 8.78.29, Bowles 2008:292-3. He was a smoke-free fire (vidhumo ‘gnir) and the
enemies could not look upon him (7.150.34; cf. 6.19.33). Karṇa, of “unlimited splendour” (amita-prabhaḥ),
“anointed with splendour” (abhiṣiktas … prabhayā), was like the unrivalled sun (McGrath 2004:64).
487
jvalanārkasamaprabham (8.94.33, Bowles 2008:537-8); cf. 1.62.13, van Buitenen 1973:157: “In might he
matched Viṣṇu, in radiance the sun” (bale viṣṇu samaś cāsīt tejasā bhāskaropamaḥ). See Part 4 on the idea of
“shining fame”.
488
MBh 3.261.10. dīpyamānam … śriyā “blazing with śrī” (3.80.16; 1.208.11); śriyaṃ prajvalitāṃ “blazing
splendour” (5.123.5; cf. 2.10.5 [about a king]). “The king blazed with śrī, tejas, beauty” (dīpyamānaṃ śriyā
rājaṃs tejasā vapuṣā) (3.194.15). In R 5.6.6 śriyā jvalantaṃ, a mountain “blazing with splendour” (cf. R
5.39.17; 6.108.19).
489
MBh 3.220.21.

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

72

Surpassing all creatures in truth and Law. / In becoming conduct and modesty, / You shall
shine [dīpta-] with glory [yaśas] and splendour [tejas], / O Pārtha, a glorious, lightmaking sun! / Live out this hardshipful term in the forest / As you have promised,
majestic prince; / You shall then recoup from the Kauravas / With your own splendour
[tejas] your blazing fortune [dīptā- śrī-]!490

When the sons of Paṇḍu were enthroned as young kings,
śrīmataḥ pāṇḍavān dṛṣṭvā jvalataḥ pāvakān iva /
[Virāṭa] saw the Pāṇḍavas full of śrī, blazing like fires.491

These expressions are not poetic innovations, nor superficial decorations: the epic image of
the blazing hero must be seen in context of the older, Vedic and Indo-Iranian image of the
sacred fire as a royal hero, protector of truth and sacrificial agent. Agni destroys demons with
his heat (tapas).492 Sacrifice and battle are intimately connected from Ṛgvedic up to epic age.
The giving up (tyāga-) of oneself in battle is the greatest sacrifice and a greater form of tapas
(‘toil, asceticism’) than that of the ordinary ascetic.493 Therefore, the epic warrior is a ‘initiate
of war’ (raṇadīkṣita) in the ‘war-sacrifice’ (raṇayajña).494 The battlefield Kurukṣetra is called
Dharmakṣetra and Tapaḥkṣetra, and often compared to a sacrificial area.495 When slain, the
Kuru heroes go immediately to heaven, where they will live blazing in glory, in company
with the goddess Śrī herself.496
The ideal warrior is thus a sacrificer and ascetic. Already in the Ṛgveda, the warlike
Maruts are said to terrify and “shine like kings”.497 Significantly, king Indra says that “my
face is difficult to endure, like the sun’s (face)” (mámā́ nīkaṃ sū́ ryasyeva duṣṭáram).498 That
the king cannot be looked upon for his splendour, is known from ancient Iran,499 as well as
Indian epic and legal texts. Rāvaṇa is ‘hard to gaze upon’ (duṣprekṣyo) like the sun, “haloed
with blazing energy” (tejaḥ samāvṛtam).500 Parallels are found in the Greek epic. The
“nimbus” of a hero is mentioned as a fire visible from the body or head. As Athena gave
490

MBh 3.26.16-7, van Buitenen 1975:272.
MBh 4.65.5a-b, cf. van Buitenen 1978:126. See also their enthronement after the great war, MBh 12.40.
492
ṚV 1.59.2. cf. 1.1.8. Agni crushes him who hurts truth and order (Gonda 1984:275; ṚV 10.87.11 etc). Agni is
victorious like a king with his light over darkness, rā́ jā … jyotiṣāgnís tamāṃsi (ṚV 6.9.1. Cf. 3.18.2; 4.5.4;
7.15.13, similar to Indra in 1.55.1; 3.30.16; 7.15.13). With his heat he shall burn (tapas … tapa), and use his
sharp flames (tejas) against the enemy (AV 2.19, cf. 4.33; ṚV 1.36.3). Cf. Oldenberg 1917:127, 199, 271, 304,
341, 489; Keith 1925:285; Staal 1983:I.103; Vesci 1992:59, 106; Oberlies 2012:119; ŚB 2.4.3.7). On the royalty
of the Iranian wahrām fire see Stausberg 2004:135, 153-7.
493
No asceticism (tapas) is greater than the pains the king endures in battle (MBh 12.98.14, CE; cf. 12.99.45.
494
The chariot is the altar, the sword the sacrificial spoon, horses priests, fame the oblation (5.57.12-14; cf.
5.139, 12.25, 12.98-9). The royal seer Kuru plowed the Kuru-field, like a sacrificial ground plowed before the
erection of a fire altar. Therefore all warriors who fall on this holy field go to heaven (Feller 1999:83; Malinar
2007:49-50, 57-8).
495
‘the field of law/duty’ and ‘the field of ascetic heat/suffering’ (MBh 6.1.2); Biardeau 1982:93, 96; Heesterman
1993.276; Feller 1999.
496
MBh 18, Roy XII:287-8.
497
ṚV 1.85.8; cf. 10.78.1; Schlerath 1960:108-9. They are “resplendent, of terrible form, of good dominion”
(ṣubhrā́ ghorávarpasaḥ sukṣatrā́ so … /, 1.19.5a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:112). They are like the sun,
terrible to see (ghorávarpasaḥ, 1.64.2. cf. 7.60.10).
498
ṚV 10.48.3. Geldner compares this passage with Manusmṛti 7.6 (below).
499
Widengren 1961:93-4; cf. 1959:247. The ancient Egyptian “king’s magical power emanates in front of him,
his royal glory is over him like the halo of a saint; terror goes on either side – for one dares to glance at the king
only stealthily.” (Frankfort 1948:98. Cf. Hocart 1927:17-9)
500
R 6.47.27, Goldman et al 2009:252. Also said in the Manusmṛti (see Part 6.1).
491
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Diomedes his success and ‘fame/glory’ (κλέος), she made a fire ascend from his helmet and
shield, head and shoulders.501 Later on, the goddess placed a golden cloud around the head of
Achilles, with a terrifying flame reaching towards heaven.502 We may also mention the Irish
champion Cu-Chullain, with his lúan láith, a fire above his forehead or nimbus, when in a
state of heroic fury. To make him human again, three tubs of cold water was needed to quench
his fieriness.503 This suggests an Indo-European origin for the luminousity/fieriness of the
hero, or more precisely the late Indo-European chariot-warrior, of whom the Bharatas,
Achilles and Cu-Chullain are typical examples. The hero is brilliant in a double way, as we
saw in Part 4: his “glory” is both a visible light and his fame. A good example of the fiery,
blazing hero is the Pāṇḍava Bhīma, who “blazed up (jval-) in rage, just like a fire fed with
fuel”.504
kruddhasya tasya srotobhyaḥ sarvebhyaḥ pāvakārciś /
vṛkṣaseva viniśceruḥ koṭarebhyaḥ pradahyataḥ //
(A)s he raged, flames of fire burst forth (viniśceruḥ) from all of the orfices of his body, as
from the hollows of a tree that is on fire505

We are told in the Rāmāyaṇa, that when Rāma lived as an ascetic in the woods, he sat by his
leaf-hut ‘in the image of fire’ (pāvakopamam). Rāma killed demons “like a forest fire” and
could not be looked upon, since he blazed like a world-consuming fire.506 Later on he is
described as a very radiant king.507
These epic expressions are based on the Vedic idea of inner, ascetic heat, which in
Indian tradition is said to be capable of annihilating this world. The god Brahmā rewards a
performer of austerities with a boon, as Rāvaṇa was granted invulnerability. This makes
ascetics rivals of gods, and the latter try to make the former fall back, by tempting them with
extremely attractive girls.508 The importance of tapas in Indian religions cannot be
overestimated. The term denotes in Vedic religion both ‘interior heat’ and ‘asceticism,
501

Iliad 5.1-7. Cf. 11.155-7; 13.688; 15.605; 20.490-4. See Part 4 on the “shining fame”.
Iliad 18.205-14; cf. 19.364-83; and Ajax in 6.6; West 2007:482). The Roman king Servius Tullius was said to
be the son of Vulcan. “His begettor gave a token of his paternity when he touched he head of Servius with
gleaming fire, and when on the king’s hair there blazed a cap of flame” (signa dedit genitor tunc cum caput igne
corusco / contigit, inque comis flammeus arsit apex; Ovid, Fasti 6.365, Frazer; cf. Bailey 1943:31-3 (who
compares this to the xᵛarǝnah of Zaraθuštra’s mother, Greek divine brilliance and Mahāvīra’s splendour); Frazer
1951:II.195-9; Puhvel 1987:164).
503
“The torches of the war-goddess, virulent rain-clouds and sparks of blazing fire, were seen in the air over his
(Cu-Chullain’s) head with the seething of fierce rage that rose in him … The hero’s light rose from his forehead,
as long and as thick as a hero’s fist, and it was as long as his nose” (quoted in West 2007:456; cf. McCone
1990:171; McCone 1990:171.
504
bhīmasena prajajvāla krodhen’ agnir iv’ âidhitaḥ (MBh 6.65.70, Cherniak 2008:453).
505
MBh 2.63.15, van Buitenen 1975:151. Sweat came forth from his ‘inner heat’ (antardāhena), fire, smoke and
sparks.
506
R 2.93.17; 3.23.15-7; 3.24.22, 26; 3.27.7. Rāma was mahātejāḥ ‘of great tejas’, with “enormous blazing
energy and heroism” (mahātejā … vīryavān, 6.81.15): no one could approach him (6.81.16). Rāma killed Rāvaṇa
with his divine Brahmā-weapon, shining like Sūrya (6.97). Lakṣmaṇa’s shafts were fiery (6.47.103).
507
R 6.80.2.
508
See e.g. Viśvāmitra in MBh; and Jātaka tale 523. “When the ascetic succumbs to the apsarās’s wiles, this is
not a moral fall, but a loss of self-control, leading to a loss of spiritual power. … In the Buddhist and Jainist
traditions … celibacy … is not justified for its own sake but because it is held to lead to a state of enlightenment
or liberation. Here there is an explicit contrast with the idea in mainstream Christian traditions …” (Samuel
2008:181) The celibate hero is common in Indo-European epics and myths; Greek athletics were often celibate
before contests to gain strength (Miller 2000:110; Puhvel 1987:72-3; West 2007:432). The Vedic marriage
includes consecration (dīkṣā-) and is followed by three days celibacy, or a whole year if one wants a seer for son
(Āśvalāyana-gṛhyasūtra 1.8.11; cf. Pāraskara-gṛhyasūtra 1.4; Hiraṇyakeśin-gṛhyasūtra 1.6.20.9-21.5).
502
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austerity’. It can be creative as well as destructive.509 The ascetic seer becomes full of heat,
energy, which is manifestated as light. Celibacy ‘burns’ (dah-) away all sins and thus the
brāhmaṇa is said to be a blazing fire.510 When Arjuna in a dream vision saw the ascetic Śiva
meditating on a mountain-peak, the god blazed with the splendour (tejas) of a thousand
suns.511 The same god manifested himself in battle as a giant liṅga surrounded by flames.512
Not seldom in the epics as well as Buddhist texts, kings are said to retire to the forest as
hermits in old age.513 But already as ruling king he would practise austerities. King Daśaratha
performed the rājasūya, the aśvamedha, and the world was protected by his asceticism and
truthfulness.514 In the didactic 12th parvan of the Mahābhārata, Bhīṣma lectures Yudhiṣṭhira
on royal duties,515 including Vedic study, generosity, sacrifice and asceticism.516 A king
should know the Vedas, be self-controlled and a conqueror of himself (his feelings, mind and
senses), before he can rule others.517 Manusmṛti states that “day and night he should strive
vigorously to subdue his organs [/in victory over his senses he should perform yoga]; for
when he has subdued his own organs, he is able to bring his subjects under his control”.518 Not
only are the ascetic and the warrior/king connected to each-other by the idea of inner heat and
outer brilliance, but also the initiate/consecrated in Vedic rituals. The celibate student
(brahmacārin ‘he who devotes himself to brahman’519), wins the ‘splendour of brahman’
(brahmavarcas[a]), heroism (vīrya)520 and immortality.521 To perform the Vedic rājasūya and
other soma sacrifices, the king must be celibate for a time:522
brahmacaryeṇa tapasā rājā rāṣṭram vi rakṣati
By celibacy/studentship and austerity a king protects his kingdom.523

509

Oldenberg 1919:148-9; Kaelber 1989:2-3; Vesci 1992:59. On the hero’s creative and destructive tapas see
Hiltebeitel 1976b:223; Brockington 2000b. The mythical Seven Seers (saptarṣi-, the seven brilliant stars of Ursa
Major) are full of tapas, the inner, vibrating energy (Mitchiner 1982:187-8, 254).
510
MBh 13.75.37, Calcutta.
511
sahasram iva sūryānāṃ dīpyamānam svatejasā (MBh 7.57.34-5 CE). Thanks to his heat, a naked yogi can sit
like Śiva on the Himalayan peaks untroubled by cold (Schmidt 1915:193-; Hacker 1959:627; Holck 1970:478).
512
Śiva-purāṇa Vidhyeśvara-saṃhitā 7.10-2; Liṅga-purāṇa 17.33-5. Śiva is the male pole surrounded by flames,
the female cosmic energy (identified with Śrī in later texts; see above; Cf. Doniger O’Flaherty 1973.
513
Olivelle 1993:116-7; cf. Pargiter 1922:243-4; Horsch 1966:8, 429. King Bṛhadratha made his son king, and
himself became an ascetic burning in tapas like a smoke-free fire (Maitrī-upaniṣad 1.2). The wisdom of shining
seers can be seen in context of the belief that the eye sends out a light (ŚB 1.4.3.7; Gonda 1968:5; 1975:67; 1981;
1984b). Cf. sūracakṣuḥ ‘sun-eyed’, in ṚV 1.16.1, and cit- ‘see, reveal; shine’ (critical discussion in Roesler
1997:199ff, 210ff, 246ff). In Plato’s Timaeus, we read that there is a fire within us of the same kind as daylight;
a stream of fire issues from the eyes and establishes contact with perceived objects, but only if there is some
daylight, for we do not see in darkness (Grönroos 2001:31-5; cf. Plato, Republic 6.19).
514
vasudhā pālitā … tapasā satyvakyena, R 4.5.5; Gonda 1965:286; cf. 1966:71; Heesterman 1957:218: a
brahmacārin is praised as the sun and shining/ruling (rājati) Prajāpati/Indra (AV 11.5.16), and very virile (.12).
515
Gonda 1966:3; Malinar 2007:45-6; Kane III:52-5; Coomaraswamy 1942:82, 84, 86.
516
MBh 12.49.30, Fitzgerald 2004:342; Likewise, king Nimi is praised as pious, true and very ascetic, in
Varāha-purāṇa 206.29-30.
517
MBh 12.669.1-5; Agni-purāṇa 238; Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa 27.10; lawtexts; cf. Plato, Republic 4.
518
indriyāṇāṃ jaye yogaṃ samātiṣṭhed divāniśam / jitendriyo hi śaknoti vaśe sthāpayituṃ prajāḥ, 7.44 (Olivelle
2005:156; 619).
519
See Part 6, Gonda 1965:Brahmacārya.
520
Gonda 1965:288. The tapasvin, brahmacārin or dīkṣita (initiate) does not cut his hair, for this part of his body
has accumulated much tapas (Kaelber 1989:20-1). Tejas and brahmavarcas(a) is won by the sacrificer in
paśubandhu because he uses a pole of palāśa wood (AB 2.1).
521
Doniger O’Flaherty 1973:24; van Buitenen in MBh 1973:xviii; Kaelber 1989:15-9. From the brahmacārin,
clothed in heat (gharmá), was born the brāhmaṇa and immortality (AV 11.5.5; cf. Paraskara-gṛhyasūtra 2.4.3).
522
See Part 6. Gonda 1966:23-4, 113.
523
AV 11.5.17, Whitney 1905.
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tapasā vai lokaṃ jayanti
tadasyaitat paraḥpara eva varīyas tapo bhavati paraḥparaḥ śreyāṃsaṃ lokaṃ jayati
vasīyān u haivāsmiṃ loke bhavati ya evaṃ vidvān paro 'hvīr upasada
Verily, the world is conquered by austere devotion [tapas]. Now, his devotion becomes
ever and ever wider, he conquers an ever and ever more glorious [/greater in śrī] world
and becomes better in this world whosoever, knowing this, undertakes the Upasads [daily
offerings in the soma sacrifice]. 524

In the aśvamedha (cf. Part 6.2), both the sacrificial steed and the king must be celibate (the
steed one year, the king at least during his dīkṣā, i.e. twelve days at the end of the horse’s
free-roaming year). The latter shall sleep next to his wife but must never unite with her. The
steed (identified with the king) is not allowed contact with mares for a year, nor bathing. “The
heat of the divine-human monarch is thus the heat of sovereign power: it is characterised by
majesty, energy, omnipotence, and splendour.”525 At the end of the year, when the animal has
been killed, the foremost queen lies down with the dead body under a blanket, to let it “lay the
seed”. Finally, the dead horse is cremated and immortalised.526 The king is then enthroned and
lies down with his queen, but does not break his vow of chastity, for by that self-restraint
(tapas), he will reach successfully the end of the year.527
The combination of ascetic and warrior is not uncommon in the epics. The epic actually
“regards asceticism as a means of obtaining warrior and kingly power.”528 Bhīṣma, the
celibate prince, was like the sun with his varcas, tejas and ‘supreme lakṣmī’.529 Droṇa, a
brāhmaṇa and guru in the royal art of arms, had performed such great asceticism that he was
nearly invincible. His students, the Pāṇḍavas, are describes in a similar way:
siṃhasaṃhananāḥ sarve paṇḍuputrā mahābalāḥ /
caritabrahmacaryāś ca sarve cātitapasvinaḥ //
hrīmantaḥ puruṣavyāghrā vyāghrā iva balotkaṭāḥ /
jave prahāre saṃmarde sarva evātimānuṣāḥ //
Solid like lions, all the powerful sons of Paṇḍu have observed celibacy [brahmacarya],
and they are all practised in extreme austerities [tapas-]. While modest, these tigerlike
men are proud of their strength like tigers, and superhuman in speed, striking power, and
combativeness.530

524

ŚB 3.4.4.27, Eggeling 1885:111. Rather: “they conquer the world…”
Knipe 1975:100.
526
ŚB 13.5.2.2; Vesci 1992:32-40; see ṚV 10.56. Cf. Kane II.2:1228-38.
527
ŚB 13.4.1.9, Eggeling 1900:349. The fieriness of ascetic seed is also seen in the myth of Śiva, his wife Pārvatī
and the birth of Skanda in MBh 9.44.
528
Katz 1989:95; cf. Kaelber 1989:49-50. Indra shall “injure them with that heat (tap-) O bull, on every side with
flame” (ṚV 6.22.8, Kaelber 1989:46). Vṛtra is consumed by Indras invincibe heat (10.167.1).
529
Bhīṣma with sūryavarcas was like the sun fallen from the sky, who scorched (tap-) his enemies (MBh
11.23.15-6, Fitzgerald 2004:65-6). Bhīṣma awaits the winter solstice for his death (Fitzgerald 2004: 7.99, 611-2,
675). Devayāna (the course of the soul travelling through fire and light beyond the moon to brahman) is
contrasted to pitṛyāna (the soul travelling with the smoke and darkness to moon and then be reborn on earth).
Dhṛṣṭadyumna was golden, ‘very resplendent’ (mahādyutiḥ), with the shoulders of a lion, true-spoken and
master of his senses (MBh 5.149.22, van Buitenen 1978:462-3).
530
MBh 5.166.21-2, van Buitenen 1978:489. Cf. 5.53. “(A)ccording to the Indian view, brahmanic qualities often
underlie warrior success… and the king himself incorporates brahmanic as well as warrior traits.” (Katz
1989:37)
525
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The elders told Duryodhana not to declare war against Yudhiṣṭhira, for he had won such great
powers during his years of asceticism in the forest.531 But it is really the son of Indra, Arjuna,
that can be considered the ideal kṣatriya, rather than Yudhiṣṭhira who is more of a brāhmaṇa
or renouncer.532 Arjuna went to the northern mountains to win the divine weapons of
Brahmā/bráhman through asceticism. When Arjuna goes to heaven in Indra’s chariot, heroism
and asceticism is intimately connected, and the chariot obeys the same “law of strength” as
tejas (see below):
nātaptatapasā śakya eṣa divyo mahārathaḥ /
draṣṭuṃ vāpy atha vā spraṣṭum āroḍhuṃ kuta eva tu //
No one who has not done austerities [/who has not been burned by tapas] is able even to
set eyes on this great divine chariot, or to touch it, much less to ride in it!533

This yet another example of the Indo-European (or at least ancient Indian and Greek)
metaphor of “steering the war/race-chariot”.534
Lastly, we may consider some Buddhist texts for the view on the splendour of the
ascetic king.535 Siddhārtha Gautama, known as Śākyamuni, was a prince of the Solar dynasty,
on the Nepalese edge of the Kosala area. Early Buddhist texts are full of kṣatriyan
terminology, and the Buddha often appears as a great dharmarāja and spiritual conqueror,
which is based on Vedic royal rituals.536 When the Buddha hears that he deserves to be ‘king
of kings’ (rājādhirājā) he answers: “I am the king, dharma’s king, uncomparable”.537 In
iconography, the lion-throne, elephant and dharmacakra are royal attributes of buddhas and
jinas.538 Buddha’s splendour or “glorious body” that illuminates the worlds can be traced back
to the Indian tradition of great men possessing such powers that they radiated light. This was
531

Feller 1999:80.
Biardeau 1982:88-9; Katz 1989. Arjuna is instructed by Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa and succeeds in balancing royal rule and
spiritual realisation (mokṣa). “(T)he energy of the hero (tejas) burns like fire … the arrows he sends forth,
themselves compared to flames” (Katz 1989:107-8).
533
MBh 3.43.17, van Buitenen 1975:307; cf. Katz 1989:96-7. ā-rodhuṃ from rūdh- ‘to ascend, spring up’ - cf.
the Rohita hymn in Part 4.
534
See Part 1 on the chariot; White 2009:56-7, 60-1, 67-8, 78; Hauer 1922:7, 17-21, 172-89, 79-98; and Part 4.1.
In the Śāṅkhāyana-āraṇyaka 3.4, the man who “advances to bráhman”, is gratulated in heaven by
virgins/apsarases, like a warrior; he looks down from above on both good and evil deeds, “like a man on a (war)chariot looking down on the wheels”. Cf. the late Vedic and Purāṇic descriptions of the spirit’s ascent to
heaven. According to the Bhagavad-gītā, yoga was a doctrine originating in Vivasvant (the sun or solar king)
who taught it to Manu, and he to the Ikṣvākus, who spred it to the rājarṣis (cf. Keith 1925:492-5). On Arjuna
blazing see Śiva-purāṇa Śatarudrasaṃhitā 38.2 (1970:1234): success is certain since Arjuna has acheived such
great splendour, by means of tapas. A column of splendour could be seen rising from his head (38.34-5).
535
Buddhism as well as Jainism evolved in a kṣatriya milieu during the late-Vedic age, or in the non-Vedic, but
Aryan, “Greater Magadha” culture, according to Bronkhorst. On royal symbols in the legend of the Buddha see
Senart 1880.
536
The Buddha is said to have entered his mother’s body as a royal elephant. He was enwrapped in a golden
mantle by Indra and Brahmā. Other kings are to acknowledge a Buddhist cakravartin’s supremacy and willingly
submit to his imperial power, and in a feudal way submit freely to the cakravartin because of his
teaching/dharma (Fomin 1999:71-4). The royal imagery in the birth and life of the Buddha is similar to that of
Mahāvīra in Jainism (see for instance the Ācārāṅga-sūtra). Cf. Samuel 2008:119ff, 183 on the connection
between warrior, vrātya and Buhhist/Jain orders.
537
rājāham asmi, dhammarājā anuttaro (Sutta-nipāta 553-4), the ‘victor’ (jina, 379). The Buddha is a ‘great
hero’ (mahāvīra), shining without spots (virocasi vimalo, 378, 543, 562), the sun’s offspring (adiccabandhu,
539; Aśvaghoṣa 1.1). The good mendicant illuminates the world (Dhammapada XXV.23).
538
Auboyer 1949:108-10; Bhattacarya 1974:37; Pal 1994:31. All 24 Tīrthaṅkaras were born princes and some
even cakravartins ‘emperors’ according to Jain tradition (Bhattacharya 1974:52, 62-4). The elephant (of royalty)
often appear with the jinas.
532
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represented by flames emanating from a nimbus of the Buddha.539 According to the
Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra, the Buddha or any mahāpuruṣa and cakravartin, is marked out
by having “a halo of light one armspan in width”.540 The Buddha’s nimbus is not only a sign
of his asceticism, but also of his royalty and enlightenment. Being invincible, all the stones
thrown by Mara’s army turned to flowers in front of the Buddha.541 This is the same idea as in
the epics (see below): the greater power of the ascetic absorbs the weaker power of his
adversaries. Aśvaghoṣa presents the Englightened’s dharma not as opposed to brahmanical
tradition, but its crowning achievement.542 When the Buddha was born,
dīptyā ca dhaireṇa ca yo rarāja bālo ravir bhūmim iv’ âvatīrṇaḥ /
[…]
sa hi svagātraprabhay’’ ojjvalantyā dīpaprabhāṃ bhāskaravan mumoṣa /
mah’’ârhajāmbūnadacāruvarṇo vidyotayām āsa diśaś ca sarvāḥ //
With luster and fortitude he did gleam, / as if the young sun had come down to earth […]
/ With the dazzling splendor of his body, / he robbed the light of lamps, just like the sun; /
with the charming colour of costliest gold, / he lit up all the quarters of the sky.543

The new-born boy immediately took seven steps in the four quarters (like a Vedic vikrama),
i.e. conquered the world, and declared with his lion-voice that he had come for enlightenment.
Two rivers fell from heaven on his head, like the rays of sun and moon, for refreshment.544 As
a prince married to Yaśodharā ‘bearer of glory’, Siddhārtha was like Indra married to Śrī.545
By extreme asceticism, he won tapas and brilliance.546 Similarly, the father of Siddhārtha is
described in the epic-classical fashion of luminous ascetics, with shining śrī, which makes his
kingdom stable:
sthitvā pathi prāthamakalpikānāṃ rāja’rṣabhāṇāṃ yaśas’’ ânvitānām /
śuklāny amuktv’’ âpi tapāṃsy atapta yajñaiś ca himṣārahitair ayaṣṭa //
ajājvaliṣṭ’ âtha sa puṇyakarmā nṛpaśriyā c’ âiva tapaḥśriyā ca /
kulena vṛttena dhiyā ca dīptas tejaḥ sahasr’âṃśur iv’ ôtsisṛkṣuḥ //
Following the path of the early kings, / those mighty bulls among kings, of wide fame
[yaśas], / he performed ascetic toil [tapas] / without casting of his white clothes, he
offered sacrifices without injuring living beings. / Then, that man of good deeds brightly
blazed forth / with the luster [śrī] of king and ascetic [tapas], / shining by reason of
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Gonda 1984:269. Cf. ch.11. The monk shall be like a fire (tejo) burning ignorance and like a sun chasing
away darkness (Milindapañho 7.3.15, Trenckner 1880:384).
540
vyāmaprabhā, this halo is the same as that of the king of gods (devarāja) – there is also the ‘extraordinary
splendour’ prakṛtiprabhā which illuminates the worlds (Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra 7.6.15; 14.III. He also
emitts rays (raśmi) when he turns the dharmacakra (14.V, 5), Lamotte 2001; cf. Suvarṇaprabhāsasūtra K.41,
1967:26; Schalk 1999:137-8, 143; Edgerton 1953:II,s.v. vyāma-prabhā). This mark of a mahāpuruṣa is not
found in older texts. It is depicted as a nimbus or aureole in early art (Lamotte commentary 2001:364).
541
Hara 2007:621-5.
542
Olivelle in Aśvaghoṣa 2009:xxx.
543
Aśvaghoṣa, Buddhacarita 1.12a-b-13, Olivelle 2009:7-8. The morning sun simile is also found in 2.20, 5.44,
7.6. In the Mahāyāna text Suvarṇaprabhāsa 48, the light of Buddha’s limbs extended to all the worlds. Cf. Sutta
Nipata 686-7. Multicolored rays of light emanate from the Buddha’s smile (Fiordalis 2008:27, cf. 53).
544
Aśvaghoṣa, Buddhacarita 1.16. It may refer to the famous Solar and Lunar dynasties. Cf. Gajalakṣmī in Part
3.
545
Aśvaghoṣa, Buddhacarita 2.26-7.
546
Aśvaghoṣa, Buddhacarita 9.81. On the Buddha’s spiritual/ascetic weapons see Hara 2007:620ff.
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virtue, wisdom and family, / as if wishing to radiate light [tejas] / like a thousand-rayed
sun.547

In this passage, the well-known Vedic concepts śrī, tejas, tapas and yaśas seem almost to be
synonymous, yet they occupy different places in the semantic field. Tejas as a kind of ‘sharp
radiance’, later energy, which is typically connected to the sun. Yaśas is the fame of heroes
(Part 4). Aśvaghoṣa distinguishes between “royal śrī” and “ascetic śrī”, harmonised in the
virtuous king, destined to be father of the Buddha: Excellence in yaśas, virtue, wisdom, royal
family, and tapas leads to blazing nṛpaśrī, ascetic śrī, and sun-like tejas. The concept of śrī is
here and in many other passages clearly not a quality of “fertility, prosperity”, nor “beauty”,
but a form of splendour (Olivelle: lustre) connected to other terms for radiance, heat and
energy.
Conclusion: Asceticism, heroism and royalty are deeply interconnected in ancient
Indian tradition, from the Vedic ritual texts and hymns, to the epics. Further, in Buddhist
literature, we find both a “spiritualizing” reinterpretation and a remarkable continuation of
Vedic-epic ideas and imagery of the brilliant, ascetic warrior-king. It is the inner heat of the
ascetic man that makes him glow and shine.
5.2. Royal splendour in iconography: nimbus, flames and crown
A study on royal splendour cannot ignore the iconography of the nimbus. It as well as the
shoulder-flames and the royal crown, will be discussed in Part 5.2 in relation to the textual
evidence. How is royal splendour depicted in Indian iconography, and how does it relate to
the texts?
The iconographic nimbus (pl. nimbi) has been the subject of studies in the history of art
as well as religion.548 It can be defined as a disc or circle around the head of a person, or
beams that radiate from a person’s body (primarily the head).549 There are different views on
the symbolism and historical evolution of the nimbus. For Agneta Ahlquist, it is to be seen as
a transparent sphere or ball around the head, iconographically painted behind or drawn round
the head.550 Ramsden and several others believe that the nimbus is of Iranian origin and
represents xᵛarənah.551 However, this symbol is found in Iran only from the 4th century AD,
for Miθra, and and from the 6th century for kings, which makes an Iranian origin of the
nimbus in iconography unlikely.552 In India, the nimbus first appears in the iconography of the

547

Aśvaghoṣa, Buddhacarita 2.49-50, Olivelle 2009:55.
Krücke 1905; Ramsden 1941; Weber 1981; Bergmann 1998; Ahlqvist 1990; Hecht 2003.
549
Several terms are used in scholarly works almost synonymously: nimbus ‘cloud’; halo ‘circle’; gloria/glory
‘fame’; aureola ‘golden’; aura ‘air’; and mandorla (surrounding a person’s body). These terms are also real
phenomena of light, which may have influenced iconography and belief in the reality of bodily splendour: halos
can be seen around the moon and the sun; whereas s.c. glory is a rainbow-colored line surrounding the shadow of
a person.
550
Ahlqvist 1990:35; cf. Singh 1993:99. In ancient Egyptian art, gods appear with a solar disc above their heads.
551
Ramsden 1941:126; Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:20, 29. The king’s “fiery nature” is symbolised by the
nimbus, the royal xᵛarənah (Widengren 1959:246; cf. 1961:93).
552
King Peroz (5th century AD) is depicted in a hunting scene, wearing a crown, with a circle above, and a
nimbus (Porada 1965:219). The flaming nimbus, or the entire body of angels, prophets and imams wrapped in
flames, is common in later Persian Islamic art (Milstein 1986:537-8; Mackenthun 2009:34ff). The prophets in
Islamic legends are said to have been shining: “the light (nūr) of Muhammed”. Andrae compares this to the
Iranian legend of Zaraθuštra who was born with luminous xᵛarǝnah, as well as the birth of Indian and Greek
heroes (1917:29-31, 64, 319-20; see Part 2). Soudavar (2010) suggests Darius started in the 6th century BC to
represent xᵛarənah by several different symbols: the lotus (cf. Part 3) and the winged disc/ring placed above
kings (Porada 1965:154; cf. Root 1979:169-71, 310; Shahbazi 1980:121; Ahn 1992:15, 199ff; Soudavar 2003:3),
548
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Indo-Greek kings Hermaios and Maues, around the 1st century AD. Iranian influence of ideas
or symbolism is possible.553
The Kuṣāṇa empire (and the following Gupta empire) in North-West India was a
meeting-place for Indian, Iranian, Western and Eastern cultures, as can be seen in their
dynastic art.554 The frontsides of the coins issued by the Kuṣāna rulers show the rulers’ heads
or whole figures, wielding weapons and symbols of power. Their heads are surrounded by
nimbi and flames appear from their shoulders. These coins are history’s first example of
mortal rulers depicted with the plain disc-nimbus - though the nimbus had been used earlier
for gods in Greek art, and the “radial crown” (similar to the radiant nimbus) was worn by
Hellenistic rulers. The backside of the Kuṣāṇa coins show a multiplicy of divinities. Some are
especially interesting for the present study: Iranian divinities like Miθra, Fire, even the
personified royal splendour, Φαρρο = Xᵛarənah, along with the Indian Lakṣmī-Śrī
(probably) and the Buddha. Apparently, these kings had knowledge of the concepts xᵛarənah
and lakṣmī/śrī, and they were of such importance that they chose to use them on their coins.
The forms of these figures (royal and divine) are Hellenistic, but their identities and many
symbols are Iranian and Indian.555
The Gandhāran buddhas, whose iconography belongs to the same mileu as the Kuṣāṇa
coin iconography, are almost always endowed with nimbi. In Tibet and Far East Asia, the
Buddha is often depicted with a flaming nimbus and/or a fiery mandorla, which is known also
in India.556 The first Buddhist images did not depict him in human form, but marked his
presence with a flaming pillar, dharmacakra (‘wheel of doctrine/righteousness’), etc.557 The
huge nimbi of some buddhas and jinas are probably also supposed to make us think of the
dharmacakra, or the emperor as ’wheel-mover’ (late-Vedic cakravartin); as we have seen,
only the dharma-king can claim royal splendour.558 Another symbol that appear on Kuṣāṇa
and Gupta coins, as well as in some early Buddha sculptures, are the shoulder-flames. The
Śrāvasti miracle is connected to this symbol. We are told that the Buddha once made water
gush from his feet, and fire flame from his shoulders, and thus convinced his opponents of his
doctrine’s truth.559 Soudavar (2010) suggests that the Indian shoulder-flames may originate in
the xᵛarənah, coming to India from the Hellenized Middle East and Persia. However, the first
bearers of shoulder flames are these Kuṣāṇa kings, not kings in Iran.560 The idea behind the
shoulder-flames is probably the Indian idea of the fieriness of the hero and ascetic, discussed
in Part 5.1.

the ram (as told in a Sasanian legend; Stausberg 2002:211) or wildgoat (ibex), sometimes winged. Cf. Porada
1965; Widengren 1965:311; Boyce 1996:68.
553
Coomaraswamy 1965:57. Cf. Pavry 1933:223-7. In Indian art, the nimbus is refered to as prabhā(valī),
maṇdala, etc.
554
Verardi & Grossato 1983; see further their text on the cakravartin, solar and fire symbolism as well as
xᵛarənah on Kuṣāṇa coins. The Kuṣāṇas may have been a group from Central Asia speaking an Indo-European
language.
555
Goetz 1961:72; cf. Bussagli 1951; Duschesne-Guillemin 1963:20, 29; Stausberg 2002:196; Grenet 2006. For
Lakṣmī with Samudragupta and Candragupta II see Coomaraswamy 1965:130; Bussagli & Sivaramamurti:134;
cf. Härtel & Auboyer:Fig.47c.
556
Goetz 1961:73; Seckel 1964: 164, 222; Schalk 1999:133.
557
Cf. Pal 1984:138; Way of the Buddha:99; Härtel & Auboyer:Fig.31; Karlsson 1999. Jaina iconography uses
the same symbols for their princely jinas (Coomaraswamy 1965:41; Gonda 1966:123-8; Jain & Fischer
1978:II.Plate XI; Pal 1984:31, 132-3, 142).
558
Cf. Whitaker 2000:109.
559
Rowland 1949:10, 13-4; cf. Bussagli & Sivaramamurti:84; Snellgrove 1978:185-6; Pal 1984:265; Gandhara
2008:227.
560
According to Samad, the solar disc-nimbus, the shoulder-flames and the flaming pillar are all Persian
influences on Gandhāra Buddhist art (2011:23, 177); cf. Soper 1949:270; Ghoshal 1966:295).
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The nimbus appears in Greece and Italy already in the 4th century BC, for the divine
Dawn, Moon, and other beings.561 In late Roman age, the nimbus was used for most divinities,
a sign of power. Roman emperors were usually not depicted with the nimbus until the 4th
century AD. At this time it was also used for Christ and the angels; in the 6th century for saints
as bearers of the corona gloriae ‘crown of glory’.562 The Christian use of the nimbus was
legitimated with reference to the Old and New Testament, where we find a concept of divine
splendour and fiery majesty which in several aspects is comparable to the Vedic and Avestan:
God shows his ‘glory’ (Hebrew kabód, Greek δόξα, Latin gloria) as a great splendour,
surrounded by clouds or fire, deadly to the unworthy. When Moses went down from the
mountain with the law, a splendour came from his face, so that no one could come near him.
Beside prophets, kings are given this glory by God.563
Mention should also be made of the royal crown, which can be seen as another symbol
of royal splendour. Like the nimbus, the crown encircles the head and spreads its radiance. In
Rome, radiant crown, rays from the head, and solar references were important in the
Hellenistic and Roman rulership ideology.564 According to some scholars, the disc or ball on
Iranian crowns represents xᵛarənah.565 The Iranian regent seems to have acknowledged the
transfer of the splendour of his dynasty to his eldest son, by giving him the crown. 566 In Vedic
India, however, a crown was not worn by kings. There was in Purāṇic times a royal Indian
coronation (mukuṭabandha, paṭṭabandha) in the rājasūya, in addition to older, Vedic
unction.567 Possibly the crown was introduced later from the West to India along with other
iconographic influences, as seen on the Kuṣāṇa coins. On post-Vedic Indian statues of gods,
561

Coomaraswamy 1965:41; Bergmann 1998:Tafel 6.7; 42-3. See Medeia c. 400 BC in Carpenter 1991:Fig.283.
Virgil uses the word nimbus for gods wrapped in a luminous cloud (Aeneid 3.151; Ahlqvist 1990:199ff). See
Helios in his chariot and with a nimbus or rays (like a radiant crown), Troy 300 BC (Singh 1993:Fig.400).
Similar is Sūrya in triumph on a Mathurā pillar, c. 100 BC (Coomaraswamy 1965:XVII, 61, 67, 232; cf.
Bhattacharji 1970:226; Srivastava 1972:296-7).
562
Stephani 1859:8-10; Ramsden 1941:126; Weber 1981:ch.13; Ahlqvist 1990:83, 190, 215-6; Singh 1993:99100, 168-9; Hecht 2003:21, 25. Konstantius Chlorus’ head on a sculpture was given a nimbus when his head
replaced Hadrian’s (Simon 1990:34). That the radial crown and nimbus were solar symbols in Roman culture is
also shown by Mithraism (which was popular in the military). In this religion the sixth of seven initiatory stages
was the Heliodromus ‘sun-leaper’, whose attributes were horse-whip, torch, globe, radial crown and nimbus
(Duchesne-Guillemin 1966:132; Lejeryd 2000:196; cf. Cumont 1903:Fig.32). See also the throne with a nimbus
behind the place for the head, from a Mithras sanctuary, 2nd century AD (Singh 1993:69, Fig.103) - the same
kind of nimbated, royal throne as that used for the Buddha in early art.
563
Exodus 33.18-23; 34; Leviticus 10.1-3; Daniel 4:33; 5:18; Mika 1.15; Matthew 14; Romans 3.23, etc; Fox
1909; Ringgren 1965:18-9, 31.
564
At a Roman triumph, a slave held a golden crown over the head of the victor, dressed as Jupiter and with a
laurel wreath on his head (corona triumphalis). As in India (Śrī-Lakṣmī), the ruler should have a female “luck”
that gave him victory (Felicitas, Fortuna, Victoria; see Erkell 1952). Nero was the first Roman to be depicted
with a radiant crown like the sun (Nilsson 1950:496; Ringbom 1951:181; Cumont 1903:99, cf. Fig.9). The
mythic king Latinus is crowned with rays, as he is the offspring of the sun (cui tempora circum aurati bis sex
radii fulgentia cingunt, Solis aui specimen” (Aeneid 12.161-4). Augustus’ father saw his son in a dream with the
bolt of Jupiter in a brilliant chariot, and on his head was a radiant crown (corona radiata) (Suetonius, Augustus
94.9). Velleius Paterculus 44 BC says a halo was seen around the head of Augustus: “Behind his head … the sun
was visible, and surrounding (the sun) a multicolored halo, as if a crown were being placed on the future hero’s
head” (solis orbis super caput eius curvaus aeqaliter circumdatus (versi)color arcus, velut coronam tanti mox
viri capiti imponens conspectus est; quoted in Ahlqvist 1990:207). Trajan and Julian were taken to heaven in the
sun’s chariot (Cumont 1922:156-7; cf. Suetonius Augustus 94). Cf. Emperor Trajan with radiant crown on a
coin, an example of how rulers used the solar crown to claim imperial, divine dignity (Fig.13).
565
Ramsden 1941:124; Ringbom 1951:224-7, 488; Porada 1965:201; Duchesne-Guillemin 1966:121-3; Peck
1993. Choksky writes that “royal glory was symbolized by the entire crown. If the royal glory was believed to
have departed from the monarch, even temporarily as when the throne was usurped, the ruler was required to
wear a new crown once the throne, and hence the royal glory, had been regained.”
566
Shahbazi 1980:128.
567
Rau 1957:124; Losch 1959:28 Hopkins 1963:315; Geslani 2012:321-2.
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high crowns are common. The Buddha is depicted in late Buddhist art with an imperial crown
held by angels over his head.568 The mukuṭa ‘crown, diadem’ is found for the first time in the
epics: In the Rāmāyaṇa the enthroned Rāvaṇa is said to be splendid and crowned with a
golden crown.569 In the Mahābhārata the warrior god Skanda is said to be of great luster
(mahādyuti-), endowed with all the marks (lakṣaṇa-) of excellence, crowned with a golden
mukuṭa, while Śrī pays homage to him.570 Thus, in this passage the splendour of the king’s
body, the golden crown and śrī are related to each other. In Part 3, we saw that the victor in a
svayaṃvara was marked by a garland of lotuses, the symbol of royal splendour, Śrī.571 This
suggests that lotus-wreath in Vedic-epic age and the golden crown in epic-classical Indian age
were claims to possession of royal splendour.
I think that the similarities in the early use of nimbus and shoulder-flames (and later the
royal crown) can be partly explained as external influences on India and Iran from NearEastern or Egyptian and Greco-Roman art forms; and partly it can be seen as a common
heritage of ideas concerning royal-heroic and divine splendour.572 The ideas expressed by the
standardised iconographic forms were Indian: already in the Vedic texts, the concept of divine
and royal splendour is very important, as we have seen. Interestingly, Buddhism seems to
have been a major factor in the spread of the iconographic nimbus. The Gandhāran buddhas,
jinas, as well as the Kuṣāṇa-Guptan divinities and kings on coins, were modeled in a
Hellenictic fashion, but employed Indian symbolism, as was the ideas of what a great king,
buddha, jina, cakravartin, should look like: austere and powerful, resplendent and fiery.

Fig.4. Kuṣāṇa king Kaniṣka I, 127-150 AD, a protector of Buddhism, with shoulder-flames, spear and
altar. The Bactrian legend reads: “King of Kings Kaniṣka Kuṣān”. On the reverse side is shown the
Buddha with both a plain, double-line nimbus and a halo/aureole around his body.573 The nimbus
brings to mind e.g. the epic expression śriyā vṛta ‘enwrapped in/surrounded by splendour’.

568

Krishan 1971.
R 5.8.23; 5.47.2 (mukuṭena mahādyutim). In 6.47.130-3, Rāma shoots off Rāvaṇa’s crown shining like the
sun, the sign that the former will be victorious. In MBh 1.26.32 (CE) the gods wear diadems, and kings in
1.162.8; 3.170.35; 4.61.27; 9.44.89 (uṣṇīṣiṇo mukuṭinaḥ … suvarcasaḥ); 8.68.28 (śubhrāḥ).
570
MBh 3.218.1-3 (CE). On Skanda’s unction see Part 6.1.6.
571
Cf. MBh 11.23.10 about a fallen king’s garland (mālā).
572
Cf. Hertel 1931:xi. Ananda Coomaraswamy argues against the notion that the older Buddha iconography is a
result of Western-Hellenistic art taken up by passive Indians (1927:300-6, 324).
573
www.coinindia.com/galleries-kanishka.html (6/12 2011). Cf. Verardi 1983:Fig.10.
569
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Fig.5. The same king as in Fig.4. On the other side the divine Φαρρο, i.e. xᵛarənah personified (in
contrast to Avestan texts) as a warrior with spear and nimbus.574 The figure might however also be
interpreted as a king who possesses splendour.

Fig.6. Gupta king Samudragupta with nimbus, sacrificing at an altar and holding the royal rod. On the
reverse side a nimbated goddess, probably Śrī-Lakṣmī, is enthroned holding a cornucopia. Gold dinar
from 335-375 AD. Śrī-Lakṣmī often appears on Gupta coins, testifying to her importance to kingship.

Fig.7. This youthful Buddha, obviously inspired by Hellenistic-Roman sculpture, is endowed with a
radiating nimbus, and sits in lotus-position. Gandhāra, 2nd century AD.575

574

www.coinindia.com/galleries-kanishka.html (6/12 2011). Cf. a warrior-Pharro in Gandhara 2008:110, 147.

575

Pal 1984:193.
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Fig.8. A Gandhāra Buddha rich in symbolism related to royal splendour. Flames arise from his
shoulders, a flaming circle (body-nimbus or “halo”) surrounds his body, and his head has a fiery
nimbus. The Buddha sits on a lotus-seat (padmāsana), and two “angels” hold royal umbrellas.576
Fig.9. A jina/tirthaṅkara in meditiation. His huge nimbus is richly decorated and is probably supposed
to associate to the dharmacakra ‘wheel of doctrine’, also depicted on the seat, along with royal lions.
Dharma is also central to the Vedic-epic concept of royal splendour. Note also the s.c. śrīvatsa ’abode
of splendour (śrī)’ in the centre of the jina’s breast. Mathura, Uttar Pradesh, Gupta, c. 5th century AD.
The whole image is identical with contemporary Buddhist Mathurā iconography.577

Fig.10. The god Karttikeya-Skanda, son of Śiva and leader of the gods in the battle for universal
rulership, triumphant over a demon. He is endowed with a plain nimbus. Mohammed Zai at Peshawar,
3-4th century AD.578 The nimbus fits well the description of Skanda in the texts, as a victorious, blazing
warrior, but in later Indian iconography the nimbus is attributed to more or less any divinity.
Fig.11. A Iranian rock sculpture at Taq-i Bustan, Kurdistan, from the reign of the Sasanian ruler
Khusraw II (590-628 AD). Below an investiture scen we find this victorious king in full armor. He has
a great nimbus around his head, which is in agreement with the Avestan idea of xᵛarənah.579 This
shows the wide spread of the nimbus as an attribute of kings, and suggests that it symbolises the
ruler’s splendour.

576

Snellgrove 1978:186. Cf. the seated, royal Buddha with nimbus, and suspended crown held by angels, in Cave
1, Kārlī (Krisan 1971:Fig.1).
577
Jain & Fischer 1978:II:Plate XI. High resolution: http://malaiya.tripod.com/jain/pratima.html (30/11 2014).
578
Gandhara 2009:160; cf. Skanda in Bussagli & Sivaramamurti:96; and Agrawala 1968:Fig.1 for a Gandhāra
Skanda statue, ascetic, with nimbus and flames from his shoulders.
579
www.cais-soas.com/CAIS/Images2/Sasanian/Taq_e_Bostan/Taq-e_Bostan_Khosrpw_and_Shbdiz.jpg (5/6 2014). Also in
Porada 1965:207, 208; Ringbom 1951:303. Cf. Porada 1965:209; www.iranicaonline.org/uploads/files/Farr_ii/fig08_MithraAhura2.jpg (6/6 2013).
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Fig.12. The god Helios with radial crown. Coin from Rhodos, 125-88 BC. Note that the sun-god bears
a certain likeness of Alexander the Great, the divinised, unconquered king.580
Fig.13. Victorious emperor Trajan, here on a coin from 101-2 AD, and many other Roman rulers were
depicted with the same type of radial crown as the Hellenistic sun-god, which can be seen as
expressions of claims to solar royal splendour.581
Fig.14. Crown of the Sasanian king Bahram I, combining the Hellenistic radial crown with the Iranian
head-band and the sphere/disc. Some scholars have interpreted the sphere as a symbol of xᵛarǝnah.582
Fig.15. Viṣṇu as divine king with a high, richly decorated crown. Mathurā sculpture, 5th century AD.583
Crowns were not used in Vedic India, but in the epics the golden crown/diadem is connected to the
splendour of the king. Also the lotus-garland (cf. Viṣṇu’s necklace) was worn by kings as a symbol of
their close relationship with Śrī.

5.3. Brahmaśrī, and the inner hierarchies of tejas, varcas and śrī
This study focuses on śrī as a concept of royal splendour, but as we have already seen, śrī
often appears with tejas and varcas - probably the most important terms for splendour in
Vedic and epic texts. In Part 5.3, I will discuss the functions of these three terms as
designating royal splendour, how they relate to each-other and how their hierarchised
subtypes are connected to priestly, ascetic and kṣatriyan lifestyles respectively.
As mentioned in Part 3, śrī is common in the Ṛgveda, whereas the similar terms varcas
and tejas are less frequent in that text. Śrī- is for some reason almost non-existent in the
Taittirīya-saṃhitā, whereas varcas and tejas are common; perhaps the latter were
interchangeable with śrī to this school? As mentioned in Part 1.2, the terminology of
splendours became mixed up in time. This is seen in the epics, where śrī, varcas and tejas are
present abundantly.
Let us first look at tejas, a term that has been connected to heroism and kingship by
Gonda (1966), Whitaker (2000) and Magnone (2009-10); the Iranist Gnoli even compares it
to Avestan xᵛarənah.584 Tejas is a special form of splendour: the sharp, fiery, martial “force of
heat and light which emanates from a human or divine personality, externally visible as an
aura.”585 It was in the Ṛgveda used for weapons, but quickly came to take on a broader
meaning of ‘energy, fiery glow’.586 Tejas is etymologically related to Avestan tiži.arštay ‘with
sharp spear’ which is used for Miθra, and Pahlavi tēh ‘ray, splendour, of the sun, point of a
spear’.587 In the Atharvaveda, tejas is connected to the sun and fire.588 The sacrificer wishes to
580

www.coinarchives.com/a/lotviewer.php?LotID=707906&AucID=1309&Lot=1568&Val=487c6549f8857965c0fa2ed4990a
b3a4 (3/11 2014).
581
www.coinarchives.com/a/lotviewer.php?LotID=716472&AucID=1324&Lot=733&Val=934140e6eed8e76774aff1f16f28b
9d1 (11/11 2014).
582

Porada 1965:201, with more examples.
Bussagli, Mario & Sivaramamurti:Fig.12.
584
Gnoli 1999 writes about xᵛarənah: “an ancient Indian parallel can be traced in the concept of tejas, the
splendour and energy of light and fire in connection with kingship”.
585
Vesci 1992:306.
586
Tejas from tij- ‘to be sharp’ (Grassmann 1976: s.v. tij-): Agni sharpens his tejas like an iron-blade (ṚV 6.3.5).
Tejas is ‘the sharp edge (of a knife), point or top of a flame or ray, glow, glare, splendour…’ (RV); ‘the bright
appearance of the human body, beauty’ (MBh); ‘fierce energy, ardour, vital power…’, ‘spiritual or magical
power or influence, majesty…’ (AV) (Monier-Williams 1899:s.v. tejas). Also in Greek στίγμα. Cf. Gonda
1967:78ff. Kṛṣṇa’s, Agni’s, Sūrya’s and Viṣṇu’s tejas ‘fiery energy, ardour, spirit, efficacy; spiritual moral or
magical power’ is in the MBh a quality of kings, warriors and ascetics (Gonda 1969:123). According to Katz,
tejas is primarily connected to the warrior, tapas to the priest (1989:95); this however is not so evident in the
texts.
587
Nyberg 1974: s.v. tēh, tēž, tigr; Bartholomae 1904; Yt 10.102, cf. 17.12; 15.48.
588
In AV 2.19, tejas, tapas, haras, arcis, śocis are mentioned together, cf. ŚB 2.5.4.3; Gonda 1966:35; Magnone
1992:137-8; 2010?:284. Agni’s tejas is gold (Krick 1982;167). In R’s last book, Rāma finally merges with the
mahātejas of Viṣṇu.
583
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have tejas and fame sprinkled upon himself,589 similar to the varcas in the royal abhiṣeka.590
Mahātejas ‘(with) great tejas’ and amitatejas ‘(with) boundless tejas’ are epic royal epithets.
In the Upaniṣads and the Purāṇas, the tejas of a ṛṣi (ascetic seer) can even set the world in
flames, and great priests are “ablaze with tejas”.591 The warrior brāhmaṇa Paraśurāma has
blazing splendour (dīptatejas-).592 The king destroys like Agni “the offenders before him”
with his “terrible tejas” (ugreṇa tejasā).593 Similarly in legal texts, we read that a king shall
destroy wickedness among men like the sun destroys darkness with tejas. Even though a king
makes a mistake, he is worthy of respect for he has some tejas as long as he is king.594
Related to both the goddess Śrī and tejas, is the Purāṇic Durgā or Mahādevī ‘the Great
Goddess’ also called Mahālakṣmī. Although she is found mainly in texts that are later than
those discussed in this thesis, she is of some interest. Devī appears as the source of all
creation in the Devīmahātmya,595 and in the śākta Devībhāgavata-purāṇa she has become the
ultimate reality.596 We read that when the gods were attacked by the demon Mahiṣa they
created Devī from their collected tejas. This was her form as the radiant warrior-goddess
Durgā. The devas lauded her and gave her their best weapons, and she slayed Mahiṣa.597 Her
appearance from the splendour of the gods can be compared to how Śrī appeared from the
tapas ‘heat’ of Prajāpati, bearing all the powers of the gods.598 It also recalls the idea of the
king (or sovereignty) as created from the collected powers of the gods.599 Pintchman argues
that already in the Vedic texts we have the idea of female divine powers of energy and
creation, partners of gods, which evolved into the later ideas of śakti and māyā.600 Śrī-Lakṣmī
is presented as Viṣṇu’s śakti in late texts.601 This term appears already in the Vedas, as ‘power,
capacity’. According to Śaktism, there is an unmoved, absolute, male principle, the puruṣa
(Śiva; or Viṣṇu); and a creative, dynamic, female force or energy (Śakti) or fiery tejas. ŚaktiŚrī cannot be separated from Viṣṇu.602 Devī/Śakti-Śrī can be seen as a late expression of the
Vedic-epic idea of a dynamic Power/Splendour as the divine consort of the divine king.
589

AV 7.89.4; 10.3.17, see Magnone 1992:139.
Part 6.
591
Magnone 2009:237-43; 2010?:285, 294; 1992.144-5. Cf. above on ascetic heroes. In the story of the White
Island (Śvetadvīpa), three ascetics reach the wonderful island of Viṣṇu, but at first cannot see anything, because
they are blinded by the brilliant tejas of the god (similar to Dante in Paradiso). Not until they have performed
more penances can they see the the pious inhabitants of the island (MBh 12.323; Brown 1990:ch.8).
592
MBh 3.81.22.
593
MBh 12.68.41, Fitzgerald 2004:339.
594
Bhāgavata-purāṇa 4.13.23; Gonda 1966:35-6; cf. 5, 14, 25, 31, 35, 81.
595
Chapters 81-93 of the Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa (4-7th century AD).
596
From the 11th-13th cent. See Coburn 1984:140, 157-0; 1991; Doniger O’Flaherty 1975:241; Hawley & Wulff
1982:xv.
597
Devīmāhātmya 2; Brown 1990:94-101.
598
ŚB, see Part 3.
599
Coburn 1991:26.
600
Pintchman 1994:70; cf. Malinar 2007:6; Kumar 1974. In the Bhagavad-gītā, god creates the world by
activation of the creative power prakṛti, and he can be seen in his appearances (māyā-). Devī is among other
goddesses identified with Śrī in Devīmāhātmya 1.60 (Coburn 1991). Sītā is “Śakti, the energy that inspires Rama
to action, she is the source of his power as king”, Dimmitt writes (1982:211, 217). In the Lakṣmī-tantra from the
12th century, and in the Kūrma-purāṇa, Lakṣmī is the śakti by which Viṣṇu creates and deludes his creation
(prakṛti); she is also the material principle as the immediate source of creation (Gonda 1968b:14-5; Kumar
1974:54, 239, 244; Pintchman 1994:146-7, 152-6; Flood 1996:175ff; Kinsley 1998:14, 225-32). It is not really
correct to say that the king “embodies śrī” (Olson 1989:123), for śrī is rather a power or quality that he wins,
possesses and marries.
601
Lakṣmī-tantra 50.5-10.
602
Gonda 1965:273-5; Dhal 1995:99, 185-96; Kumar 1997. Śakti is made of desire (kāma), and seeks “the
other”, since she is becoming (saṃsāra), kinetic-dynamic and movable, while the male principle Śiva is static,
complete, a firm pole; they are like the sun and its light (Gonda 1965:186; 1968b:15; Dhal 1995:188; Viṣṇupurāṇa 1.8; the king typically represents firmness and immovability, cf. ṚV 10.173).
590
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Next to tejas, we have varcas. This term is found in the Ṛgveda, the Atharvaveda and
the Yajurveda, often rendered ‘splendour’. Its Avestan counterpart is varǝcah. The bright
Moon and Sirius have both xᵛarənah and varǝcah.603 Significantly, ‘full of varǝcah’ is
repeatedly used said about the Kavian xᵛarənah and of Kavian kings.604 Varǝcaŋᵛhaṇt means
‘energisch’ for Batholomae, ‘full of wisdom’ for Darmesteter, ‘of miraculous power,
dignified’ for Humbach & Ichaporia, but should it not be rendered more in line with the
Vedic, ‘full of lustre’?605 According to Nyberg, Pahlavi varc is “a supernatural power given to
man by the gods … mentioned along with xuarrah [xᵛarənah] … almost a synonym of
xuarrah”.606 Thus, in both Vedic and Avestan texts, varcas/varǝcah- is attributed to virtuous
kings. Like śrī/srī, varcas/varǝcah is yet another link connecting the Vedic and Avestan
concepts of royal splendour.
The concept of varcas is central in the presentation of the Vedic royal unction ritual in
Part 6.1, so I will not discuss that here, but its subtype brahmavarcas(a) ‘brahmanic
splendour’.607 To possess it makes you resplendent like fire, just as asceticism (tapas) does.608
The kṣatriya took over the brāhmaṇa-quality tejas, according to Magnone - but is it not more
correct to say that tejas is martial splendour - the sharpness of weapons - already in the oldest
texts, i.e. a quality (also) of warriors? As Whitaker has shown, there are hierarchies within the
power-substances such as tejas. Whitaker and Hara has analysed tejas in context of epic
‘divine weapons’ (divya astra). These weapons are invoked with mantras and a kind of “Godgiven inner potencies and spiritual forces available to man, rather than physical
instruments”.609 Since these weapons are extremely powerful and dangerous, the warrior must
“possess a sufficient quantity and quality of tejas to control and employ them”, Whitaker
explains.
The efficiency of the epic warrior’s weapon depends on his strength and amount of
tejas. Rāma must possess greater tejas than Rāvaṇa to defeat him. Indra has to aquire the
higher brahmatejas, or he cannot defeat the brāhmaṇa Vṛtra. The higher type of splendour
can neutralise, repel, or absorb/swallow and contain, the weaker one:610 brahmanic splendour
(brahmatejas) is superior to the kṣatriya’s tejas, and ‘watery’ (vāruṇa) tejas/weapons are
superior to ‘fiery’ (āgneya) tejas/weapons. Here the hierarchy related to estate is connected to
the Indo-Iranian cyclical philosophy of nature, whereby fire is believed to be absorbed by
water when extinguished by it, but remain latent rather than “die out”. Fire actually lies

603

Yt 7.5; 8.49.
Yt 19.70, 72. Cf. 19.9, 45; 5.45; Gāθā Y 32.14. In 19.57 it is said that even Fraŋrasiian, who could not grab
xᵛarǝnah, had varǝcah; so the former is more difficult to get than the latter.
605
Humbach & Ichaporia 1998:83. Reichelt gives ‘vital power, vigour, vigour, energy’ (1911:259). Weber
1893:51 translates even the Vedic varcas ’Werkkraft’. The Vedic noun comes from *varc- ‘be splendid’
(Grassmann 1976; or ruc- ‘shine’, Monier-Williams 1899:s.v. varcas). Gonda translates varcas ‘Energie und
leuchtende Kraft des Feuers’ (1960:I.31). See Gonda 1991b:Varcas.
606
Nyberg 1974:s.v. varc; Pahlavi varcak ‘heavenly brightness’.
607
Brahmavarcas(a) is the splendour won by Vedic study, “spirtual lustre” (Gonda); “preeminence in holiness,
sacred knowledge and supranormal power” of the ideal brāhmaṇa (Thite 1975:233).
608
Cf. Hillebrandt 1981:51; Gonda 1991:7; Smith 1994:91, 113-4. The varṇa of brāhmaṇas is especially
connected to various forms of splendour in the Brāhmaṇa texts: such as (brahma-)varcas, tapas, śocis, tejas,
bhargas, and tvíṣ. Several of these forms of splendour are however also attributed to kings. The king desires the
tvíṣ of the lion, tiger, snake, Agni, brāhmaṇa, and Sūrya (AV 6.38.1;2;3;4). Tvíṣ ‘flash; splendour’ is used in the
ṚV for Agni, Indra, shining chariots etc.
609
Whitaker 2000:88. Cf. Johnsen on Indra versus Bali, who is superior as regards tapas, dharma, and satya
(1966:253).
610
Arjuna ’swallowed’ (agrasat) the enemies’ arrows like a ocean swallowing rivers (MBh 8.79.73, Bowles
2008:315 = 8.57.53 in CE). Cf. king Nahuṣa in Part 6.2: a tejohara ‘seizer of tejas’ absorbing the tejas of others.
604
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hidden in the waters, reminiscent of the hidden royal splendour in water.611 The Mahābhārata
states that the king takes over the brahmanic tejas, as he is the wielder of actual, political
force in this world, while at the same time acknowleding that it is the brahman estate that is
the source of the kṣatra. This is typical of the Mahābhārata as a text primarily about and for
heroes/kings but composed by men of learning. It glorifies kings, but also instructs them in
rājyadharma and the superiority of the brāhmaṇa and the renouncer:612
brāhmam uccārayaṃs tejo hutāhutir ivānalaḥ /
sametya sa dahaty ājau kṣatraṃ brahmapuraḥsaraḥ /
brahmakṣatre ca vihite brahmatejo viśiṣyate //
Flaunting his brahminic splendor [tejas], he burns by the grace of his Brahman, like a fire
fed by butter oblations, the baronage in battle - and where brahmindom and baronage are
engaged, the splendor of brahminhood [brahmatejas] wins out.613

Normally, brāhmaṇas and kṣatriyas would protect each other in a symbiotic, “complementary
opposition”. One can however also find hostility and contest of the claim of supremacy
between king and priest.614 The wrathful seer Kapila reduced the princes to ashes with the
flaming tejas of his glance.615 A king relates that when he has both the warrior-force
(kṣatrabala) and the brahmatejas he shall defeat the brāhmaṇa-warrior Droṇa.616 King
Viśvāmitra could not defeat the luminous brāhmaṇa Vasiṣṭha with his royal tejas, although he
had practiced tapas to win the weapons of Śiva.617 His failure was due to the priest’s
brahmatejas that absorbed the weaker lustre of the warrior.618 The regent came to understand
the superiority of brahmanic/ascetic blazing ojas ’force, might’ and tejas even over the
’blazing royal śrī’ (dīpta- nṛpaśrī). Viśvāmitra said:
dhigbalaṃ kṣatriyabalam brahmtejobalaṃ balaṃ /
balābalaṃ viniścitya tapa eva paraṃ balam //
sa rājyaṃ sphitam utsṛjya taṃ ca dīptāṃ nṛpaśrīyam /
bhogāṃś ca pṛṣṭhataḥ kṛtvā tapasy eva mano dadhe //
sa gatvā tapasā siddhiṃ lokān viṣṭabhya tejasā /
tatāpa sarvān dīptaujā brāhmaṇatvam avāpa ca /
apibac ca sutaṃ somam indreṇa saha kauśikaḥ //
"A curse on the power that is baronial power! Brahminic power [/power of brahmatejas]
is power. On weighing weakness and strength, asceticism [tapas] appears the superior
power!" / He relinquished his prosperous kingdom and his blazing kingly fortune [dīpta611

Whitaker 2000:92-7, 107, 109-10. Cf. Part 2 on aquatic fire. The baronage comes from the brahminhood, fire
from water, the lesser from the greater. Since fire has sprung from water, it cannot reenter water without “being
extinguished”, the MBh states (5.15.31).
612
Magnone 2009:305.
613
MBh 1.155.27, van Buitenen 1975:317.
614
Rau 1957:61-2; Smith 1994:102; cf. Hopkins 1963:309-10; Lingat 1973:218-9; Biardeau 1982:75. The
brāhmaṇa and kṣatriya are “the two forces” and “cannot prosper separately but only in close association”
(Dumont 1980:288). Indra is śreṣṭha baliṣṭha vīryavattama “the most splendid, in power and heroism the
greatest”, but needs the bráhman and priesthood to defeat demons and win sacrifice (ŚB 9.2.3.3).
615
MBh 3.106.1-3. (Spiritual) vision is often considered a form of light, as mentioned above.
616
MBh 1.155.28.
617
R 1.53-55; MBh 1.165.
618
brāhmaṇā hy agnisadṛśā daheyuḥ pṛthivīm “Brahmins like fire can burn up even all of earth!” (MBh
3.197.22, van Buitenen 1975:616). Cf. 12.39.35-; Magnone 2009:295-6; 1.128.16; 1.181.20-2.
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nṛpaśrī], he put all his pleasures behind him and set his mind on austerities. He became
perfected by his austerities [tapas]; and suffusing the worlds with his splendid might
[dīpta- ojas], he burned [tap-] all the worlds with his fiery puissance [tejas] and attained
to brahminhood. And Kauśika [Viśvāmitra] drank the pressed-out soma with Indra.619

Here it appears as if śrī is connected only to kings, but in the same text we also have a
“brahmanic śrī” possessed by luminous ascetics devoted to bráhman, seers “blazing with
brahminic lustre” (brāhmyā śrīyā dīpyamāna-).620 In the forest the Pāṇḍavas
athāpaśyan mahātmānaṃ devarṣiṃ tatra nāradam /
dīpyamānaṃ śriyā brāhmyā dīptāgnisamatejasam //
sa taiḥ parivṛtaḥ śrīmān bhrātṛbhiḥ kurusattamaḥ /
vibabhāv atidīptaujā devair iva śatakratuḥ //
saw Nārada, the great-spirited divine seer, blazing with his brahmanic luster [śriyā
brāhmyā], splendid like glowing fire. The illustrous [śrīmān] elder of the Kurus,
surrounded by his brothers, shone wide with an august effulgence like the God of the
Hundred Sacrifices in the midst of the gods.621

It is said that a dharma-increasing story causes the birth of a champion in learning, austerity,
self-control, an ascetic, blazing with the lustre of bráhman, an invinclible conqueror
(tapaḥśūraṃ … tapasvinam, brahmyāśriyā dīpyamāntaṃ … aparājitam).622 “When a kingtiger has performed tapas (askesis) he is surrounded by śrī”.623 Arjuna saw “an ascetic blazing
with the lustre of brahman” (tapasvinam brahmyā śriyā dīpyamānaṃ).624 The god Brahmā’s
hall is luminous and “blazes with the splendour of Brahmā” (brāhmyā śriyā dīpyamānā).625
Likewise in the Rāmāyaṇa we find holy men who by tapas had made their altar luminous with
śrī,626 and mentioned by Aśvaghoṣa is
taṃ […] brahmavidaṃ jvalantaṃ brāhmyā śriyā c’ aiva tapaḥśriyā ca /
a knower of brahman, blazing with splendor [śrī] of brahman and splendor of ascetic
toil.627

This shows that śrī, except being a splendour of kings, was also seen as a splendour produced
from heat/askesis, Vedic studies and wisdom.628 As we saw in Part 2, the Avestan hymns
attribute xᵛarənah both to kings and priests such as Zaraθuštra, and does not seem not to

619

MBh 1.165.42-4, van Buitenen 1973:333; cf. Hara 2007:614. Cf. the Videhan “wisdom kings” (Samuel
2008:73).
620
MBh 5.81.60, van Buiten 1978:361.
621
MBh 3.80.2-3, van Buitenen 1975:372.
622
MBh 5.136.20, Garbutt 2008:311; i.e. 5.134 in van Buitenen 1978:438.
623
rājaśārdūla tapaso ’nte śriyā vṛtaḥ, MBh 15.26.16.
624
MBh 3.38.31, van Buitenen 1975:297.
625
MBh 2.11.40.
626
R 3.70.20.
627
Buddhacarita 1.50a-b, Olivelle 2009:21.
628
A hermitage was inhabited by ascetics, equals of the sun and fire by their austerities, since they had the
“brahmanic lakṣmī” (here comparable to śrī), MBh 3.1.2; 3.145.25, 29. There is also a brahmayaśas ‘brahmanic
fame/glory’ (cf. Part 4 on fame). Those who desires tejas and brahmavarcas(a) should recite ṚV 23.15 (to
Bṛhaspati) to win the brahmayaśas of the morning litany (AB 4.11; Gonda 1981:103).
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make great difference between their splendours.629 However, the future Saviour Saošiiaṇt is
precisely he who combines in himself the powers or splendours of both sovereignty and
religion. The ideal of combining the royal and brahmanic/ascetic can also found in Indian
tradition as shown above, and in the coming Indian Saviour, Kalki (see Part 7.1).
In the Mahābhārata’s 9th book we are told of an eminent, splendid (bhā-) priest called
Trita, who in a past era attained to brahmaloka by means of tapas. Once he fell into a deep pit
and could not get up, because his evil brothers would not help him. But even in this terrible
situation Trita managed to perform a soma sacrifice in order to become immortal, by using a
shrub as soma plant, conceptualising the sacred fires, and so on, in the pit. The gods became
aware of Trita as he sacrificed, because his acts and voice made heaven itself shake:
te tatra gatvā vibudhās taṃ kūpaṃ yatra sa tritaḥ /
dadṛśus taṃ mah’’ātmānaṃ dīkṣitaṃ yajñakarmasu //
dṛṣṭvā cainaṃ mah’’ātmānaṃ śriyā paramayā yutam /
ūcuś c’ âtha mahābhāgaṃ prāptā bhāg’ârthino vayam //
When they approached [the pit where] Trita [was], the deities saw that the great-spirited
ascetic had become intitated into sacrificial rites. Seeing this great-spirited man possessed
of the highest glory [śrī- paramā-], they said to the illustrous ascetic: "We have come
here to seek our share."630

Trita gave the gods their share, they saved him, and the pit became a well of water with the
same wonderful qualities as soma. What is interesting in this story is that Trita is said to have
supreme śrī, probably greater than that of any warrior. This is attributed to him because of his
virtues and identity as an ascetic, initiate (dīkṣita) and priest (hotṛ) in a śrauta sacrifice. The
specification brahma- for śrī and other types of splendour does not necessarily have to do
with the brahman/brāhmaṇa priest or with priesthood as an estate. What is primary is
bráhman, the mystic principle or force that belongs to ritual consecration. Thus, any
consecrated man (dīkṣita), or anyone engaged in Vedic study or sacrifice, may be associated
with the brahmanic splendour - also a king. Splendour in initiation and sacrifice will be
further discussed in Part 6.2.
Let us summarise. Although the terms tejas, varcas and śrī had individual meanings in
the earliest texts, they soon came to be used to denote a wide range of concepts such as
‘majesty, splendour, power’ and the distinctions between them became increasingly blurred.
Already in the epics, it can be difficult to see differences in the use of these terms. Still, tejas
may be classified as a “martial splendour”, being often dangerous and destructive, designating
originally the sharpness of divine weapons and fire. Śrī instead is a splendour of perfection,
supremacy and majesty. Varcas seems to be an allround “luminosity” possessed by priests
and kings alike. Brahma- as a prefix to varcas, tejas and śrī designates the splendour of those
who are devoted to bráhman, the sacrificially consecrated, wise and ascetic men. A king
needs (rājya/nṛpa-)śrī to govern his kingdom, but if he decides to aquire greater spiritual
powers through sacrifice, asceticism and study, he will have to “upgrade” śrī to the greater
‘brahmanic śrī’.

Cf. Dēnkart 7.2, 3.46. Zaraθuštra has both srī and xᵛarǝnah (Yt 17.22). It is said that the unseizable xᵛarǝnah
belongs to priests (see Bailey 1943:26-7).
630
MBh 9.36.40-1, Meiland 2007:111-3 = 9.35.40-1 in CE.
629
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5.4. The relationship between ritual splendour, heat and fire
Several studies have been undertaken on Vedic ideas of ritual, ascetic heat and inner fire.631
This is subject highly relevant when it comes to understanding the idea of royal splendour,
which is often said to be blazing and sometimes related to askesis, as we have seen. Part 5.4.1
discusses this in context of the pravargya ritual.632 What makes this ritual interesting is that it
combines royalty and splendour with inner heat, asceticism and solar-auroral imagery. This is
followed by an analysis of different forms of fire and heat and their relation to sovereignty in
5.4.2.
5.4.1. Pravargya
Pravargya belongs in the Brāhmaṇa-texts to the somayajña as a non-obligatory ritual, but
was originally an independent, non-somic ritual. As a śrauta ritual it was only possible for the
mightiest men to perform. When King Soma has completed his journey and been enthroned,
the pravargya may be performed. The basic aim is a libation of hot, strengthening milk for the
Aśvins, the companions of Dawn. According to van Buitenen, it was probably the increasing
complextivity of pravargya that turned the simple milk-offering into a complex, secret
ritual.633
The pravargya is motivated by a myth.634 We are told that Indra, Viṣṇu and some of the
other gods once performed a sacrifice. The aim was to win ‘śrī by/with glory’ (śrīyam
yaśena). He who by tapas first finished the sacrifice correctly, would become ‘the most
splendid/excellent’ (śreṣṭha).635 Because he attained this first “Viṣṇu became the most
excellent of the gods” (viṣṇur devānām śreṣṭha iti).636 He wanted to keep the fame/glory all by
himself. The other gods attacked Viṣṇu, but he defended himself well as an archer, like a
victorious king. However, some ants cut through his bow-string, whose end cut off Viṣṇu’s
head, which was transformed into the blazing sun. Lying on the ground, headless but still
luminous, the body of Viṣṇu was admired by the gods and praised as mahāvīra ‘the great
hero’. A contest now began for the possession of the headless body of Viṣṇu (the Sacrifice);
Indra reached it first and took upon himself Viṣṇu’s yaśas and thus became śreṣṭha. The vital
sap that flowed from Viṣṇu’s body was brought back by Indra, and the body divided and
sacrificed. However, since this was a “headless sacrifice” it was not successful. A seer,
Dadhyañc Atharvaṇa knew the “secret of the sacrifice”,637 i.e. how the head could be
recovered. But Indra forbade Dadhyañc to tell anyone, for he wanted to keep his supreme
position. The Aśvins (to whom the milk of pravargya is sacrificed) therefore cut off
Dadhyañc’s head and substituted it with that of a horse (aśva). Now Dadhyañc could tell them
the secret and was afterwards given his human head back.638
631

Blair 1961; Knipe 1975; Kaelber 1989; Vesci 1992; Malamoud 1996:ch.2.
Pravarj- ‘to be placed (on fire)’ (Houben 2007); ‘turn towards (fire)’ (Kaṭha-āraṇyaka, Witzel 2004:xxix,
79).
633
Rönnow 1929:125; van Buitenen 1968:5; Thite 1975:125ff; Vesci 1992.267; Patton 2005:135-7; cf.
Śāṅkhāyana-āraṇyaka 3, 13. “Whilst the central feature of this sacrificial performance consists of a ceremony of
an apparently simple and unpretending character … the whole rite is treated with a considerable amount of
mystic solemnity calculated to impart to it an air of unusual significance.” “The rough clay pot … is called
Mahāvīra, i.e. the great man or hero, and Samrāj, or sovereign lord” (Eggeling in ŚB 1900:xlvi).
634
Vesci 1992:223-5, 248-9. Viṣṇu increased in importance as a god during the later Vedic age.
635
ŚB 14.1.1.1-4, Eggeling 1900:441; cf. van Buitenen 1968:20.
636
ŚB 14.1.1.1-4, Eggeling 1900:441.
637
Secret or madhu ‘honey’ in ṚV 1.117.22.
638
Dadhyañc is associated with the Ṛgvedic, solar steed Dadhikrāvan, who is invoked with fire at dawn. See ṚV
1.84.13-6; 4.39.3; 9.108.4; 10.48.2. Indra went in search for the horse head hidden in Śaryaṇāvat, found it and
slew the Vṛtras with the bones of Dadhyañc. Indra also gave cow-stalls to him, i.e. the stalls of Vṛtra/Vala that
632
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Thus runs the Brāhmaṇic explanation for the ritual. First of all, the contest for śrī and
yaśas is reminiscent of the myths and epic stories of Śrī contested for by rulers. Secondly, it is
Viṣṇu and Indra, Śrī’s husbands, that are the victors and thus the bearers of fame and
splendour in the myth.639 Dadhyañc as the son of an atharvan priest is a representative of the
sacerdotium needed by the king to find the essence of sacrifice.640 The ritual is the recovery of
Viṣṇu’s lost head, for Viṣṇu is called Makha ‘sacrifice’ and pravargya is the ‘head of the
[soma] sacrifice’ (makhasya śiraḥ).641
Central in the ritual performance of the pravargya is the heating of a vessel (gharma,
mahāvīra) containing warm milk.642 Pravargya can be divided into the following moments: 1)
Making of the three mahāvīras of baked clay. 2) Heating of mahāvīra in fire. 3) Milking of a
she-goat and a cow; the pouring of the warm, mixed milk into the liquid butter-filled
mahāvīra. 4) The sacrifice for the gods of the milk, poured into fire from the mahāvīra. The
great importance of heatening is seen in that the three mahāvīras are formed of clay and burnt
hard in the oven. Then the mahāvīra, the son of fire, is placed on the fire and smeared with
clarified butter (ghṛta) inside and outside.643 The utensils are sprinkled for Yama, Makha
(Viṣṇu), and ‘the sun’s fieryness’ (sūryasya haras). The vessel is covered by a golden plate
and stands upon on a silver plate (as protection), as it is warmed up by means of flamable
ghṛta. The culmen is the laudation of the vessel as ‘great hero’, divinised by heat, tapas. The
brāhmaṇa then whispers that he (the sacrificer) shall be ablaze like the sun, with cattle and
brahmavarcas(a).644 Gharma is praised as Lord of all. Then begins the milking of a she-goat
and a cow. By ‘retaining the seed’ (ūrddhvaretas), a heated ascetic can attain great powers
and resplendence. This is also the case of the mahāvīra: the white liquid in the vessel is said
to be his semen.645 When warm, mixed milk is poured into the boiling ghṛta of the mahāvīra,
a pillar of fire rises from it.646 For the offering, the hotṛ recites that the milk of the dawncolored cow is poured into the gharma.647 The warm liquid is offered into the fire for the gods.
The Aśvins, Indra, and other gods are recipients of the sacrifice; the rest of the liquid is drunk
by the patron himself. Long life, strength and radiance are won by the performer. Songs are
sung that make the gharma (Viṣṇu’s radiant head, the sun) ascend to heaven.648 The ritual
ends with the yajamāna giving cows as dakṣiṇā to the priests; possibly this relates, like the
offered milk, to Uṣas. Mahāvīra is then placed together with the ritual paraphernalia and the

Dadhyañc opens. According to Śaunaka (5th century BC), the horse head lies now in a sea, and shall at the end of
days rise to burn the world. Cf. MBh 1.19.6, 16; 1.127.12; 1.169-71; 3.209.20. We also have the myth of Śiva’s
flame, which consumed Kāma, and burned the world until the god Brahmā put it into a mare brought to the
ocean. It will be released on the Last Day (Rönnow 1929:123-4; Doniger O’Flaherty 1975:56-9, 159-61;
1980:ch.7; van Buitenen 1968:17; Babu 1990:ch.1-2; Dange 1992:489-90; Proferes 2007:70-1).
639
This can be related to the Puruṣa hymn in the ṚV.
640
ṚV 6.16.14, 1.116.12, 1.117.22. Atharvan is, like Bhṛgu and Aṅgiras, a representant for a priestly group, a
mythical ancestor. He established sacrificial order, and is a friend of Indra.
641
The lost head is a recurring term and concept in the Brāhmaṇas, as the place of the hidden essence, the secret
needed to complete the ritual. The lost head is discussed in Part 6. Śrī is often associated with the head, see e.g.
Jaiminīya-brāhmaṇa 2.204.2.
642
Cf. van Buitenen 1968:11; cf. also Plate 3. There are actually three vessels for the three worlds, but only one
is of importance.
643
Vesci 1992:251; cf. van Buitenen 1968:74.
644
AV 17.1.21, quoted above.
645
van Buitenen 1968:34; cf. Kaelber 1989:22-7; but critique in Keith 1925:333.
646
Houben 2000:Fig.4a-b.
647
gharme siñca paya usriyāyāḥ (AV 7.73.6, van Buitenen 1968:100). Also recited is AV 7.73.4 calling the
honey-loving Aśvins to the milk of the tawny cows, so that the sky may shine (van Buitenen 1968:113). A nonṚV poem to Uṣas is later recited; ā prāgād bhadrā yuvatiḥ ahnaḥ ketūm samīrtsati “Forth comes the beautiful
young woman [i.e. Uṣas]. She is wished to bring the torch of the day.” (van Buitenen 1968:110, 112).
648
Vesci 1992:264; van Buitenen 1968:27; Kane II.2:1148.
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two other vessels in the form of a solar disc or a man’s figure with mahāvīra as head. It is all
concluded with a song to the sun while offering into the sacred fires.649
The mahāvīra is called samrāj- ‘emperor’.650 While the mahāvīra is heated by pouring
ghṛta, the brāhmaṇa recites a wish that King Gharma may shine, rise from the waters and
crush the enemy. The priest sprinkles the mahāvīra with clarified butter, like a king in
abhiṣeka, praised as an universal ruler. When the fire is increased by the fanning of the
adhvaryu, the performer expresses his desire to win for himself the mahāvīra’s resplendent
and royal qualities.651 The performer can aquire an immortal, solar body through ritual heat.652
The mahāvīra clearly expresses a royal-heroic ideal. Besides the theme of royal power,
solarity and matutinality are important. Pravargya is a ritual of the morning, the brahmanic
time of day, the time for aquisation of knowledge.653 The Aśvins are known as partners of
Uṣas, givers of royal power/realm (kṣatra).654 Pravargya has by scholars often been
interpreted as a rite for the strengthening of the sun before the monsoon.655 Oberlies connects
the Ṛgvedic pravargya to young, ascetic initiates in the forest.656 The dīkṣita shall not come
into contact with “dark” things, a śūdra, woman or dog, which are identified as “sin, darkness,
lie” (pāpmāna, tamas, anṛta), while the gharma is sun, truth, light and śrī:
eṣa vai gharmo ya eṣa tapati saiṣā śrīḥ satyaṃ jyotir
this Gharma is he that shines yonder (sun), and he is excellence [śrī], truth, and light.657

In sum, the pravargya is an ascetic initiation and solar strengthening rich in royal imagery. In
the myth, Viṣṇu and Indra (later Śrī’s husbands) are successive lords of the śrī and yaśas
(splendour/preeminence and glory) generated by the sacrifice. As in any śrauta sacrifice, it is
the king and his priests together who can complete the ritual, i.e. restore the head of Viṣṇu
(the vessel called samrāj and mahāvīra ’great hero’). The performer is dependent on priestly
chanters, the prastotṛ and hotṛ, as in the myth Dadhyañc Atharvaṇa is the knower of the “head
of sacrifice”. The pravargya milk carries brilliance given by Uṣas and the Aśvins to the
splendid mahāvīra, the king perfected by tapas. Outer brilliance is the result of the inner fire,
the heat of asceticism.658

649

van Buitenen 1968:125-34.
He has an ‘imperial throne’ (samrāḍasandī) on which it is placed after the daily rituals. According to some, it
should be higher than the soma-throne, since a samrāṭ is supreme (ŚB 14.1.3.12). van Buitenen 1968:15, 21, 68.
651
van Buitenen 1968:88; ŚB 14.1.3.14; The goddess Earth must be protected by a gold plate so that the vessel
will not burn her, for the mahāvīra is “flame, heat, light” (arcis, tapas, jyotir in ŚB 14.1.3.17). Cf. Earth fearing
to be hurt by the king in royal abhiṣeka (Part 6). The yajamāna’s wife must cover her eyes for the vessel, not to
be burned (ŚB 14.1.3.16), similar to the description of royal splendour in later texts.
652
Rönnow (1929); van Buitenen (1968); Vesci (1992); Houben (2000, 2007). Cf. Kane II.2:1147; Eggeling’s
comments (ŚB); Lüders 1959:Pravargya. In time, the immortal heat may become a permanent state of the
performer and the rite no longer needed (Vesci 1992:267-8). Houben (2000) suggests the pravargya was a part
of the royal horse-sacrifice (see below). See details in 2000b.
653
van Buitenen 1968:3. The sacrificer “recreates the sun” by restoring the head at dawn (Dange 1992:491).
654
ṚV 1.157.6. Cf. ṚV 7.33.7.
655
It strenghens the sun and gives the performer solar glow (Gonda 1965:153; cf. Oldenberg 1917:446, 449;
Keith 1925:333; van Buitenen 1968:28-31, 66; Thite 1975:129-32; Vesci 1992:236; ŚB 14.3.2.22-5). He who
performs or teaches the pravargya goes to the sun (ŚB 14.1.1.33).
656
Oberlies 2012:284-5. Houben 2000:526, 534-5 suggests that role of the horse in the pravargya indicates that
it was connected to the royal aśvamedha.
657
ŚB 14.1.1.31, Eggeling 1900:446. On truth and śrī see Part 3.
658
Cf.: Tejas is “an external manifestation of their [the Seven Seers’] tapas” (Mitchiner 1982:255).
650
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5.4.2. Sacred fires and inner heat
As we have just seen, fire is a necessary instrument for the divinisation of the sacrifice, the
cosmos and oneself, central in both gṛhya and śrauta sacrifices such as the pravargya.659 The
sacrificial victim goes to the luminous heaven (svar), in a splendid and heroic form.660 Fire
“cooks” the (victim’s) body into an immortal, glorious body, and the sacrificer shares in the
victim’s apotheosis.661 The righteous men who have sacrificed well, assumes at death “perfect
bodies of light”, in the brilliant heaven ruled by Yama, the prototypical, royal sacrificer.662
There are several types of fire in Vedic rituals, depending on the amount of power of the
performer. It is clear that the sacred fire is connected to the tapas of its keeper. The gṛhyāgni
or domestic fire is established after one has been initiated, i.e. performed askesis as a chaste
student (brahmacārin), tending one’s teacher’s fire. The initiate then marries and becomes an
independent householder (pitṛ, gṛha-pati/stha). Any married ārya can set up this fire, which
receives daily offerings. The second type of ritual is the expensive, “combative” and complex
śrauta ritual, available for any rich ārya but especially fitting for the kṣatriya and those who
wish to be excellent (śreṣṭha), as mentioned in Part 4.2. By becoming an āhitāgni one can
perform śrauta sacrifices and “conquer all worlds”. This requires three fires established in the
agnyādheya ‘establishment of fires’.663 This form of fire is kindled with wooden sticks.664 The
patron “takes the fire into himself” (agnigrahaṇa).665 He asks Agni to be born from his hands,
and inside himself, with truth, life and varcas. Fire is kindled after sunrise because that brings
śrī of the gods to the sacrificer.666 By speaking the truth, the sacrificer in agnyādheya feeds
his inner fire, increases his sharp splendour tejas, and becomes śreṣṭha ‘the best’ or ‘the one
with most śrī’. The interior fire, truth, tejas and śrī are consequences of each-other in
agnyādheya:
sa yaḥ satyaṃ vadati yathāgniṃ samiddhaṃ taṃ ghṛtenābhṣiñced evaṃ hainaṃ sa
uddīpayati tasya bhūyo bhūya eva tejo bhavati śvaḥ śvaḥ śreyān bhavaty atha yo ‘nṛtaṃ
vadati yathāgniṃ samiddhaṃ tam udakenābhiṣiñced evaṃ hainaṃ sa yāsayati kanīyaḥ
kanīya eva tejo bhavati śvaḥ śvaḥ pāpīyān bhavati
659

Blair 1961:171; Vesci 1992:15, 19; Malamoud 1996:34. The priest “cooks the world/people” (loka-pakti, ŚB
11.5.7.1). Pakti is to make things ‘perfect’ (Blair 1961:61; Malamoud 1996:38, 51, 272). Also śrā- ‘cook, boil’,
‘make mature’, śṛta ‘properly heated’, is used. We read that only Agni was originally immortal (ŚB 2.2.2.8).
660
AV 9.5.9; 18.2.10.
661
Vesci 1992:91. Cf. the Greek immortalising fire in Furley 1981:72-3.
662
ṚV 10.14.8; cf. 10.16; Blair 1961:34-5, 121; Vesci 1992; Merh 1996:129, 132, 257, 260-1. The spirit (ātman),
the thumb-sized puruṣa, is seen as a light when it leaves the body at death or in visions (af Edholm 1991:155-6;
Bṛhad-āraṇyaka-upaniṣad 4.3.6; 6.2.12-4. The warrior-priest Droṇa was killed while meditating in yogic lotusposition and a light (his ātman) was seen penetrating the sun. Droṇa’s brilliance (tejas) became one with that of
the sun (MBh 12.350.9; White 2009:71-3).
663
The three śrauta fires are the gārhapatya (preparer of sacrifices; a grander form of the domestic fire) in the
west; the square āhavanīya (‘offered into’ for gods) in the east; and the dakṣiṇāgni (’southern’ against
demons/death) in the south. Next to the āhavanīya is built the vedi ‘altar’, a hour-glass shaped area, where is
strewn grass for the gods. The gārhapatyāgni (which must always be kept burning) is kindled from the gṛhya fire
which is then extinguished when one becomes an śrauta sacrificer (and the āhanavīya and dakṣiṇāgni are
kindled from the gārhapatya fire). Similar to rājasūya, the agnyādheya includes the procession with a horse,
whose footprint marks the point of the āhavanīya fire; rolling a chariot wheel; and a dice game whereby one
wins a cow (which Krick 1982:94 relates to the Vala myth), cf. Heesterman 1983:85 who points to the theme of
battle in this ritual.
664
Vesci 1992:161; Staal 1983:41. This method is ‘toilsome work’ (tapas), cf. the birth of Śrī from churning in
Part 3.
665
Krick 1982:198; Sparreboom & Heesterman 1989:98ff. Varuṇa reestablished the fires (punarādheya) to attain
royal power (rājyam), which is won by this ritual (ŚB 2.2.3.1). The new fire takes the place of the gṛhapatya and
the old fire (brāhmaudanika) becomes a dakṣiṇāgni or dies out.
666
ŚB 2.1.4.8-9.
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Whosoever speaks the truth, acts as if he sprinkled that lighted fire with ghee; for even so
does he enkindle it; and ever the more he increases his own tejas, and day by day, he
becomes more splendid [śreyān]. And whosoever speaks the untruth, acts as if he
sprinkled that lighted fire with water; for even so does he enfeeble it; and ever less
becomes his own tejas [...]667

A true king, keeping his vow of sacrifice (including askesis), kindles and heats his inner fire,
which results in increased tejas, leading to a final greater royal splendour (śrī) and position.
As an āhitagni, the sacrificer can offer the śrauta form of agnihotra, the pouring of milk
into the fire every morning and evening, because the light of the sun enters the fire in the
evening, and is reborn from it in the morning. The transportation of “solarity” is possible by
the warm milk (the seed of Agni), and the fire’s heat - also present in the sacrificer.668 If the
āhitagni is a brāhmaṇa, he must perform agnihotra twice daily. But if he is a kṣatriya, this is
not an obligation: Indra once decided to perform the daily agnihotra. He had no time to fight
the asuras anymore. The devas became worried. They told Indra that he did not need to
perform the daily agnihotra, because his victories in battles are a rājanya’s form of
agnihotra.669 This can be compared to the view of war as a form of tapas and sacrifice (Part
5.1).
In another ritual, the great agnicayana, the fire altar is made in the shape of a solar bird.
The aim of the ritual is “power over all” and the kindling of a regal fire ruling over everyone
(agni vaiśvānara/pāñcajanya).670 In his year-long dīkṣā, the performer places the inner fire,
antarāgni, in himself as in agnyādheya, by “taking up” the fire into himself. The performer
identifies himself with the immortal, flaming medium and “makes Agni be born from
Agni”.671 The milk poured in fire in agnihotra, is now poured into the sacrificer himself.672
The immortalizing fire is not only, or even primarily, the outer one on the fire altar. There is
also a Vedic inner fire. Agni is “the hidden one”673 spread out in the cosmos. Agni is born in
heaven as the sun, in the atmosphere as lightning, on earth as fire. This is further evolved in

667

ŚB 2.2.2.19, Eggeling 1882:312-3 modified by me: Eggeling has “vital energy” for tejas and “better” for
śreyān. See the pravargya’s connection of truth, light and śrī, mentioned above. Cf. Krick 1982:477: one wishes
to become a tejasvin. The sacrificer says when the fire is prepared: “From falsehood, I approach the truth
(satyam), from the human, I approach the divine (daivam).” (Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 1.2.1) The fires are established
under the Mṛgaśīrṣa constellation because it is the head (śiras) of Prajāpati which generates śrī (Krick 1982:28;
cf. 137-9). The fires should be established in summer for a kṣatriya to get śrī (1982:41).
668
AB 8.28; etc. Bodewitz 1976:3, 34. On the hidden or lost Agni see ṚV 1.95.4, Feller 2003; cf. Knipe 1975:1,
27. There are both the śrauta form of agnihotra, and the gṛhya form of daily sacrifice in fire which is sometimes
called “agnihotra” (Bodewitz 1976:191).
669
Krick 1982:420-1, 502. The king lets his house priest (purohita) perform the daily offerings. Cf. Staal
1983:37.
670
ṚV 10.69 is a hymn to the victorious fire of king Vadhryaśva. See Proferes’ detailed study on the king and
this fire identified with the sun. Agnicayana was originally a royal ritual, if we follow Proferes (2007:ch.4). One
should first perform the rājasūya, then vājapeya, and lastly agnicayana which makes one master of “the whole”
(sarva), king and emperor, ŚB 9.3.4.9 states. With it, the plural igneous elements dispersed in the universe are
converged into the one sacrificer, the one fire/sun (Proferes 2007:131ff). The convergence motif will be
discussed in Part 6.1.
671
agnér evā́ dhy agníṃ janayaty (ŚB 7.4.1.1, Eggeling 1894:362).
672
Keith 1925:355; Srivastava 1972:159; Staal 1983:I.94, 125; Vesci 1992:200-1; Heesterman 1993:213. “(T)he
dīkṣita’s consumpition of the vrata milk is consistently equated with the agnihotra. Having taken the fire into
himself until the time he will “exteriorize” it and set it up in his own sacrificial arena he can only serve it by
offering the agnihotra milk in himself, that is, by feeding on his milk diet.” (Heesterman 1993.213) See Part 6.2
on dīkṣā.
673
E.g. ṚV 1.95.4.
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the Upaniṣads, and given an extra-ritual meaning.674 Sacred fire is the outer manifestation of a
man’s inner nature, and ultimately the exterior ritual is not even necessary for him who is a
permanent ascetic, the free-wandering renouncer (saṃnyāsin).675
Let us reflect. There are several types of Vedic sacred fire. To establish a fire or upgrade
one type into a greater one it is necessary to temporarily enter an ascetic-initiatory state and
interiorise the fire. This idea of inner fire is similar to bodily brilliance of heated ascetics, as
shown throughout Part 5. It is also comparable with the hierachy of splendours, analysed in
Part 5.2. Brahma- as a prefix designates the splendour of the man consecrated for sacrifice
(dīkṣita) and the ascetic. While practising asceticism the performer often occupies an
ambiguous social position. In the case of a kṣatriya, he may alternate between stable, royal
splendour and power, and transitional, ritual asceticism and its brahmanic splendour, as we
shall see in Part 6.2. A kṣatriya with śrī has at least one sacred fire. If he aims for greater,
even royal power, he can undergo askesis and establish the three śrauta fires with help of
priests, and as such encompass the fires of lesser men. Whereas the ordinary sacrificer has an
inner fire only during the sacrifice and is dependent on rituals, the spiritually supreme man is
the permanent ascetic, the free-wandering renouncer, who is beyond all classes and
obligations, since he is perfected by his inner fire. Inner fire, truthfulness, tejas and śrī appear
as consequences of each-other. Ascetic-ritual heat (tapas) functions as a transforming force,
whereas splendour can be seen as the outer manifestation of an inner state or dignity.
5.5. Summary
In Part 5.1, the epic image of the hero as a raging fire, so resplendent that he cannot be looked
upon, was traced back to the Ṛgvedic Agni, described as a conqueror. Blazing champions are
also likened to the sun. Indo-European parallels in both imagery and terminology suggest
archaic origins for these metaphors. Warrior-ascetics and warrior-brāhmaṇas are prominent in
the Mahābhārata. Heroes perform austerities to win invunerability and divine weapons
(spiritual powers). I stressed the interrelations of heroism, askesis (tapas) and inner heat.
Some relevant iconographic material was considered in Part 5.2: the nimbus and the shoulderflames attributed to gods and kings appear in India on coins and Buddhist artworks from
around the 1st century AD. Though modeled in Hellenistic fashion, the symbolism is fully
compatible with older, Vedic and epic principles: the king/hero as well as the enlightened man
is marked out by his divine splendour and fieriness.
Part 5.3 discussed śrī’s relationship to tejas and varcas. It was pointed out that Vedic
varcas has its Avestan counterpart in varǝcah, which, significantly, is a quality of xᵛarǝnah
674

Duchesne-Guillemin 1966:71-3; Knipe 1975:1, 27. The gods placed the immortal fire inside themselves, and
thus overcome over their rivals (ŚB 2.2.2.14). The inner fire sacrifice (antarāgnihotra) with milk is also
mentioned in e.g. Śāṅkhāyana-āraṇyaka 4.5; 10; Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa-upaniṣad 2.5; 7.3. Cf. Svetāśvataraupaniṣad 1.13-4 on the inner fire of meditation. Heavenly light, sun, fire and the spiritual sparkle in man is one
(Chāndogya-upaniṣad 3.13.7). The cosmos is a fire that the gods sacrifice into: “faith” in the heavenly fire to
make Soma; then Soma is sacrificed in the Parjanya fire to make rain, rain in earth fire to make food, and food in
man fire to make manly seed. Finally, seed is libated in the fire of woman in order to create the heroic son. This
germ (garbha) will live and be cremated in the fire from which it came (Chāndogya-upaniṣad 5.4-9); cf. Agni as
garbha.
675
The saṃnyāsin is not cremated because he has already in life been completely transformed by his inner fire,
and reaches mokṣa (Sprockhoff 1994:71; Malamoud 1996:47-8). The four classical Indian life-styles (student,
house-holder, hermit, and wandering ascetic) are conceived as successive stages in the āśrama system, which is
rather late (see Olivelle 1993). Bowlby writes: “In the epic, kings live within a division of labour in which power
is invested in the kṣatriya rulers while authority is rooted in Veda, the knowledge and rituals possessed by the
brahmins. Yet even when the two castes effectively co-operate, the tradition understands that the only authentic
ritual is conducted in the forest by the sannyāsin, the renouncer, whose interior liturgies can only be effective
with the abandonment of the world.” (1991:4)
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and of kings. Tejas is the ‘sharpness, edge’ of weapons and sunrays in the Ṛgveda and an
important regal and divine power in later texts. In Vedic and epic texts, the term śrī often
appears with dīp- and jval- ‘blaze’ for epic heroes, who thus are “blazing in splendour”.
Tejas, varcas and śrī had specific meanings in early Vedic texts, but came to denote more or
less the same thing: splendour, glory, majesty, power or essence. Already in the epics the
differences between the different terms for splendour are blurred, but tejas is still essentially
destructive splendour, the sharpness of divine weapons, sun and fire; śrī is rather the good
splendour of preeminence; while varcas is used to denote a lustre of both priests and
monarchs. There are inner hierarchies of these terms: brahmanic tejas always defeats
(“swallows”) the lesser warrior-tejas. The designation brahma- (in brahma-śrī/varcas/tejas)
is used as a qualification of splendour possessed by those devoted to bráhman, i.e. ascetics,
those with wisdom and consecrated men. Though the king is essentially a kṣatriya, he may by
means of asceticism, study and sacrifice cross the border of his varṇa into the brahmanic
sphere and there gain a greater form of splendour. He “upgrades” the royal śrī to the superior
brahmaśrī.
In Part 5.4, it was shown that according to Vedic sacrificial theology, there is an inner
fire in the sacrificer and ascetic which divinises man and generates exterior splendour. This is
compatible with much of the epic and iconographic material considered earlier. The truthful
man feeds his interior fire by true words as oblations; this results in increased tejas and śrī.
The solemn pravargya ritual was used as an example of how splendour and heat interact
ritually: A heated clay-vessel becomes a mahāvīra ‘great hero’ and emperor, born of tapas
(askesis, heat). This bright vessel is identified with the sacrificer and with the sun, and is
employed in a matutinal offering of milk to the Aśvins, in quest of splendour and sovereignty.
According to the myth, the origin of the pravargya came about when Viṣṇu and Indra
contested for śrī and yaśas (glory), which reminds us of the myths of Śrī and her partners
(Part 3). With this knowledge of the relatedness of asceticism, inner fire and luminosity we
are well prepared to move on to the royal consecration ritual.
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6. Divergence and convergence of splendours in the rājasūya
In Part 6 the subject of investigation is the Vedic royal consecration ritual, the rājasūya,
which includes an unction, abhiṣeka. This is a ritual that every kṣatriya/rājanya claiming
royal dignity must go through. If splendour was of importance to the Vedic king, we expect it
to be given to him in this ritual. Which roles do śrī and other forms of splendour play in the
rājasūya? Central themes encountered in Part 6 are aquatic splendour, divergence and
convergence of powers, loss and recovery of śrī. It will be shown that motifs connected to the
figure of Śrī can be related to the ritual sequences. The royal consecration is not simply
beneficial for rulers, it also includes great risks and loss of powers. Mechanisms behind these
dangers are analysed in Part 6.2.
6.1. The Vedic royal consecration
The most systematic study of rājasūya extant is Heesterman’s monograph (1957), which is a
follow-up on Albrecht Weber’s study (1893). Heesterman interprets the ritual as a
cosmisation of the reborn king, making of him a link between the forces of regeneration and
the kingdom, the establishment of cosmic order. For Heesterman, the rājasūya was originally
a cyclical, annual performance for the regeneration of the year itself. Rājasūya referred in the
beginning only to the unction-liquid as ‘king-engendering’.676 Many of the Vedic rituals found
in the Brāhmaṇas were probably established already in the late Ṛgvedic period, when rituals
became more complex and expensive. The unction turned into the great Yajurvedic
rājyābhiṣeka, poet-priests became “ritual professors”, controlling the benefits of the sacrifice
earned (or not) by their patron. Heesterman’s view is essentially vitalistic, emphasizing the
fertility-generating aspect of the ritual, similarly to how Śrī has been interpreted as essentially
a goddess of fertility. My approach is different, in line with an article by Tsuchiyama (2005)
on Vedic unctions as primarily engendering varcas, and the book by Proferes (2007) on the
function of splendour in the same ritual. However, mythical parallels - such as those to Śrī are not analysed by these scholars; nor the theme of loss and recovery of splendour, which
will be discussed in Part 6.2. In Part 6.1, the reader is guided through some of the rites of the
great rājasūya - which is really a series of “one-day” (ekāha) somayajñas and minor offerings
- as they appear in the order of performance.
6.1.1. Discarding evil, and the convergence of forces
Let us begin with the introductory rituals and their polarisation of the goddesses Aditi and
Nirṛti. After some introductory rites and the obligatory initiation of the king as a dīkṣita and
brāhmaṇa (see 6.2), there is an offering to the goddess Anumati ’consent’, and a night-time
offering to Nirṛti, to make the latter go away.677 Nirṛti can be seen as functionally identical

676

Heesterman 1957:7, 10, 86, 205, 222-3; cf. Weber 1893; Kane 1973:III.72-82. Rājasūya is described in
Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1.8; AB 8; ŚB 5; AV 3, 4, and possibly referred to in ṚV 8.46.28; 10.173-4. Jamison &
Brereton writes that in the ṚV “the unction rite itself is not mentioned, but the symbolism of the water as a
substance that confers power on the king and over which the king must exercise power is very much a part of the
Ṛgvedic tradition.” (in the transl. of ṚV 2014:32). There are also epic descripitions of royal consecrations, such
as R 2; 6; MBh 2; 12 (see below). Gonda mentions rājasūya in his study on Indian religious kingship (1966) as
well as the idea of the king created from the tejas of gods, but does not go into details. Rājasūya comes from sū‘stimulate, generate’. The king in rājasūya gains the virtues of the gods called rājasva- ‘king-engenderers’. On
repeated/confirmed rājasūya see Schmidt 1992:338-9, and Geslani 2012 on the Purāṇic rājyābhiṣeka.
677
Nir-ṛti ‘lack of active truth’. Cf. ŚB 7.2.1.5; AV 6.29.3; Weber 1893:11; Oldenberg 1917:134, 144; Gonda
1975:401; Hillebrandt 1980:230, 250, 374; Witzel 1992:68-9. On anumati cf. van Buitenen in MBh 1975:14. The
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with Alakṣmī (the antithesis of Śrī-Lakṣmī in the Śrīsūkta), dissolution, poverty and darkness,
while Anumati is the broad sky, called Aditi ‘infinite’.678 The king strenghtens his friendship
with the light sky-goddess and makes her opposite disappear. Another set of preliminary
somic rituals are the cāturmāsya sacrifices, by which one is freed from evil in the form of
Varuṇa’s nooses, wins śrī, and kills Vṛtra.679 Thus, the first part of royal consecration consists
of trying to safeguard the king from misery or sin, perhaps because the initiation of the rite
frees cosmic forces, good and evil, that were fettered until now - as is discussed below.
In the ratnin-offerings that follow, the theme of Anumati/Aditi versus Nirṛti recurs. The
king visits the houses of his ratnins ‘jewel-persons’ to sacrifice to gods and give dakṣiṇā to
them. The chief wife is given a cow, the favourite consort a cow with calf, and the
superseded, childless consort is given a bad/black cow. These three are connected to
respectively Aditi, Bhaga and Nirṛti.680 There are usually eleven ratnins and eleven gods. The
king’s offerings and gifts to them can be interpreted as bringing satisfaction to the whole
world, the coming together of the cosmic and social powers, and the union of king to
auspicious light and repelling of unfortunate darkness.681 The ratnins are ‘givers and takers of
realm’ and ‘limbs of dominion’ that must be brought together, concentrated, by the king,
which is similar to the union of divine forces in the one king in e.g. legal texts, Heesterman
notes. The visiting of the ratnins by the king is likened to a king visiting his wives. Whereas
the relationship between a king and his viś (people) is like a man and his wife, the regnum’s
relation to the sacerdotium is the opposite: he is female, the priest male. In the following
Mitra-Bṛhaspati iṣṭi, the brāhmaṇa-estate is declared “the origin of kingship”. In this way - as
we have seen in many texts - the priesthood asserts its supremacy in the rājasūya.682
Following the ratnin-offerings are the devasū-offerings of cakes for the eight divine
lords (pati-) as ‘instigators, makers’ (sū- as in rājasūya). It takes place on the eve of the
abhiṣecanīya ‘somic unction festival’, but may earlier have been a part of the abhiṣeka. The
devasū-gods are lords of different “dominions” and promoters of truth.683 The monarch acts
out Viṣṇu’s trivikrama in the eastern (i.e. the auspicious solar-auroral) direction. As in the
ratnin-offerings, the reborn king seems to converge, collect and integrate in himself the
powers or dignities - the pati-titles - of the gods: “he becomes all this” (etad eva sarvaṃ

dakṣiṇā for her is a black garment - the embryonic cover of the reborn king, according to Heesterman: the somic
dīkṣita is said to become an embryo (AB 1.3) (1957:15-8).
678
Hillebrandt 1917; Heesterman 1957. She seems to express the limitless sky and freedom from bonds, the
theme discussed in Part 4.1.
679
ŚB 2.6.3.2; Heesterman 1957:28-9.
680
ŚB 5.3.1.13: the lowest consort is driven out of the king’s realm after the Nirṛti-offering.
681
Respectively the good queen, milk cow, Aditi; and the infertile consort/cow, Nirṛti. Cf. ṚV 1.116.22 where the
Aśvins make the infertile cow of Śayu full of milk again. The eleven ratnins given dakṣiṇā by the king are:
brāhmaṇa/purohita, connected to god Bṛhaspati; rājanya/sacrificer, Indra; mahiṣī (chief consort), Aditi; vāvātā
(favourite consort), Bhaga; parivṛkti (discarded consort), Nirṛti; senānī (commander), Agni; sūta (charioteer),
Varuṇa; grāmaṇī (troop / village leader), Maruts; kṣattṛ (chamberlain), Savitṛ; samgrahītṛ (collector), Aśvins;
bhagadugha (divider), Pūṣan; akṣāvāpa (dice master), Rudra; takṣa-rathakāra (car-maker), Viṣṇu; and finally
pālāgala, ādhvan. See Heesterman for details. These ratnins seems more or less comparable to the seven ratna
of an classical Indian cakravartin, emperor. Cf. also the eight important persons (vīras) who sustain the kingship
(Heesterman 1957:54-6).
682
ŚB 13.2.9.6; Taittirīya-saṃhitā 3.3.9; Coomaraswamy 1942; Heesterman 1957:49-51, 55-7, 61; Ghoshal
1965:229. The offerings to the ratnin are a way to make allegiance with them (Ghoshal 1965:288). Ghoshal
(1965:236) however probably misinterprets the antagonism between kṣatriya and brāhmaṇa. An iṣṭi is a minor
non-somic offering in soma rituals.
683
Agni Gṛhyapati ‘house-holder/lord’, Soma Vanaspati ‘wood-lord’, Rudra Paśupati ‘animal-lord’, Bṛhaspati
Vācaspati ‘speech-lord’, Varuṇa Dharmapati ‘order-lord’, Savitṛ Satyasava ‘of true instigation’, Indra Jyeṣṭha
‘the oldest’ and Mitra Satya ‘the true’.
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bhavati).684 As we turn to abhiṣeka, the same convergence is found, but in the form of
“glories”.
6.1.2. Abhiṣeka – anointing the king with varcas and tejas
The central ritual in rājasūya is the five-day abhiṣeka or unction. Royal unctions are found in
several pre-modern cultures. The Egyptian ruler was anointed with oil from a golden pot. In
Israel, the king was sancitified by holy oil. Until he was anointed, a French prince was only a
dauphin. The miraculous oil in the Reims cathedral was said to have come down from heaven
and its phial could never become empty.685
Abhiṣeka ‘unction, anointing, besprinkling’ is common in Vedic rites.686 The royal
abhiṣeka is a rite whereby ‘the anointed’ (abhiṣikta) wins supreme power and varcas ‘lustre,
splendour’.687 Abhiṣeka is preceded by a year-long dīkṣā, and followed by another year of
dīkṣā-like discipline. The consecration ritual gave the king such great power that he should be
approached with fear by his subjects: even the Earth fears the man who has received the royal
dignity. The unction is (not surprisingly) motivated by its divine efficiency: it was first
performed by Varuṇa and Indra.688
The unction liquid are made from no less than seventeen different substances collected
into a bowl.689 Seventeen is the number of the god Prajāpati, the Sacrifice and lord of all.
Three of them contain solar splendour, taken with mantras (varying in different texts); one is
the water drawn in sun-shine, as is said in the Ṛgvedic and White Yajurvedic Brāhmaṇas:
sūryavarcasa stha rāṣṭradā rāṣṭram amuṣmai datteti tābhir abhiṣiñcati varcasaivainam
etad abhiṣiñcati sūryavarcasam evainam etat karoti
‘Lustrous as the sun ye are, bestowers of kingship; bestow ye kingship on N.N!’ With this
(water) he sprinkles; it is with luster [varcas] he thereby sprinkles him, and lustrous as the
sun he thereby makes him.690
tejaś ca ha vai brahmavarcas cātapa varṣyā āpas teja eva asmiṃs tad brahmavarcasaṃ
ca dadhāty
In that there are waters of rain in sunshine, and the waters of rain in sunshine are
brilliance [tejas] and splendor [brahmavarcas], verily he confers on him brilliance and
splendor.691
684

Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 1.7.4.
Coomaraswamy 1942:10; Ringbom 1951; Canney 1993:73-4. Cf. 1 Chron.16.22; Psalm 105.15. The medieval
king, as the representative of Christ’s authority, was anointed by the grace of God, and became “another man”
(alius vir) by the ritual (Kantorowicz 1957:47).
686
See Tsuchiyama 2005. Abhi- ‘on, towards, into, over, upon’; sic- ‘pour out, emit, sprinkle’ (Jain 1997:65).
Another term is añj-, as in AV 3.22.2: te māñjantu varcasā “The (gods) should anoint (añjantu) me with
splendour” (Tsuchiyama 2005:53).
687
AV 3, 4, then in Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1.8, AB 8, etc.
688
ŚB 5.3.4.3; 5.4.3.21; Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.1; Weber 1893:123; the king makes sure that the Earth will not
hurt him, by becoming her friend or son. In MBh 2.12.11 royal consecration makes a prince attain the state of
Varuṇa, universal sovreignty. AB 8 mentions two special forms royal unciton: punar-abhiṣeka ‘re-unction‘ (see
below), and aindra-mahābhiṣeka ‘Indraic great unction’, by which Indra became great king. The central rites of
the Vedic royal consecration seems to have taken place at the winter solstice or in spring (Hillebrandt 1897:143,
cf. Falk 1984:116).
689
See Heesterman 1957:79-90. The “power within the waters” (vā́ ja … apsv) in AV 13.1.2 is possibly referring
to the royal unction (Proferes 1957:87). With these liquids Mitrāvaruṇau and Indra won strength and royal power
(Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1.8.11).
690
ŚB 5.3.4.13; cf. Heesterman 1957:85.
685
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We also have the light-reflecting waters and the brilliant ghṛta:
sūryatvacas stha rāṣṭradā rāṣṭram amuṣmai datteti tābhir abhiṣiñcati varcasaivainam
etad abhiṣiñcati sūryatvacasam evainam etad karoti
Sun-skinned ye are, bestowers of kingship; bestow kingship on me! With that (water) he
sprinkles; it is with lustre [varcas] he thereby sprinkles him, and makes him sunskinned.692
tejo vā etat paśunāṃ yad ghṛta yad ghṛtena abhiṣiṃcati teja evasmiṃs tad dadhāti
amṛtaṃ vā etad asmin loke yad āpo yad adbhir abhiṣiṃcaty amṛtatvam eva asmiṃs tad
dadhāti
Ghee is the brilliance [tejas] of animals; in that he anoints with ghee, verily thus he
confers brilliance upon him. Waters are immortal in the world; in that he anoints with
water, thereby he confers immortality upon him.693

By sprinkling the ruler with the liquid butter ghṛta (called ‘cows’, just as dawn), he is given
brilliance. Ghṛta is golden; it can be heated without being burnt and makes fire blaze up; epic
heroes are said to be like fires fed with ghṛta. By pouring it into fire, one increases one’s
splendour.694 In other words, the ruler in rājasūya is sprinkled with a liquid that makes him
strong, invincible, pure and splendid.695
If we follow Tsuchiyama, abhiṣeka’s original function was to endow the performer with
the splendour called varcas.696 When a king becomes supreme he takes away varcas from his
enemies, just like the one sun takes the tejas of all the weaker stars.697 ‘Elephant-splendour’
(hastivarcas) is mentioned several times in this hymn for the unction. The king asks Agni to
make him into a varcasvin, splendour-possessor, with a formula used for sprinkling the royal
elephant (the animal of Indra and Śrī).698 When a king is established he shall rise as sole ruler
to power and varcas. The king must aquire a “solar body” to wield his power, and “human
691

AB 8.8. Similarly in the soma sacrifice, the sun enters the waters, becomes Varuṇa who is śrī (Kauṣītakibrāhmaṇa 18.9 [Keith; otherwise 18.7.4]).
692
ŚB 5.3.4.12, Eggeling 1894:76. Cf. Weber 1893:38.
693
AB 8.20; cf. ŚB 5.3.4.20 (ghṛta is the essence of cattle). Ghṛta is immortality, splendour. To pour ghṛta into
fire is to sprinkle the sacrificer with splendour. In offering it into the āhavanīya fire, tejas is put into the
sacrificer (Tsuchiyama 2005:62).
694
In the epic, Arjuna’s son Abhimanyu is compared to a sacrificial fire fed with clarified butter (MBh 7.37,
Calcutta). In the Ghṛta hymn ṚV 4.58, clarified butter is said to be honey (madhu), nectar (amṛta), immortality’s
navel, soma, a red horse and the bolt (vajra) of victory (cf. ŚB 3.4.4.6). Agni is ghṛtadīditi ‘has radiant ghṛta’,
and is clothed in ghṛta (ṚV 3.17.1). With tejas and vīrya, the ṛṣis defeated darkness, and so does the yajamāna
with gold which is light (ŚB 4.3.4.21). Cf. Āśvalāyana-gṛhyasūtra 1.15; Gonda 1980:176-7. The sovereign is
said to be ‘bathed in clarified butter’ (ghṛtasnā́ ḥ) in ṚV 8.46.28, probably referring to the unction ritual. The king
is sprinkled/smeared with clarified butter identified with tejas (Gonda 1966:93-6). Cf. Āpastamba-śrautasūtra
10.32.1. On ghṛta and other celestial fluids (honey, milk, soma, water) see Lüders 1959:351ff.
695
The remaining liquids (of the seventeen) include waters from the river-goddess Sarasvatī, milk and honey. For
all the seventeen types see Weber 1893:40-1; Heesterman 1957:84-5. Cf. Proferes 2007:100-1. Waters from the
four directions of space are found in aśvamedha (Gonda 1965:168). In R 6.116.45-56, Rāma is anointed with
waters from four oceans in the north, south, east and west.
696
Tsuchiyama 2005:92-3. (discussed in Part 5).
697
AV 4.22.3; 7.13.1-2; Tsuchiyama 2005:55; Proferes 2007:102.
698
yena hastī varcasā saṃbabhūva yena rājā manusyesv apsv antaḥ / yena devā devatāṃ agra āyan tena mām
adya varcasāgne varcasvinaṃ kṛnu “With what splendour (varcas-) the elephant has come into being, (with that)
the king among men, among waters, (with that) the gods in the beginning went to godhood (devatā), with that
splendour, O Agni, now make me into a man of splendour (varcasvin)!” (AV 3.22.3, Tsuchiyama 2005:54). Cf.
Part 3 on Gaja-Lakṣmī; Śāṅkhāyana-āraṇyaka 12.
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kingship was mapped onto a solar paradigm”.699 This verse from Atharvaveda 4.8 was
composed for the royal consecration:
[…] chriyam vasā́ naś carati svaróciḥ /
mahat tad vṛṣṇo asúrasya nāmā viśvarū́ po amṛtā́ ni tasthau //
clothing himself in fortune [śrī], he goes about having his own brightness [svaroci];
great is that virile name of the asura; having all forms, he approached immortal things.700

The unction liquids are brilliant, heavenly, milky, which points to an identification with the
light, as water and milk/cows are Vedic metaphors for auroral light (Part 4):
abhi tvā varcásā sicann āpo divyāḥ payásvatī /
The heavenly waters, rich in milk, have poured upon thee with splendour [várcas].701

Next, the auroral Aśvins are asked to come lotus-garlanded and place in the king the ‘lofty
splendour’ (várco … bṛhád) of fire, and the ‘splendour of the sun’ (sū́ ryasya várcas-), as well
as the splendour of the asura elephant.702 Further, the royal fire of the five peoples is an
aquatic monarch kindled at dawn.703 Tsuchiyama, Proferes and Witzel draw a parallel between
the young sun Rohita rising to power and the anointed king.704 We saw in Part 4 that Rohiṇī is
the wife of the solar king Rohita, endowed with suvarcas ‘good splendour’ and a giver of
royal power. Later, after inthronisation, the Śunaḥśepa legend about the mortal prince Rohita,
is recited (see below). In other words, there is a solar-auroral theme present in the royal
consecration.
The waters by which the king is anointed are the abode of Varuṇa, the imperial god, and
the qualities of this divinity are transferred to the king.705 A plate with a hundred holes in it,
made of gold (the semen of Agni), is used to purify the unction waters and make them full of
fiery varcas.706 The unction is ‘light’ (citra), and the performer is “therefore” called rājan
‘king’.707 So the king will be born from, and unite in himself, the igneous (Agni, Sūrya,
goldplate) and the aquatic (Varuṇa, Soma, waters) royalty, the liquid endowed with a fiery699

Proferes 2007:82. AV 3.4.1.
AV 4.8.3, Whitney 1905:157, modified by me (Whitney translates: “great is that name of the virile asura”).
On śrī, in this ritual see below.
701
AV 4.8.6a-b, Whitney 1905:158. Tsuchiyama stresses that we are dealing with celestial waters. “(With) the
power of varcas inherent in the sprinkling water … (the king attains) the splendid power derived from the
heavenly water” (2005:54). Cf. AV 6.124.3; 10.5.7.
702
AV 3.22.4, Proferes 2007:83.
703
ṚV 10.45.5, see Part 3.1. Varcas of the morning-sun is also seen in these mantras: as the sun rising (sūryo …
udyaṃs) takes the tejas of the nakṣatras, so the performer takes the splendour (varcas) of those who hate him
(AV 7.13; cf. Whitney 1905:397). The sun is called upon to rise with varcas on the sacrificer (AV 17.(1).6; cf.
Tsuchiyama 2005:56). The sun is said to hide in the sea (samudra, ṚV 10.72.7).
704
“This virtue of várcas, as derived from the heavenly fluids or the sun, is shared by the king … The glorious
image of the sun is, therefore, projected in a human king, typically illustrated by the Rohita (the red sun) hymn”
(Tsuchiyama 2005:55). Cf. Witzel 1997:279-80; Proferes 2007.
705
Maitrāyaṇī-saṃhitā 4.3.10, Heesterman 1957:86. The (celestial) sea is the domain of Varuṇa, who is samrājand dharmapati. The rājasūya is the varuṇasava ‘Varuṇa-consecration’ and therefore the king is anointed with
these waters collected in sunlight, according to ŚB 5.3.4.12. Any remainders are poured from the collective bowl
into a fire for Rudra and Yama (death) (cf. the garment for Nirṛti, and the poison (antithesis of immortality and
Śrī) for Śiva in the Churning myth).
706
Heesterman 1957:113. Cf. Part 6.1.4.
707
Pseudo-etymologically connected to the verb rāj- ‘shine’ (Heesterman 1957:88; Roesler 1997:173ff, 244ff;
cf. AV 3.4.1).
700
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solar quality. He aquires the powers of both brahma and kṣatra estates.708 This overlapping
aspect is discussed further below.
6.1.3. Apāṃ napāt
As we saw, the unction liquid is made from seventeen waters, of which some are givers of
splendour. All the liquids are divine and victorious; they are guarded by apāṃ napāt ‘Son of
Waters’, also called apāṃ garbha ‘embryo/offspring of waters’.709 This is the very figure we
came to know in Part 2 as the aquatic guardian of the Avestan royal splendour xᵛarənah,
wherefore he deserves to be discussed in detail. It is said in the preparation for the Vedic
unction liquid:
devīr āpo, apāṃ napāt rāṣṭradāḥ stha rāṣṭraṃ datta svāhā
Divine waters, son of the waters; ye are givers of the kingdom, give ye the kingdom,
svāhā!710
atha niveṣyaṃ gṛhṇāti apāṃ garbho ‘si [...] rāṣṭradā rāṣṭram amuṣmai
He then takes (water from) a whirlpool with, ‘Thou art the offspring of the waters, [...] a
bestower of kingship; bestow thou kingship on N.N.!’.711

By sprinkling him with this offspring/embryo of the waters, the priest makes the king an
embryo of the people (viś, identified with the clans), it is further stated.712 This being appears
again, when the liquids have been mixed in the communal bowl,713 and purified by a goldplate
- the semen of Agni, who is known as Son of Waters.714 The collective liquid is divided into
four cups representing the four classes or quarters, in which Varuṇa as the “child of waters”
(apām śiśu) has his abode, and again he is identified with the king.715 Heesterman stresses
apāṃ napāt as a “male fertility god surrounded by a number of female partners”,716 but one

708

Kauṣītaki-brāhmaṇa 9.5 for somayajña; Heesterman 1957:87-8.
In ṚV 1.164.52, the sun/fire is apāṃ garbha, cf. 1.70.3. Soma is apāṃ garbha in 9.97.41, said to place
strength in king Indra and beget the sun-light. In ṚV 1.22.6, Savitṛ is called apāṃ napāt. The term napāt also
found with ūrjas ‘son of power’, etc.
710
Maitrāyaṇī-saṃhitā 2.6.7, Heesterman 1957:80. Also the Lord of Waters (apāṃ pati) Varuṇa is mentioned
here for the pairing of waters (cf. Heesterman 1957:87).
711
SB 5.3.4.11, Eggeling 1894:76. ṚV 10.121 is a hymn about the Golden Embryo, hiraṇyagarbhá, identified
with the universal king/pati, the sun or solar-royal bird born from an egg’s golden yoke (cf. xᵛarǝnah as a bird in
Yt 19; Spinetti); he is the garbha in the ‘high waters’ (ā́ po … bṛhatī́r) that gives birth to Agni (10.121.7). This
hymn can be related to the royal consecration by which the king is reborn from water with solar splendour,
according to Proferes 2007:137-41; Jamison & Brereton (in ṚV 2014:32, 55); cf 10.82.5.
712
SB 5.3.4.11; Proferes 2007:115.
713
Heesterman 1957:82; cf. 86-7.
714
Agni once united with Varuṇa’s wives, the Waters. When purified by fire/gold, water is born of heat. Gold is
the seed of Agni in the waters from which the light/svar and the king are born (Krick 1982:164-8); “vgl. Auch
die Konzeption des Herrschaftsglanzes (xᵛarǝnah) im Avesta”, Krick writes in a note (1982:165). The
purification of water with gold is compared to the search for immortal splendour (svar) in the heavenly waters
(Krick 1982:169).
715
ŚB 5.3.5.19; Heesterman 1957:83; ; Proferes 2007:115. Weber explains this by Varuṇa being the son/lord of
the heavenly ”waters” (1893:449. The female Waters as cows are similar to the Ṛgvedic Dawns as cows. Soma
(a drink and king), Varuṇa (aquatic king and apāṃ pati), Agni (Son of Waters) and Indra (water releaser) are all
gods of royalty. The identification of the king and the Son of Waters is not found in Avestan texts.
716
Heesterman 1957:86-7.
709
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should rather point to apāṃ napāt’s Indo-Iranian background: the shared connection to
splendour and kingship for both the Vedic and the Avestan versions of the Son of Waters.717
In Vedic texts, Agni is often identified with apāṃ napāt, which may seem strange since
fire is the opposite of water; he is “the dialectic conjunction of fire and water”.718 In the IndoIranian cyclical theory of sacrifice this makes sense. The Iranian holy fire is put out by water
after the fulfillment of sacrifice. Fire thus enters water and is itself regenerated from wood
which has water in it.719 Some scholars have suggested a PIE origin for this “aquatic fire” or
fiery being in water.720 Like his Avestan counterpart, the Vedic apāṃ napāt is an asura ‘lord’
(Avestan ahura), has swift horses and shines in the waters:721
yó apsv ā́ śucinā daívyena ṛtā́ vā́ jasra urviyā́ vibhā́ ti /
He who is in the waters, truthful and inexhaustible, radiates widely with his heavenly
gleaming.722

Agni is born in heaven. With his unaging rays or radiance, he shines upon earth (jyotiḥ …
arocayat; ajarā … bhānavaḥ), and blazes upon the altar.723 Indra, the prototypical hero-king,
is said to grow strong by the divine waters (in the ritual the waters mixed with the soma),
given by the Son of Waters - remember that the waters owe him a favour since he released
them from Vṛtra:
yo anidhmó dī́dayad apsú antár yaṃ víprāsa ī́ḷate adhvaréṣu /
ápāṃ napān mádhumatīr ápo dā yā́ bhir índro vāvṛdhé vīryāya //
(For him) who shines without kindling wood within the waters, whom the inspired poets
call upon at the ceremonies. / O Child of the Waters, give the honeyed waters by which
Indra grows strong for his heroic deed.724

The Vedic apāṃ napāt is sometimes mentioned along with svar (svàr, súvar ‘celestial
splendour, sun, heaven’).725 Svar can be compared to xᵛarənah as a celestial brilliance
residing in water. Indra, Agni, Uṣas and the Waters (āpas) are said to be svarva(n)t ‘splendid,
possessing svar’. Indra will conquer svarvatīr apaḥ ‘the waters along with the sun’ (or ‘the
717

Proferes 2007:105-6 relates the Indo-Iranian Son of Waters to the importance of water and fire for royalty.
Doniger O’Flaherty in her translation of the ṚV 1981:106.
719
From fire comes smoke, from smoke the cloud and from cloud rain (ŚB 5.3.5.17), which becomes
plants/wood. Agni was churned by the atharvan-priest Aṅgiras from the ocean where it hid (cf. MBh 3.212). See
Kellens 1994:478-80. Hertel interprets apąm napāt as lightning.
720
There is a (not etymologically connected) Norse kenning for ‘fire’ sævar niðr ‘offspring of the sea’. Cf. Gray
1900:35ff; Dumezil 1973:21f, 39; Puhvel 1987:277-82; Watkins 1995:254; West 2007:271ff; Oettinger 2009;
Oberlies 2012:56-8, 126.
721
ṚV 2.35. In this “riddle hymn”, apāṃ napāt is identified with Agni. Apāṃ napāt has lordly (asura-) power
(2.35.2), is gleaming in the gleaming waters (śúciṃ śúcayo dīdivā́ ṃsam … ā́ paḥ, verse 3), is clothed in lightning
(vidyútaṃ vásānaḥ, verse 9), golden (híraṇyarūpaḥ, verse 10). He stands in the highest footprint, shining (padé
paramé … dīdivā́ ṃsaṃ, verse 14). He drinks ghṛta (liquid butter) and praising him generates good heroes (verse
15).
722
ṚV 2.35.8a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:453. He radiates widely (ví bhāti) in the waters, to give goods to the
one who honors him (verse 7). In 3.9.1, the Son of Waters is sudīditiṃ ‘well-shining’. In 6.13.3, apāṃ napāt and
Agni divides the booty after Indra’s victory over Vṛtra/the Paṇis (this is the Vala myth, see Part 4).
723
ṚV 1.143.1-3, 7; cf. 2.35.14; Fórizs 2007; cf. 2.1.1, 2.35, 3.7.3-; 2.35; 3.9.1-2; 7.9.3; 10.30; Gonda 1957:57;
Findly 1979; Kellens 1994; Watkins 1995:254; Boyce 1986; 1996:45.
724
ṚV 10.30.4, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1423. Cf. 10.8.
725
Roesler 1997:232-3. Some scholars believe svar is etymologically related to Avestan xᵛarənah (cf.
Pokorny:s.v. sāu̯el-; Lüders 1959:396-401; Mayrhofer 1976: svàrṇaraḥ; Puhvel 1987:281), but this is uncertain
(cf. Lubotsky in Part 2.1).
718
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waters full of heavenly splendour’).726 In apāṃ napāt’s waters, the royal horse and “this svar”,
i.e. the visible sun or its splendour, are born.727 In another passage, Agni is identified with
Varuṇa, protector of ṛta (sacrifical order or truth) and apāṃ napāt, whose head wins svar:
bhúvaś cákṣur mahá ṛtásya gopā́ bhúvo váruṇo yád ṛtā́ ya véṣi /
bhúvo apā́ ṃ nápāj jātavedo bhúvo dūtó yásya havyáṃ jújoṣaḥ //
bhúvo yajñásya rájasaś ca netā́ yátrā niyúdbhiḥ sácase śivā́ bhiḥ /
diví mūrdhā́ naṃ dadhiṣe suarṣā́ ṃ jihvā́ m agne cakṛṣe havyavā́ ham //
You become the eye and the herdsman of great truth; you become Varuṇa when you
pursue (your tasks) for truth. / You become the Child of the Waters, o Jātavedas; you
become the messenger of him in whose oblation you will take pleasure. / You have
become the leader of the sacrifice and of airy space, where you are accompanied your
kindly team of horses. / In heaven you have set your head, which wins the sun [svar], and
you have made your tongue to be the conveyor of oblations, o Agni.728

It is said in another hymn that Agni as the aquatic fire and Son/Embryo of Waters (apāṃ
garbha) went with flames and śrī ‘splendour of excellence’ into the female waters. This is
reminiscent of xᵛarənah fleeing to Vouru.kaṣ̌a while Fire (Ātar) protected it from the evil
forces, to be guarded by apąm napāt. About this form of Agni as son and king of waters the
priests sing:
śocír vásānaḥ pári ā́ yur apāṃ śríyo mímīte bṛhatī́r ánūnāḥ //
clothing himself all around in flame, and being the life of the waters, he measures out his
splendors [śrī-], lofty and never wanting.729
śrīnā́ m udāró dharúṇo rayīṇā́ m manīṣā́ ṇām prā́ rpaṇaḥ sómagopāḥ /
vásuḥ sūnúḥ sáhaso apsú rā́ jā ví bhāty ágra uṣásām idhānáḥ //
víśvasya ketúr bhúvanasya gárbha ā́ ródasī apṛṇāj jā́ yamānaḥ /
Rouser of beauties [śrī-], buttress of riches, propeller of inspired thoughts, with Soma as
herdsman, / good one, son of strength, king in the waters, he [Agni] radiates forth, being
kindled at the forefront of the dawns. / Beacon of all creation, the embryo filled both
world-halves while he was being born.730

726

ṚV 1.10.8, Jamison & Brereton 2014:102; similar to Geldner. By opening the cave of Vala and releasing the
cows, Indra wins yaśas, it is said in verse 7. The Waters are svarvatīḥ ‘splendid, full of svar’ also in 5.2, a hymn
to the hidden Agni: one wishes to win svarvatīr apa (verse 11). In 8.40.10-1, Agni and Indra conquer svarvatīr
apo.
727
ṚV 2.35.4, 6. Agni Vaiśvānara was identified with the king and the sun/svar (ṚV 10.88.2: svar appeared when
fire was born, cf. 1.70.8-9), Proferes explains (2007:47-9). Both the Avestan and the Vedic Son of Waters have
swift horses.
728
ṚV 10.8.5-6, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1379.
729
ṚV 3.1.5c-d, Jamison & Brereton 2014:466. ṚV 3.1 is a hymn to Agni’s mysterious birth in the female Waters
(āp-) as apāṃ napāt/garbha (verses 12-13). Also the cows milked for immortality (verse 14) are mentioned in
the hymn, which reminds us of the cows of dawn (Part 4). Cf. Dhal 1995:8-10. On Agni as garbha born at dawn,
cf. e.g. 1.6.3-4.
730
ṚV 10.45.5-6a-b, Jamison & Brereton 2014:1450. In this hymn, it is said that Fire was first born in heaven,
then on earth, and a third time in the waters (verse 1). He who sacrifices to Agni, will win a better position, fame
(śravas), riches and heroes; and with Agni (who splits even a solid rock) the priests open the pen full of cows
(verses 6, 9-12; cf. the Vala myth in Part 4).
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Agni-apāṃ napāt’s brightness radiates (bhāty) as he is ‘alight for śrī’ (śriyé rucānáḥ), it is
stated in the same hymn.731 In sum, the Vedic texts suggest that there existed an Indo-Iranian
tradition about the Son of Waters, winner or guardian of the royal splendour, which he may
distribute to those who follows the truth or sacrificial order (ṛta, aša).
6.1.4. The king as an aggregate of divinties and glories
Let us pause for a moment in the unction process to dwell on the subject of convergence,
manifested in the combination of multiple unction liquids. Relevant here is the idea of gods
“residing” in the ruler, and the many clan fires united into one royal-tribal fire.
According to Oberlies (2012), there probably existed a tripartite Vedic kingship for
different social situations: a warrior-king, a peace-king, and a settlement-leader: Indra as the
leader in times of war and mobility of the tribe; Varuṇa as the lord of settlement and justice;
and Agni as an in-between center in both war and peace, mobile and stable. Proferes (2007)
however remarks that there was no need of a “multiple kingship”; instead, the three (or more)
gods personify different functions/aspects of a single king.732 The Vedic idea of a king
incarnating a plurality of gods, is also found in the classical Indian lawbooks. The monarch is
said to be created from the particles of the gods, embodying their different functions in his
one royal body: Indra, Yama dharmarāja, Sūrya, Agni, Varuṇa, Soma and Kubera. The king
is an aggregation of divine powers conferred on him by the rājasūya. Also the Purāṇas state
that the king performs the activities of the gods and has their forms.733
In the didactic 12th book of the Mahābhārata, Bhīṣma explains to Yudhiṣṭhira how
kings got their supreme authority. First, in kṛtayuga, there were no kings, since all men were
honest. But mankind became adharmic and Viṣṇu had to create a virtuous king, the splendid
Pṛthu, to keep social order. The god sanctioned the royal function by entering the king’s body
through asceticism: and therefore kings are worthy of respect. The divine origin of the king is
also related to his sharp splendour (tejas) and fiery nature, as he is the ‘Abode of Śrī’
(Śrīnivāsa, a name of Viṣṇu), as we read in Manusmṛti:
yasya prasāde padmā śrīr vijayaś ca parākrame /
mṛtyuś ca vasti krodhe sarvatejomayo hi saḥ //
He [the king] in whose benevolence lies Padmā, Śrī, in whose valour lies victory, in
whose anger lies death - for he is made from the energies [tejas-] of them all.734
yasmād eṣāṃ surendrāṇāṃ mātrābhyo nirmito nṛpaḥ /
tasmād abhibhavaty eṣa sarvabhūtāni tejasā //
tapaty ādityavac caiṣa cakṣūṃṣi ca manāṃsi ca /
731

ṚV 10.45.4, 8.
Proferes 2007:20-23; cf. Oberlies 2012:20ff; Jamison & Brereton in ṚV 2014:32, 55. The ruler is Savitṛ,
Varuṇa, Indra and other gods (Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 1.7.10).
733
He is not an ordinary man, but “a great divinity (devatā) in human form” (Manusmṛti 7.4-8; cf. 12.68.40;
MBh 12.68.40-45; Agni-purāṇa 226.17-20. According to Matsya-purāṇa 226.1-12, Brahmā creates the king
from the parts of the gods to keep order and protect the earth, like the sun who cannot be looked at, Yama in
punishment, and so on (Ghoshal 1966:440-1; Singh 1968:31). On the king’s divine or semi-divine nature see
Ghoshal 1966:24-7, 67, 29, 163, 196-8, 209-10, 273-4, 315-6, 329, 354-5, 362, 435, 440-1, 479; Kulke 1979:1.
In Yt 23, Zaraθuštra tells Vīštāspa to be good like Ahura Mazdā, victorious like Θraētaona, shining like Yima,
brilliant like the moon, hot like the sun, and to have radiant beams like Miθra. This composite, royal ideal is very
similar to that found in Indian texts.
734
Manusmṛti 7.11, Olivelle 2005:155 modified by me (Olivelle has “goddess of prosperity” for Śrī); cf.
Manusmṛti 5.93; 7.2.
732
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na cainaṃ bhuvi śaknoti kaścid apy abhivīkṣitum //
so ‘gnir bhavati vāyuś ca so ‘rkaḥ somaḥ sa dharmarāṭ /
sa kuberaḥ sa varunaḥ sa mahendraḥ prabhāvataḥ //
Because a king was fashioned out of particles from these chiefs of the gods, he
overpowers all beings by reason of his energy [tejas]. Like the sun indeed, he burns [tap-]
eyes and minds; no one on earth can bear to gaze upon him. He is Fire, he is Wind, he is
the Sun, he is the Moon, he is the King of the Law (Yama), he is Kubera, he is Varuṇa,
and he is the Great Indra – by reason of his power.735

In the Bhagavad-gītā, Kṛṣṇa says to prince Arjuna that a great man (like a warrior) with śrī
has a part of Kṛṣṇa’s own divine splendour (tejas):
yadyad vibhūtimat sattvaṃ śrīmad ūrjitam eva va /
tattad evāvagaccha tvaṃ mama tejoṃśasaṃbhavam //
Whatever being shows super-manifestations, / or majesty [fullness of śrī] or vigor, / be
thou assured that that in every case / is sprung from a fraction of My glory [tejas].736

Concentration of cosmic forces in one man, divinely sanctioned kingship and royal splendour
are thus intertwined. Proferes shows how the unction, realised by the united liquids, is
structurally and conceptually parallel with the clan fires united into the one royal-tribal Fire of
the Five Peoples (Agni Pāñcajanya). The number five symbolises totality (the four quarters
plus the centre), the same symbolism as in the Pāṇḍavas as the total Indraic/divine king.737
This fire was identified with the king’s body politic, the one king and one sun, called
Vaiśvānara ‘of all men’, as a supreme leader and identified with the sun.738 To become
identical with this fire and sun, the king had to go through the abhiṣeka, whereby he acquired
“a new, solar body”, by means of the waters of varcas – “the splendour of fires dispersed
throughout the cosmos”, Proferes explains.739 The king is sprinkled with the collected
seventeen unction liquids – and seventeen is the number of Prajāpati, the Whole Sacrifice,740
as mentioned above. These are heavenly waters “rich in milk”, and with splendour (varcas),
like rivers of soma flowing into the soma sea.741
In the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, we read that the gods have Indra for their chief (’the most
excellent’, śreṣṭha-), because “they all came to abide in Indra” (indre sarve devās tasthānāḥ);
the king is all the deities. The many came to converge in one god, and he who knows this
735

Manusmṛti 7.5-7, Olivelle 2005:155. Tap- ‘burn’ is used for the monarch also in Kullūka’s comment to Manu
7.7 (Bühler; Gonda 1966:25, 36). Hertel 1931:174 mentions the passages from Manusmṛti as examples of the
Indian “Herrschaftsfeuer”, like Avestan xᵛarǝnah.
736
Bhagavad-gītā 10.41 (= MBh 6.32.41 in CE), Edgerton 1994:105. Cf. the king of the Cedis, Śiśupāla, whose
great brilliance rose from his body and entered Kṛṣṇa when he was killed by the latter (MBh 2.42.22-5).
737
Proferes 2007:61-3, 69.
738
Proferes 2007:1-2. The Vedic Puru tribal fire was called supreme ruler (samrāṭ) and related to king
Trasadasyu. Also Bharata Divodāsa’s royal fire is spoken of in the ṚV (2007:37-9). Cf. ṚV 10.69; ŚB 9.3.1.25;
Pagliaro 1933; Spinetti; Duchesne-Guillemin 1966:65-6, fig.3-5; Knipe 1975:22-3; Hillebrandt 1980:I.78-9, 823; Kaelber 1989:7; Smith 1989:73; Heesterman 1993:186. On the farnbag ‘fire having a share of xᵛarənah’ see
Jackson 1898:99; Pagliaro 1933:375-80; Barr 1952:34; Boyce 1979:123.
739
Proferes 2007:116.
740
ŚB 5.3.4.22.
741
AV 4.8.5-6 above; Proferes 2007:77, 91-7, 104-5, 114-5. It is the confluence (saṃgama) of rivers Gaṅgā and
Yamunā (and the invisible Sarasvatī) at Prayāga/Allahabad that makes this spot (Triveṇi Saṃgama) sacred (cf.
Gonda 1980:133). The royal unction waters are said to come from the four seas and a hundred rivers (Gonda
1980:133).
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becomes śreṣṭha of his own group.742 This passage can well be compared to others where the
king is the combination of many gods, and the one with strongest śrī. Similarly, for the
preparation of somayajña, the gods performed the guest-offering, but they became enemies
and separated because no one wanted to yield to the others’ śrī- (excellencies, glories). In this
state of inner weakness, the asuras attacked the devas. The gods then chose Indra as their
king, and yielded “to the glory of one” (ekasya śriyai), namely Indra’s. Therefore Indra is all
the gods, the excellent (śreṣṭha-), and men should avoid quarrels and unite under one king.743
Here the multiple divinities or their splendours are united or subservient to the single
splendour and sovereignty of Indra; whereby victory is assured.
In sum, the Vedic clan fires could be united into a single royal fire, identified with the
blazing sun. In a myth, the gods yielded to the śrī of one, Indra, to defeat the demons. The
classical texts speak of kings as created from the multiple parts of gods, divine tejas, or from
Viṣṇu who “enters” the monarch. In the rājasūya, the single unction that gives glories and
powers is made from seventeen liquids, i.e. Prajāpati as the Whole Sacrifice. Royal splendour
is a result of the union of powers.
6.1.5. Mounting the quarters and the abhiṣeka
Let us proceed in the rājasūya. Now that the unction-liquid has been prepared, the yajamāna
is dressed and purified. A bow, identified as the Vṛtra-slaying bolt of Indra, is given by the
adhvaryu priest to the monarch, along with three arrows.744 The bow will be used later in the
cattle-raid. While a golden plate rests on his head (immortality surrounds him) he raises his
arms (the force of the warrior). The arms are praised as Mitra and Varuṇa, with the mantra
praising the golden-bodied lords rising like the sun,745 originally from the Ṛgveda:
híraṇyarūpam uṣáso víuṣṭāv áyasthūṇam úditā sū́ ryasya /
ā́ rohatho varuṇa mitra gártam átaś cakṣāthe áditiṃ dítiṃ ca //
You who mount the throne possessing golden color at the break of dawn, (the throne)
possessing a metal pillar at the rising of the sun, o Mitra and Varuṇa. From there you
observe guiltlessness and guilt.746

Uṣas is mentioned here, and the monarch is turned towards the east, the auspicious, auroral
quarter. The rite that precedes abhiṣeka makes the sacrificer into an embryo, i.e. the
equivalent of the sun about rise from the bosom of Dawn. This time of the day is also that of
Indra smashing Vṛtra/Vala and releasing Uṣas,747 whom I earlier interpreted as a form of royal
splendour.

742

ŚB 1.6.3.22. Cf. Proferes 2007:52: It is said that Indra is the sun, and the gods with their supremacy
(śraiṣṭhya) deposited their bodies (tanu-) in him, and thus Indra burns brilliantly.
743
ŚB 3.4.2.1-3 (cf. 3.4.2.15; Thite 1075:123; Proferes 2007:52). Indra is śreṣṭho baliṣṭho vīryavattamo “greatest
in splendour, strength, heroism” (ŚB 9.2.3.3, cf. 11.5.4.2; cf. Pañcaviṃśa-brāhmaṇa 7.8.2). It is also said that
Indra was anointed in the mahābhiṣeka, on a throne “brought together” of different poetic metres, supported by
plural gods (AB 8.12).
744
Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.8.
745
Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.16; cf. Weber 1893:50; Heesterman 1957:96. The arms are the rājanya’s heroism
(vīryaṃ), and heroism is also the collected essence of the waters (rasa sambhṛto) with which he is anointed (ŚB
5.4.1.17).
746
ṚV 5.62.8, Jamison & Brereton 2014:744. Cf. ŚB 5.4.1.15. Aditi means ‘not bound, limitless’, diti the
opposite. After the chariot drive the arms will be lowered.
747
Heesterman 1957:100-2. See Part 4. ŚB 5.3.5.1 states that the consecration itself takes place at the midday
soma-rite.
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Now we reach the digvyāsthāpanam ‘mounting the five quarters of space’, i.e. the four
directions plus the central-vertical pole. The act is comparable to Viṣṇu’s trivikrama.748 At the
digvijaya of Yudhiṣṭhira in the Mahābhārata, the king functions as the “quintessence” in the
center who sends out his brothers to the four corners of the world.749 Thus, the ruler broadens
his realm, like the spreading rays of the young sun. He also incorporates within himself the
powers of those quarters.750 Thereafter, the king sits on a tiger-skin, which is “Soma’s
brilliance (tviṣi)”.751 When treading on the skin the king kicks away a piece of lead,
“Namuci’s head”. It represents the killing of a demon by Indra. It seems as if Namuci like
Vṛtra must be slain by the king to release the sap, essence or “head of sacrifice”, so that it can
be reintegrated in the king. Copper and lead are contrasted to silver and gold placed under him
and above his head.752 They protect him against the risk of disintegration.
Finally we arrive at the unction itself. The king stands on the tiger-skin while anointed.
The liquid is distributed by four persons in clockwise motion representing the quarters.753 The
fluid flows through the golden plate onto his head, full of varcas.754 Varuṇa, Soma and other
gods are called upon to give their respective powers to the king (clearly a concentration of
spread-out parts, as was discussed above): Soma dyumna ‘light’, Agni tejas ‘sharpness, fiery
splendour’ (in Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.17: bhrājas ‘brilliance, luster’), Indra indriya ‘energy’,
Sūrya varcas ‘splendour’, Mitrāvaruṇau vīrya ‘heroism’, and the Maruts ojas ‘strength’.755 At
least three of these are forms of splendours, which Proferes sees as “solar power” or “firesubstance”.756 The king himself is declared to be a Son of Waters.757
We also may consider the epic description of unctions. The consecration of the god
Skanda, son of Śiva, is described vividly in the Mahābhārata. All gods were present at
Skanda’s abhiṣeka that made him general in the war against asuras. The waters of Sarasvatī
were poured from golden cups on his head, just as at the consecration of emperor Varuṇa. As
general Skanda shone with blazing radiance like a fire. They praised him as Indra, and he
conquered the world, for with him was the victory-goddesses and Lakṣmī; Pārvatī nursed
748

Gonda 1966:83-4.
Katz 1989:38-9.
750
Each quarter is connected to a meter, god, season, and quality: East (samidh), gāyatrī, Agni, spring, brahman.
South, triṣṭubh, Indra, summer, kṣattram. West, jagatu, Maruts, rain season, viś. North, anuṣṭubh, Mitrāvaruṇau,
autumn, balam (or puṣṭam ‘growth, flowering’). Zenith (ūrdhvā), Bṛhaspati, winter, varcas or phalam ‘fruit’,
which is the encompassing, highest direction and yields the very “fruit” of the ritual (Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.1014; Heesterman 1957:103-5).
751
Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 10.15; Weber 1893:42, 49, 139; Heesterman 1957:107. The king is said to be a tiger. Cf.
Part 6.2 on tviṣ(i).
752
Heesterman 1957:106-13. Gold is self-luminous and can be used as a replacement of any brilliant substance.
The officiant uses a golden knife to cut up the aśvamedha-stallion; therefore he bestows jyotiḥ ‘light’ upon the
royal office (rāṣṭram, the horse) and makes the yajamāna go to heaven (ŚB 13.2.2.16). By placing gold (rukma)
on both sides of the oblation the priest bestows splendour (ruc-) upon the patron, according to Taittirīya-saṃhitā
2.3.2.3 (Gonda 1991:3-8, 11, 18-20, 23-7, 39-47, 72). The copper refers to the copper-razor for the final haircutting.
753
East, by an adhvaryu. South, rājanya. West, vaiśya. North, related friend. In the later, Purāṇic royal unction,
the monarch is sprinkled by a brāhmaṇa in the east with a golden pot full of ghṛta; by a kṣatriya from the south
wih a silver cup of milk, and from west by a vaiśya with a copper cup with curds, and from north by a śūdra wih
water in clay cup (Geslani 2012:330).
754
Gonda 1991:119-21. See above.
755
Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1.8.14; Weber 1893:51; Heesterman 1957:115; Tsuchiyama 2005:57.
756
“Taken literally, várcas denotes an intensity of light, as when one refers to “the golden splendour of the sun”
(ṚV 10.112.3 háritvatā várcasā sū́ ryasya)” (81); “solar power, várcas (also, less regularly, dyumná and téjas)”
(91). “(The) fire-substance known as várcas (later also dyumná and téjas)” (Proferes 2007:114).
757
Taittirīya-saṃhitā 1.8.14; Heesterman 1957:116. The dripping liquid is brushed off the king; it follows the
‘serpent of the deep’ ahir budhnya (ṚV 1.186.5, 2.31.6; 7.34.16, 7.35.13; Macdonell 1963:73; Heesterman
1957:121-2). In the ṚV, ahir budhnya is several times mentioned with apāṃ napāt.
749
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him.758 Similarly, when Bhīṣma was consecrated great commander, he was resplendent
(abhiṣikto vyarocata).759 In both the Vedic and epic texts, unction is followed by an act of
conquest, confirming the king’s right to rule.
6.1.6. Śrī in the rājasūya
If splendour - especially varcas - clearly is prominent in the royal consecration, one wonders
what the texts have to say about śrī? Should not this quality be present in the rājasūya?
It is true that śrī does not figure as one of the qualities bestowed by the gods on the king
during the unction, according to the Taittirīya-saṃhitā. However, since śrī is virtually nonexistent in this text as a whole, this is not surprising. Śrī does figure in other texts dealing
with the rājasūya. In the Aitareya-brāhmaṇa, the king earns ever increasing śrī in the
punarabhiṣeka, when he mounts the tigerskin-clad throne. The deities Agni, Savitṛ, Soma,
Bṛhaspati, Mitrāvaruṇau, Indra and the All-gods who mounted with the metres are his
predecessors:760
aham anu rājyāya samrājyāya baujyāya svārājāya vairājāya parameṣṭyāya rājyāya
mahārājāyādhipatyāya svāvaśyāya atiṣṭayārohamīty […] devāś chaṃdobhiḥ
sayugbhūtvaitām śriyam ārohanyasyāmeta etarhinpratiṣṭhitā […] uttarottariṇīṃ ha
śriyam aśnote aśnote ha prajānām aiśvaryam ādhipatyaṃ ya evametā anu devatā etām
āsaṃdiṃ ārohati kṣatriyaḥ sann
(He mounts) with ‘After them I mount for kingship, for overlordship, for paramount rule,
for self rule, for sovereignty, or supreme authority, for kingship, for great kingship, for
suzerainty, for supremacy, for preeminence.’ […] The gods in unison with the metres
increasing by four syllables mounted on the prosperity [splendour/excellence, śrī] on
which they are now established … prosperity [śrī] ever increasing he attains, he attains
control and overlordship over people who, beinga a Kṣatriya, thus mounts the throne after
those deities.761

Then follows the unction; the priest declares:
[…] (a)gnes tejasā sūryasya varcasendrasyendriyeṇābhiśiñcāmi balāya śriyai yaśase
’nnadyāya bhur bhuvaḥ svar
[…] with the brilliance [tejas] of Agni, with the radiance [varcas] of the sun, with the
power of Indra I anoint thee, for might, for prosperity [śrī], for glory [yasas], for the
eating of food; bhūḥ, bhuvaḥ, svar [earth, atmosphere, heaven].762

The priest coming with the unction water deposits śrī in his kingdom, we read.763 Likewise, in
the Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā, the king is sprinkled for śrī (and bala and yaśas).764 In Atharvaveda
758

MBh 9.44-5, Meiland 2007; Chatterjee 1970:22, 101; Doniger O’Flaherty 1975:161-8; Thakur 1981:9-11; cf.
iconography in Samuel 2008:206. Though only a boy he had great powers by yoga (9.44.31), and “fiery
radiance” (pāvakaprabhaḥ). Lakṣmī was with him (9.46.61). Cf. Bhīṣma’s consecration in 5.153 and Droṇa’s in
7.7.5.
759
MBh 5.153.26, he was like the sun in tejas (154.3).
760
AB 7.20; cf. 7.7-9, 34.
761
AB 8.6, Keith 1920:322-3.
762
AB 8.7, Keith 1920:324.
763
AB 8.27.
764
indrasye indryeṇa balāya śriye yaśase ‘bhiśiñcāmi “I besprinkle, by the power of Indra, for strength,
for śrī and for yaśas” (Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 20.3).
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4.8.3, the anointed ruler is “clothed in śrī” and goes about having his own brightness
(svarocīḥ).765 Directly after the sprinkling it is said that the king’s body-parts are identified
with powers of rulership, and here śrī is mentioned:
śíro me śrī́r yáśo múkhaṃ tvíṣiḥ kéśāś ca śmáśrūṇi /
rā́ jā me prāṇó amṛtaṃ samrā́ ṭ cákṣur virā́ ṭ śrótam //
My head is prosperity [śrī], my mouth fame, my hair and beard intensity/brilliance [tviṣi];
my breath is king and immortalty, sight supreme ruler, hearing extensive ruler.766

Śrī is also found in the Śunaḥśepa legend (below) as the final result of the Varuṇasava
(rājasūya). The term parameṣṭhin (<parame śreṣṭhin) ‘of most śrī’, is used for a person of
supremacy, and in the Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa, the rājasūya is mentioned along with the absolute
sovereignty (svarājya) of parameṣṭhin Prajāpati”.767 In the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, we read that
the unction waters’ collected essence is vīrya ‘heroism’ and the hair is therefore only
shortened, not shaved off, for a year, for then he would lose his śrī that entered the hair first:
abhiṣecanīyeneṣṭvā keśān na vapate tadyat keśān na vapate vīryaṃ vā etad apāṃ rasaḥ
sambhṛto bhavati yenainam etad abhiṣiñcati tasyābhiṣiktasya keśān prathamān prāpnoti
sa yat keśān vapetaitāṃ śriyam jihmāṃ vināśayed vyuduhyāt tasmāt keśān na vapate
When he has performed the Consecration ceremony (Abhiṣecanīya), he does not shave
his hair. The reason why he does not shave his hair (is this): that collected essence of the
waters wherewith he is then sprinkled (anointed) is vigour, and it is the hair (of his head)
that it reaches first when he is sprinkled; hence were he to shave his hair, he would cause
glory [śrī] to fall off from him, and would sweep it away; therefore he does not shave his
hair.768

Thus śrī is in the unction liquids according to this text, in contrast to the Taittirīya-saṃhitā.
In some post-Vedic texts, the goddess Śrī figures in the rājasūya. In the Churning myth
(Part 3), the victorious Indra eulogises Śrī when he is enthroned (i.e. a kind of ritual
consecration), and before that the sages sing Śrīsūkta verses.769 Finally, if we look at the epics,
we read that the unction of Yudhiṣṭira was a manifestation of his śrī. Duryodhana was very
jealous of the Pāṇḍavas’ śrī that he saw at his cousin’s rājasūya. Yudhiṣṭira’s śrī outmatches
all previous kings’ now that he has performed the ritual.770 Also, when the mighty hero Karṇa
is anointed (abhiṣikta-) king of Aṅga, he becomes “endowed with (united to) śrī”.771 In the
Rāmāyaṇa, Daśaratha sends the ascetic seer Vasiṣṭha to tell Rāma to undertake a fast with his
wife (Śrī-Sītā), so that Rāma could be anointed yuvarāja the next morning. By the ritual he
would gain “śrī, glory and kingship” (śrī yaśo rājya).772
In sum, we find the non-personified śrī several times in the royal unction and in the
rājasūya as a whole, but it seems to be of lesser importance than varcas. The goddess Śrī does
not appear at all in the older texts, because when rājasūya became a (more or less) fixed
765

AV 4.8.3, quoted above.
Maitrāyaṇī-saṃhitā 3.11.8; Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 20.5, Proferes 2007:116-7.
767
Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 2.7.6; Gonda 1991b:420. Prajāpati is the divine supreme ruler.
768
ŚB 5.5.3.1, Eggeling 1891:126.
769
Viṣṇu-purāṇa 1.9; Kane 1973:III.76-7. According to Baudhāyana-gṛhyaśeṣasūtra 1.23.8, the priest lauds Śrī
with a hymn and washes the crown (mukuṭa) with different substances and sprinkles the king. At sunrise next
day, the king sits on the tigerskin-throne facing east, is anointed and crowned.
770
MBh 2.53.24; 56.1, Wilmot 2006:363, 373; see Part 6.2.
771
śriyā yukto (MBh 1.126.36; cf. 6.61.16).
772
R 2.5.2. On śrī in the final rites see below. In the aśvamedha, śrī is rather important, cf. below.
766
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śrautayajña, śrī had not yet turned into the great goddess Śrī. The brilliancies abiding in the
waters, as Śrī is in later texts, was realised by varcas - never personified as a goddess of
royalty, as Śrī was - as well as other qualities in the unction liquids.
6.1.7. Cattle-raid, the Śunaḥśepa legend, and dakṣiṇā
In this chapter, I will suggest that the Ṛgvedic myth about Indra’s release of Dawn was
mirrored by the king’s acts in the royal consecration.
The king is repeatedly identified with Indra in the rājasūya. After the abhiṣeka follows
a ritual conquest that seems to be very archaic. The king captures a hundred ruddy cows,
while standing in a war-chariot drawn by four horses. He ascends the chariot with the Viṣṇusteps (vikrama). At the unction the king was given a bow, identified with Indra Vṛtra-slaying
bolt (vajra), and arrows.773 Now he shoots these arrows and proclaims that he shall conquer at
the instigation of the Maruts (the young warriors), with the Indra-power. As he touches one of
the cows the whole flock is seized. Heesterman interprets the chariot-drive as a solar, circular
movement, a “fertilisation-rite”; and the giving of cows as dakṣiṇā to priests at the end of
ritual as the “discarding of the embryonic envelopes after birth”. I find this unlikely.774 The
winning of cattle belongs rather to the Vedic sacrificial cycle, discussed in Part 4. It is a form
of winning and releasing of the cows of dawn, i.e. light, riches and glory, by Indra (the king),
in his war-chariot, who crushes Vṛtra/Vala with the vajra. The chariot drive and cattle raid
may therefore be seen as belonging to the Vedic “Dawn-cycle”.775 We also find the ancient
solar-heavenly theme of broadening once’s free room (Part 4): to attain supremacy, the king
must cross spaces: he takes the Viṣṇu-strides and heads out on an Indraic raid.776
After the raid, the monarch takes the Viṣṇu-strides to the throne, which is feminine and
the ‘womb of warriordom’, while the throne-cushion is identified with śrī, since royal power
“rests on” it.777 The throne is also that of Varuṇa and Sūrya.778 Next comes the dice-game,
another ritualised battle, discussed in its epic context below. The recitation of the Śunaḥśepa
legend follows the dicing. It has attracted the attention of scholars. It is especially interesting
as it includes Rohita and the goddess of Dawn. Let us therefore pay attention to it.
We are told in the Aitareya-brāhmaṇa that Hariścandra was a sonless king. He
promised to sacrifice his son to Varuṇa if his wish for offspring was granted. Soon after, a son
was born: Rohita, but the king did not fulfil his promise to sacrifice him when he was fit to
773

See above; Heesterman 1957:128. The king strings the bow later when he stands in the chariot, according to
Baudhāyana-śrautasūtra, or it is already strung by the adhvaryu who gives it to the king. He puts on sandals of
boar-skin, and silver, udumbara wood and a gold-amulet for life, food and splendour respectively.
774
Heesterman 1957:37, the chariot drive may however mirror the heroic sun’s. To win cows in rājasūya can be
a way to make Uṣas appear, Oldenberg writes (1917:145), which seems probable. According to Thite, real
expeditions were performed before the rājasūya: the Pāṇḍavas undertake expeditions before Yudhiṣṭhira’s
rājasūya (Thite 1973:55), followed by a staged conquest; cf. Part 6.2.
775
To the marriage of Sūryā belongs the victory in a chariot-race, and making her mount the prince’s chariot
(Part 4). It is legitimate to take cows from other kings, but a king certainly loses his imperium (kṣatram) and
splendor (varcas) if he takes a priest’s cattle (AV 5.18.4; cf. 5.19; Schlerath 1960:126). For a similar gṛhya-rite
see Āśvalāyana-gṛhyasūtra 2.6; cf. Oguibénine 1998:47, 49.
776
Just as the aśvamedha stallion shall roam freely, even into foreign lands. Cf. Sparreboom 1985:17-8. The
horse is Varuṇa’s dakṣiṇā and aquatic-born (apsujā, apsúyoni); Varuṇa is god of the whole ritual. In another
somic sacrifice - the vājapeya for becoming samrāṭ ‘emperor’ - the performer is the victor in a midday chariotrace, similar to rājasūya’s chariot-raid followed by inthronisation (Sparreboom 1985:66; ṚV 1.163.1;
Vājasaneyi-saṃhitā 9.30; ŚB 5.2.2.14, 5.1.1.12; 9.3.4.8).
777
The throne as kṣatra-yoni (ŚB 5.4.4.3; Dhal 1995:30). Cf. “the centre of the kingship/realm is śrī” (śrīr vai
rāṣṭrasya madhyaṃ) in the horse sacrifice (ŚB 13.2.9.4, cf. 13.2.9.7; Heesterman 1957:141, 149). ‘The place of
men with splendour’ is a Pahlavi term for the throne (see Nyberg 1974:74).
778
The sun was anointed for supremacy on a celestial-liturgical throne by the gods (Auboyer 1959; Gonda
1966:45; Proferes 2007:88-90).

Kristoffer af Edholm

Rājyaśrī: Royal Splendour in the Vedas and the Epics

112

bear arms, sixteen years old. Therefore he was cursed by Varuṇa (with disease), and the
young warrior-prince Rohita “fled” to the woods, for six years. He took his bow and went into
the wilderness. After a year he met Indra, “comrade of the wanderer”, in the form of a
brāhmaṇa, who said that manifold śrī comes to a weary wanderer, like Rohita.779 Rohita
wandered, urged on by Indra who told him to look at the “splendour/pre-eminence of the sun”
(sūryasya ... śremāṇaṃ) that never gets weary of wandering, and thus continue to wander.780
Rohita met a poor brāhmaṇa-ṛṣi, Ajīgarta, during the sixth year, and gave him a hundred
cows - which he probably had captured781 - in exchange for the priest’s son Śunaḥśepa as a
substitute for himself. He returned with the victim to his father’s village. Varuṇa accepted this
sacrifice as a rājasūya, or Varuṇasava.782 When Śunaḥśepa was about to be sacrificed, bound
to the sacrificial victim’s fettering-pole, he sang the praises of gods. One by one the fetters
loosened, and finally he sung to Dawn:
kás ta uṣaḥ kadhapriye bhujé márto amartye /
kám nakṣase vibhāvari //
vayáṃ hí te ámanmahi ā́ ántād ā́ parākā́ t /
áśve ná citre aruṣi //
tuvám tiyébhir ā́ gahi vā́ jebhir duhitar divaḥ /
asmé rayíṃ ní dhāraya //
Which mortal is to enjoy you, o immortal Dawn, you fair-weather friend? / To whom will
you come near, far-radiant one? / For we have brought you to mind from both near and
far, / o you, dappled bright and ruddy like a mare. / Come here with these prizes, o
daughter of heaven. / Lay wealth as a foundation for us.783

As he praised the Daughter of Heaven, i.e. Uṣas, his fetters were loosened, and Hariścandra’s
sickness disappeared. Śunaḥśepa performed a soma sacrifice and became the adopted son of
the priest Viśvāmitra who renamed him Devarāta and granted him both royal power and
priestly wisdom.784 This legend, we read, is told to victorious kings performing the royal
unction, and the narrator should be given a thousand cows.785
Since the Śunaḥśepa legend was recited at the rājasūya, it was obviously directly
relevant to the king being consecrated, and in fact it mirrors the king’s actions. First of all, it
is singificant that the song to Dawn releases Śunaḥśepa,786 preceded by the song to the auroral
Aśvins, who are famous as saviours. Varuṇa is the aquatic god of royalty, intimately
connected to the fetters of sin (as in the legend) and the release from sin in Vedic religion. He
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AB 7.15.
AB 7.15; śremán ‘splendour, pre-eminence’ is a form of śrī-. The legend is mentioned in ṚV 1.24.12ff; 5.2.7
with Agni as saviour. Cf. R 1.60.
781
As argued by Lommel 1964:128. It is unclear from where Rohita got his cattle (Weller 1956:86).
782
‘Varuṇa-instigation’, cf. 6.2.2; Lommel 1964:132. Rājasūya can be interpreted as a symbolic sacrifice of the
king himself, according to Heesterman (1989:107-8).
783
ṚV 1.30.20-22, Jamison & Brereton 2014:131.
784
AB 7.13-7; Falk 1984:129-32; Weller 1956; Eggeling in his transl. of ŚB 1894:95; Winternitz 1908:183-8; cf.
Harivaṃśa Vaṃśaparvan 9.96ff, Brodbeck 2011:48.
785
The responder is given a hundred cows, the hotṛ a mule-chariot (AB 7.18). Śunaḥśepa as poet is said to
receive a golden chariot; or it is given to Hariścandra by Indra, see Pargiter 1917:63; Lommel 1964:148, 151.
786
Cf. Lommel 1964:145. It follows the order of praising gods in ṚV 1.30: Prajāpati, Agni. Savitṛ, Varuṇa, Agni,
the Viśva-devas, Indra, the Aśvins, and Uṣas (Horsch 1966:285-6). It suggests that this recitation was once
synchronisedwith dawn?
780
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also appears as the imperial god who lets Dawn shine.787 Like the king in the rājasūya is freed
from evil, death and limits of power by his ritual acts (raid etc), Hariścandra is freed from
Varuṇa’s nooses (sickness due to an unfulfilled vow/vrata of sacrifice) by the action of his
son, the red morning-sun Rohita. Witzel writes that it is “the victorious, dawn aspect of the
sun which is intended” in the Rohita hymn (Part 4). The king is Rohita or allied with him, and
the ritual hymn is suited for the Kuru kingship.788 In the epics, Hariścandra is a king of the
Solar dynasty, Sūrya-vaṃṣa, to which also Rāma belonged. The royal seer Viśvāmitra told a
version of the Śunaḥśepa legend to the young Rāma when the latter was serving as the seer’s
demon-slayer in the forest, just like Rohita. This may be a way to legitimate this royal lineage
as sprung from Rohita.789
Besides this solar-auroral theme, the kings’ identity as heroic and ascetic warrior is
important in the legend. The yajamāna who has gone through all major moments of abhiṣeka
and been victorious in the contests (raid, quarters’ strides, dice game) is both a warrrior and a
brāhmaṇa/consecrated. In the legend, Rohita has the typical war-god Indra - who appears as a
brāhmaṇa - as his deity of guidance when he lives in the forest as a wandering ascetic. Indra
promises him solar śrī in the end. It is said that Rohita is to be sacrificed but escapes when he
was fit to bear arms, i.e. as warrior. The payment of a hundred cows to the priest by Rohita
(the king) may be dakṣiṇā (fees) paralleling the rājasūyan yajamāna’s cattle-expedition into
the forest to aquire dakṣiṇā. The cattle at the same time mirrors the ruddy cows of dawn,
released by the king Indra (with help of his poet-priests). In the legend, Hariścandra can be
interpreted as the settled, Varuṇaic king, who renews/broadens his power by sacrifice, in the
form of a raid by the Indraic, mobile, ascetic-heroic Rohita.790 It is the song of the young
priest Śunaḥśepa to Dawn that releases himself, Rohita and Hariścandra (plus the dakṣiṇācows). His songs have the same function as the those of Indra’s priests in the Ṛgvedic Vala
myth: the Aṅgirases or Bṛhaspati, whose poems release the cows of Dawn, that also function
as dakṣiṇā.791
When the legend has been recited, the abhiṣecanīya ‘unction-festival’ of rājasūya ends
with a bath, and an offering into the three birth-places of fire.792 Before that, fees (dakṣiṇā)
have been given, a manifestation of the monarch’s might and generosity. Incredible large
dakṣiṇās are recommended to be given by the king to his priests: from a thousand to 240.000
cows.793 Since fame and good relationships with officiants were important to the king, a great
787

ṚV 8.41. Cf. Thite 1975:58ff; Gonda 1991b:Varuṇapraghāsa. Similarly to Hariścandra, Rāma’s father
Daśaratha performed the aśvamedha to have a son, and was purified from sin, in R 1.9-14 (Heesterman
1957:158-60; cf. Lommel 1964; Horsch 1966:78ff, 284-94; Schmidt 1992:346; Thite 1975.97). Cf. the version in
R I.60-1, 1.18.15-6. The oldest version of the story had nothing to do with the royal ritual, though it was a
kṣatriya story, then came the story of his release, a priestly reworking, according to Weller 1956:87. Falk 1984
interprets the whole rāyasūya, from this legend, as an originally private, royal, adoption-ritual.
788
Witzel 1997:279-80. Cf. the cursed king who was freed from his demon and colored the forest red with his
splendour, like the young sun (MBh 1.168.5-).
789
Manu, son of Vivasvant-Sūrya, had the son Ikṣvāku. He was progenitor of Solar dynasty (including
Hariścandra, Rohita, Daśaratha, Rāma). Manu’s daughter married Soma-Budha, and their son was Purūravas,
founder of Lunar dynasty. Viśvāmitra was a king of the Lunar dynasty who became a priest and seer. He adopted
Śunaḥśepa. The Bhāratas descend from a king Bharata of the Puru dynasty married to Viśvāmitra’s daughter
Śakuntalā (cf. Horsch 1966:289-94).
790
Śunaḥśepa is the name of a (royal) poet in ṚV maṇdala 1, whom the priests saw as the adopted son of the
rājarṣi Hariścandra (Falk 1984:131-3). Śunaḥśepa means ‘dog-penis/tail’. Cf. the Vala myth: Indra and his
friends’ finding of Dawn is preceded by the explorations of a dog, Saramā.
791
See Part 4.
792
Ghṛta to apāṃ napāt in the water, ūrjo napāt in the grass, and Agni Gṛhapati in the hearth (Heesterman
1957:168-9).
793
Kane II.2:1221; Heesterman 1957:162. The aśvamedha and the vājapeya are also extremely expensive (see
Kane II.2.1211).
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ruler would be generous.794 Yudhiṣṭhira, who at his return to power was anointed, and praised
by brāhmaṇas and subjects, gave his priests great gifts.795 Evidently, the rājasūya
reestablishes and strengthens the bonds between social groups in several ways.
After some somic rituals,796 the king, like any dīkṣita, shall during the year following
unction live in celibacy and sleep in the fire-hut, because in this way his tapas increases. After
a full year, his hair is cut off. If he cuts his hair earlier, he will lose his splendour of varcas
and śrī which is in the hair from the unction liquid.797 After concluding soma festivals,798 the
great rājasūya is completed. The sacrificer is now truly śreṣṭha ‘the most excellent/splendid’,
established as an undisputed monarch.
6.2. The loss and recovery of śrī
Beginning a sacrifice is equivalent to striking the first blow.799

We have seen how central moments in the rājasūya endow the king with divine powers and
splendours of several kinds. I will now discuss a phenomenon in rājasūya and related rituals
that is important and rather perplexing, namely the loss of splendour effected by initiating the
ritual. Royal rituals are not necessary good to undertake. The loss - and regain - of royal
splendour and power is a theme that we find also in the later epics and myths. Why does royal
splendour momentarily leave the king who performs a ritual for power and splendour? What
other dangers are involved in the rājasūya?
6.2.1. Indra and Nahuṣa – winning and losing sovereignty, tejas and śrī
Let us start with the fundamental myth of Indra killing Viśvarūpa and Vṛtra, which is
followed by the reign of Nahuṣa, his fall and the return of Indra. The introductory iṣṭi for
Agni and Indra in the rājasūya is legitimated by reference to this myth. The myth is Ṛgvedic
and was elaborated in later texts such as the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa. It functions as a moral
boosting of the exiled Yudhiṣṭhira.800
We are told that Indra slew the three-headed brāhmaṇa asura Viśvarūpa, son of Tvaṣṭṛ,
because he felt threatened by that being’s ascetic power. Indra killed him with his vajra, and
let a woodcutter cut off his three heads, which used to consumed the whole sacrifice, from his
still luminous body.801 After the murder, Indra was excluded from the soma sacrifice, and had
to take his share of soma by force, which was “criminal”. The sonless Tvaṣṭṛ then created
Vṛtra by means of austerities. Vṛtra was a brāhmaṇa who became possessed of all good things
794

The king becomes rich in cows, horses and men. Cf. AB 8.11; cf. 8.20. Wealth is circulating (as in the
introductory ratnin-offerings). A golden ornament for the hotṛ makes the sacrificer’s year “shine with light”.
795
MBh 12.39.16-8, 40.15-20, 45.5-10.
796
These include the daśapeya ‘ten-drink’. The reason why the king does not partake in the drinking may be that
he is himself King Soma. Since the priest is “half of himself” he partakes in the soma anyway (Heesterman
1957:179-95).
797
ŚB 5.5.3.1, quoted above. Also in context of the agnicayana, śrī is said to be located in the head (ŚB 6.1.1.4;
cf. 6.2.1.8; 7.5.2.3). The head (śiras) is identified with śrī, for he who is śreṣṭha “foremost, most splendid” is the
“head of society”. In the aśvamedha, the king receives tejas when the horse’s head is sprinkled. Ascetic heat,
tapas, is said to reside in the hair, and therefore ascetics leave it uncut (Oldenberg 1919:50, 190, 195;
Heesterman 1957:215, 218; Gonda 1960:I.119; 1966:21; 1969:202; Dhal 1995:21, cf. Maitrāyaṇī-saṃhitā 3.11.8
above).
798
The rite of Dawn (vyuṣṭi- dvirātra-) and the Wielding of Power (kṣatrasya dhṛti-) (Heesterman 1957:220-1).
799
Malamoud 1988:10.
800
ṚV 2.1.18-9; 10.8.8-9; ŚB 1.6.3-4; Taittirīya-saṃhitā 2.4.12; 2.5.1-3; MBh 5.9-10. See the study by
Burschardt, where this myth and Indra’s sin is discussed, with more Vedic references.
801
Cf. Indra decapitating Viṣṇu in pravargya, Part 5.
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(the whole sacrifice): fire, soma, knowledge, food, fame (yaśas) and śrī.802 Vṛtra even
temporarily swallowed Indra, but then the two enemies agreed to make peace. However, as
soon as Indra got yaśas, food and śrī from Soma and Agni, he became as strong as Vṛtra and
broke the peace treaty. He killed Vṛtra and became Mahendra ‘Great Indra/king’.803 The sky
became bright when Vṛtra was dead, but since the killing was based on falsehood and a
brahmicide, Indra had to go into exile to the “farthest distances” (parāḥ parāvataḥ), and hide
in a lotus lake.
When Indra had disappeared, the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa continues, the mortal Nahuṣa
became king. He took Indra’s wife Indrāṇī/Śacī for his own, against her will. Nahuṣa became
voluptuous and Śacī fled from this weakling to the divine priest Bṛhaspati. It was then decided
by the gods that Indra would be king again, and absolved from this sin by means of the
aśvamedha ritual. Agni (in his aquatic form) was sent to find Indra, and he finally did in a
lotus stalk in the lake. By Bṛhaspati’s laudations, Indra grew strong again and defeated
Nahuśa, who was guilty of the sins of denying the power of Vedic mantras and of mistreating
priests. Indra had become Mahendra and won his consort back.804
Hiltebeitel (1977) discusses at length the story of Nahuṣa as given in the
Mahābhārata.805 In the epic, Nahuṣa is requested by the gods and seers to protect the heavenly
kingdom. He is chosen because of his śrī.806 Even so, he needs more power to rule, wherefore
gods and seers support him with their tapas.807 With tejas and tapas, he becomes a tejohara
‘seizer of tejas’, absorbing the tejas of any being who crosses his sight.808 Divinities and seers
anoint Nahuṣa; and, with five hundred lights on his forehead that robbed tejas of all things,
Nahuṣa protected heaven.809 Even so, the mahātejas of the seer Bhṛgu overcomes the
splendour/energy of Nahuṣa.810 Nahusa’s reign begins well, but soon he changes from one ‘of
virtuous soul’ (dharmātmā) to one ‘of sensuous soul’ (kāmātmā).811 He even wants to take
over Indra’s wife Śācī, as in the text discussed above. Afraid of the enraged king of ‘great
brilliance’ (mahādyutiḥ), the gods even told her to ‘choose’ (vṛ-) Nahuṣa for husband.812 She
and Bṛhaspati however object to this idea. Nahuṣa commits sins against dharma, despises
priests, treats seers like beasts, and finally touches the seer Agastya with his feet. By doing
that, he immediately becomes deprived of tejas and śrī.813 Agastya curses Nahuṣa to become a
serpent on earth, but eventually to be freed by his descendant, the dharmic tapasvin
Yudhiṣṭhira.814 Brahmā bids the gods anoint Indra. As in the Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa, after Agni
802

Taittarīya-saṃhitā 2.4.12; ŚB 1.6.3.8, 15. Indra lost all śrī, Agni, Soma, etc to Vṛtra, but by the Agni-Soma
cake, śrī came back to Indra - and any sacrificer, it is said. In the MBh, Vṛtra is said to have invincible tejas, and
the battle between him and Indra is one of his tejas against tejas (5.10.15, 22).
803
ŚB 1.6.4.21. According to Mārkaṇḍeya-purāṇa ch.5, Indra lost his powers in three steps: tejas to the god
Dharma for brahmicide, bala ‘strength’ to Vāyu for break of treaty, and rūpa ‘beauty’ to the Aśvins for raping
Ahalyā. These powers became the Pāṇḍavas (Gonda 1967b:74; cf. Part 3; Dumézil 1970; Feller 2003). Similarly,
the sinful Sūrya was pierced by Rudra: he lost his tejas, but was later healed by ritual means (Deppert 1977:2658; Jamison 1999:133-65, 177ff, 273-4, 277, 297).
804
By the pūtika plants, the pravargya sacrifice ‘brings together’ (sambharati, cf. rājābhiṣeka in ŚB 5.3.4.22
above) manly force and power (vīrya and ojas) that Indra lost at the Vṛtra-killing (Kaṭha-āraṇyaka 12, Witzel
2004:19). Like Indra, the epic Pāṇḍavas and Rāma perform aśvamedha after their victories.
805
MBh 1.70.26-7; 3.176-8; 5.9-17; 12.329.29-41 (343 in Roy); 13.101-3 (13.99-100 in Roy); Hiltebeitel 1977;
cf. 1976:231-6. Hiltebeitel argues for starlore in this story.
806
MBh 5.11.1.
807
MBh 5.11.4.
808
MBh 1.70.27; 3.178.35; 5.16.24-6.
809
MBh 12.329.30.
810
MBh 13.102.14; 103.13-4.
811
MBh 5.11.8.
812
MBh 5.10.13.
813
MBh 5.17.12.
814
MBh 3.178.45.
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has found Indra and been joined by Bṛhaspati, they meet Yama, Soma, Varuṇa, and Kubera,
the divine world-protectors. Agastya gives them an update on Nahusa’s fall and tells Indra to
reenter heaven and again protect the worlds as consecrated Lord of Śācī.815
This story of the misfortunes of Indra and his wife is told to confort Yudhiṣṭhira,
suffering with Śrī-Draupadī the hardships of exile. Like Indra, Yudhiṣṭhira will be a ruling
king again one day.816 In contrast to Indra, Yudhiṣṭhira is not really guily of any crime, his
exile is rather a test. The story clearly has educational purposes; it preaches dharma and
exhalts priests and seers, whereas a king left to himself is described as weak and corruptible.
In this myth and its soma ritual context, we see that the prototypical hero-king Indra and then
Nahuṣa fall from power because of sin, similarly to the Avestan Yima. After the first killing
Indra recovers the lost śrī and other qualities by means of sacrifice. After the second killing
Indra’s tejas goes to the new king Nahuṣa (or to Dharma in the older version) along with his
beautiful wife Śācī ‘Power’ which reminds one of Indra’s loss and recovery of his wife Śrī
(Part 3). Like Śrī, Śācī is said to ‘choose’ (vṛ-) a husband as in svayaṃvara. The unworthy
king Nahuṣa soon loses Power to Bṛhaspati, representing sacerdotium as the “power-deposit”
and origin of legitime rulership.817 Besides Bṛhaspati, the sacerdotal god Agni is necessary for
recovering Indra to power. It is the aquatic form of Agni (also known as Son of Waters, a
giver of royalty) that finds Indra in the lake. By sacrifice and mantras, Indra is absolved from
sin and recovers his lost splendour and power.
The same cycle of loss and recovery is seen in other myths and in the epics, discussed
below. The story of an adharmic king’s fall from celestial reign reminds one of Nahuṣa’s son
Yayāti and of Vasu Uparicara.818 Tejas is important, especially in the Mahābhārata’s version,
since it gives the king his majesty and his power to rule and to overcome enemies. Śrī is a
necessary quality for rule, that accompanies tejas. The king with greatest tejas is said to ‘take’
or ‘absorb’ the splendour of other beings. The power of the seer is however always greater
than that of a king, as shown in Part 5.3. Tejas and tapas are clearly associated with the
(ascetic and wise) seers that support the king. As soon as Nahuṣa sins against dharma, is
governed by lust and begins to mistreat his spiritual superiors - priests and seers - he is hurled
down from the throne of heaven, bereft of his tejas, śrī and sovereignty.
6.2.2. The ritual loss of śrī
The story in Part 6.2.1 is one of loss and recovery of royal splendour and authority. Its
foremost purposes are educational. The idea of convergence and divergence of splendour
(especially śrī) and other forces is however also often found in ritual exegesis. We will now
look at examples of this.
In the great aśvamedha and cāturmāsya sacrifices, Indra’s brahminicide (Viśvarūpa) is
‘spred/distributed’ (vibhajya-) among trees, rivers, women and the earth. This parallels the
earlier spreading of royal powers when he sinned. Cows ate of the plants that grew from the
earth into which Indra’s powers had gone, and the milk they produced is the “collected
oblation” because sacrifice/power was ‘collected’ (sam-nī-) into the sacrificial milk.819 In a
rājasūya iṣṭi, the sautrāmaṇi, it is said that due to his slaying of Viśvarūpa Indra’s powers
‘went away’ (vyṛdhyate). Namuci the asura then attacked Indra and took from him vitality
and soma. But thanks to the cake, milk, curds or the song offered in the sautrāmaṇi by the
king/Indra, and the fact that the Aśvins and Sarasvatī took the vitality from Namuci, Indra/the
815

MBh 5.17. The reinstated Indra shines (ruc-, 13.103.34).
MBh 1.176-8; 5.9-18.
817
Gehrts 1977:67-8. The priesthood is said to be the “womb of warrior/royal power”.
818
Part 3. Like the latter, Nahuṣa rode in a celestial chariot (MBh 1.70.28; 3.178.33).
819
Taittirīya-saṃhitā 2.5.3; ŚB 1.6.4.1-9; cf. the Iranian myths, Part 4.
816
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sacrificer is ‘well-saved’ (su-trāta).820 In one of the minor rituals of the rājasūya it is said that
Indra grabbed the soma by force (see above), and it ran out of Indra’s body; but by stepping
on the tiger-skin, which is Soma’s ‘glow, flash, brilliance’ tvíṣ(i), this brilliance is secured by
the king.821
The fear of losing certain powers or losing Sacrifice is a part of the Vedic ritual system.
To Vedic men, sin or evil (pāpman, enas) meant to be caught in the nooses of Varuṇa, as
Hariścandra was, the opposite of royal freedom and luminous space (Part 4.1). A typical
situation in Vedic rites and myths, is that a god or “power-substance” at a critical moment
“goes away” and “enters into” something or someone else. The problem is then to recover it.
Ritual remedies varies, partly depending on text.822 We read that Sacrifice ran away in the
form of an antilope, but was caught by the gods; or if flew away in the form of a falcon, but
was won back with a song.823 The same idea is found in the “lost head of Sacrifice/Viṣṇu”,
that was recovered through the pravargya.824 Cosmos evolved from fragmentation of the
primordial Unity into the temporal world of polarities. Vṛtra is sometimes said to be the
Sacrifice, which brings about both death and new life.825
In the Purāṇas, the danger and evil of rājasūya are spoken of.826 Geslani sees the
Purāṇic śānti abhiṣeka as essentially not an investment of positive qualities but an expiation
of negative influences that threatens the king, and must be performed repeatedly because of
the inherent evil of our (present) world.827 But already the Vedic rājasūya is a dangerous rite,
leading to loss of valour, and to death. Therefore, several minor rites are inserted to minimise
this risk.828 A similar situation is found in the Churning myth, where several problems must be
solved by the gods as they proceed in the churning.829
Let us look at three royal rituals that bring loss of splendour. As Varuṇa was
anointed/consecrated in rājasūya (varuṇasava) he lost his energy (indriya), i.e. his heroism
(vīrya). It was the essence of the waters of unction that drove it out. Varuṇa then found the
820

ŚB 12.7.1.1-8.1.1. The 33 dakṣinas given to the priests are also said to be “healing medicine” (12.7.1.14).
From Indra’s urine came ojas in fluid form and became a wolf; from his blood came sahas as a lion (.8). Cf.
pravargya in Part 5 where the Aśvins complete the ritual of king Indra by the secret/head of sacrifice. See
Buschardt 1945:86; Heesterman 1957:17-23, 106; Thite 1973:43-4; Deppert 1977:329ff.
821
ŚB 5.3.5.3; 5.4.1.11. Vedic tviṣ from tveṣ- ‘glow, be in violent movement’, cf. the name of the Mitanni king
Tu-uš-rat-ta ‘(with) flashing chariot’ (Mayrhofer 1992:s.v. tveṣ).
822
Jamison 1999:35; cf. Rodhe 1946; Gonda 1957:34; Hara 1997.
823
ŚB 1.1.4.1, 3.4.1.17, 5.4.5.1; Thite 1975:18.
824
Part 5; Heesterman 1967. In the pravargya, reed-grass is kindled and placed on the mound under the vessel,
for when Sacrifice had its head cut off, life-sap flowed away and these plants grew up, and with that sap he
completes it (ŚB 14.1.3.15).
825
Buschardt 1945:113-61; Thite 1975:240-3; Long 1976. In the Puruṣamedha myth, the “sap of sacrifice” went
away when the first victim was killed by the gods (AB 2.8).
826
AV 4.8.1. Mārkanḍeya-purāṇa 9.27.
827
Viṣṇudharmottara-purāṇa 21, 1993:28-31. The Purāṇic ritual originated from the Atharvavedic unction and
śānti-ritual, incorporated into Purāṇas, rather than from earlier rājyābhiṣeka, as an apotropaic consecration. It
must take place repeatedly. The king’s body must be protected, because of the evils inherent in the temporalkarmic world (Geslani 2012:323-5). Cf. Gonda 1960; 1980:286-; and Thite 1973:175ff for references of up to
11(!) aśvamedhas performed by the same king.
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Thite 1973. Precautionary rites had evolved at least in the time of Brāhmaṇas, but the “system” of safety rites
seems to have increased with time. It is also dangerous to perform rites incorrectly (Gonda 1991b:255).
829
According to Bhāgavata-purāṇa 8.7-8, their work first results in the kālakūṭa poison threatening to destroy
the world. But Rudra-Śiva swallows it, and by continued hard work, Śrī, amṛta, and victory over the asuras, is
won by the gods (Rüping 1970; Long 1976:Plate 1; Dhal 1995:138; cf. Linga-purāṇa 2.6.6ff). Rudra has “right”
to the dangerous left-overs in rituals. Kālakūṭa can be seen as the necessary antithesis to amṛta, the dangerous
remnants (cf. af Edholm 1984). Note that the churning can only come about by the joint forces of devas and
asuras. Long 1976 notes that the Churning myth does not end in a solution to the war between the two groups,
only the temporal victory of the gods. I believe that this reflects the nature of royal myth and ritual: the
continuous cycle of battles, the antagonism between rival groups for immortality and royal splendour.
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heroism/energy in the cattle. In the same way the king in rājasūya regains his energy/heroism
by conquering a hundred cows from a princely relative (sva), according to the Śatapathabrāhmaṇa.830 Similarly, in the final rites of rājasūya, the daśapeya or ten-day soma drink is
performed. Again, when Varuṇa engaged in this rite his ‘lustre’ (bhargas) left him. It ‘went
away’ (apacakrāma) as he was consecrated. This happened since the unction-liquids drove it
out. The lustre left Varuṇa in three parts: one third became the ṛṣi Bhṛgu, another the
śrāyantiya-song, and the last third entered the waters. The mortal sacrificer secures his own
bhargas by the hotṛ, the brāhmaṇa-song and the lotus-wreath in the ritual.831 Similarly, we
read that in another type of unction, the punarabhiṣeka ‘re-unction’, Agni’s brilliance, Indra’s
power, holy power, lordly power, strength, food, sap, and varcas - all depart from the kṣatriya
who has sacrificed, but as he makes libations he confers on himself holy power and lordly
power; and the udumbara throne is strength and food; curds, honey and ghṛta are sap, and the
unction of rain-water in sunshine gives tejas and brahmavarcas(a).832 The performer gets all
these things back by correct performance, but still, it is difficult to understand why the king
lost all these as he sacrificed.
The same pattern is found in “the king of sacrifices”, the great horse-sacrifice,
aśvamedha. It is only for mighty kings, and gives the yajamāna heroic sons, high power
(kṣátram bṛhád) “like the unaged sun”,833 light and celestial existence.834 Aśvamedha itself is
śrī.835 The sacrifice works as a confirmation of the king’s supremacy, as well as a purification
after a victorious war. There are many objections to the aśvamedha and dangers involved in
the performance. The steed is sent out to roam freely for a year, guarded by a hundred princes.
If the horse enters alien territory, the men there must either accept the steed’s (i.e. the
sacrificing king’s) presence or be defeated by the guardians. Note that the steed is sent out on
its expedition after it has been anointed with waters of the quarters of space,836 just like the
king in rājasūya goes out on his cattle raid after his unction. The king loses his royalty when
the horse goes away, as S. Lindquist writes.
While the horse is away "conquering" … the king cannot function in the manner that a
king is supposed to function. It seems quite convincing that this is because the physical
being normally considered the king is no longer the king. The ritual king has left the
palace to roam and conquer the countryside as the horse.837

There is always the risk that the animal will be lost or captured, which would be a disgrace to
the king. If so the horse must be recaptured, or - if dead - appeasement rites performed and a
new steed consecrated.838 The sacrifice must in any case be completed and not abandoned
once begun.
In the Purāṇic Vāmana myth we saw that the asura king Bali lost his power and tejas to
Viṣṇu, precisely when he performs aśvamedha.839 In a similar way it is said in Vedic texts,
830

ŚB 5.4.3.1-12.
Pañcaviṃśa-brāhmaṇa 18.9; ŚB 5.4.5.1. The lotus grows in Varuṇa’s abode, the waters; it is also the symbol
of śrī. Bhargas (possibly from the same root as Bhṛgu, from bhrāj-, see Roesler 1997:151) figures in the famous
gāyatrī mantra as the lustre of Savitṛ, to be bestowed upon the poet and his fellows; cf. Gonda 1963:294; AB 1.5.
832
AB 8.7-8. Cf.: The gods sacrificed to attain śrī and yaśas. Their food wished to depart from them, but they
sacrificed two special oblations and hindered this (ŚB 4.6.9.1-3).
833
sū́ ryam ivājáram (ṚV 5.27.6, cf. 1.162-3).
834
ŚB 13.2.2.16. This is connected to the golden knife with which the victim is cut up, since gold is light
(ibidem).
835
ŚB 13.2.9.2.
836
Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.8.7, Dumont 1948:458.
837
Lindquist 2009:108.
838
ŚB 13.3.8.1-6; Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.17; see the story of Kapila’s lost horse in MBh 3.105-6.
839
Part 4.1.
831
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that śrī and rāṣṭra ‘royal power’ depart from the king who performs the aśvamedha;840 or
tejas, indriya, paśu and śrī are lost,841 but return to the ruler through his wives, who are a
“form of śrī”.842 The forehead of the steed (identified with the king) is anointed by the chief
queen with clarified butter for tejas, its middle bodyparts for tejas and indriya, and its behind
for tejas and cattle.
patnyo ’bhyañjanti śriyai vā etad rūpaṃ yat patnyaḥ śriyam evāsmiṃs tad dadhati
nāsmāt teja indriyam paśavaḥ śrīr apakrāmanti
It is the wives that anoint (the horse), for they – to wit, (many) wives – are a form [rupa]
of prosperity (or social eminence [śrī]): it is thus prosperity [śrī] he confers on him (the
Sacrificer) and neither fiery mettle [tejas], nor energy, nor cattle, nor prosperity [śrī] pass
away from him.843

Thus, the wives (or the chief queen) has a fundamental role in the aśvamedha as incarnations
of Śrī. The zenith of the rite is the killing of the stallion and the chief queen copulating
symbolically with it, to receive its hero-generating semen. Also, in order to preserve śrī and
royal power, which would otherwise go away, a brāhmaṇa and a rājanya play on lute and
sing praises of the sacrifice. The gāyatrī, triṣṭubh and jagatī meters are respectively tejas,
energy and cattle, and the lute is “the attribute of śrī” (rūpaṃ … śriyam). Thus the king
recovers what was lost by him as sacrificer, the clever Brāhmaṇa explains.844 The idea of lost
powers can be found at the beginning of aśvamedha. It is stated that Mṛtyu (Death) once
decided to perform the aśvamedha. He practised tapas, and his yaśas (glory) and vīrya
(heroism) left him as he became tired and heated. But even if he lost these, in the end he
fulfilled the sacrifice and became immortal.845

840

ŚB 13.1.5.1; Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.14. On celibacy and tapas in the aśvamedha see Part 5.1.
ŚB 13.2.6.3-7. Also in Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.4, Dumont 1948:479-80.
842
”While it may be, as Hiltebeitel (1976, pp. 148ff.) has suggested, that the queens function as a sort of
"repository" for these qualities while the horse is away, it is more explanatorily compelling that the qualities
have left the king because the horse leaves with them for a year. In this fashion, the queen placing them in the
horse (and subsequently the king) after it has returned, is more about her placing them back into the king than
into the horse.” (Lindquist 2009:108) A nimbated woman, standing on a lotus, on the asvamedha coin art of
Samudragupta has been interpreted as Śrī as well as the queen as śrī (Lindquist 2009:109-10).
843
ŚB 13.2.6.7, Eggeling 1900:313; Dumont 1927:152. Cf. Hiltebeitel 1976:148-9. According to Rau (1957:32),
the passage “wives are forms of śrī” should rather be translated “(viele) Frauen (zu besitzen) ist eine Form von
śrī”. I find this unlikely: śrī does not designate wealth in the form of many wives; rather, the wives are precisely
“forms of (the goddess) Śrī”, bringers of the good to their husband. The horse is strangled in brahmanic sources,
but beheaded according to the epic sources. It is also stated that the three wives put golden pearls in the horse’s
mane; since gold is light (jyotis) they confer light and royal power (rāṣṭra) on the king (Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa
3.9.4, Dumont 1948:479-80).
844
ŚB 13.1.5.1; Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.14; Dumont 1927:42-3. If both of the players were warriors,
brahmavarcas(a) would disappear, but if both were priests, kṣatra would. In this way his śrī is protected on both
sides by them (13.1.5.2-3). The priest sings during day, the warrior in the night to protect the king’s śrī; for if
both would sing during the day, śrī would disappear, if both during night, brahmavarcas(a) would go away
(13.1.5.4-5). Note that gāyatrī (sāvitrī) for tejas is a song for the morning. Further, lustre and brahmavarcas(a)
depart from the patron, but since a hotṛ and a brāhmaṇa engage in brahmodya (a discussion with riddles and
answers) as Agni and Bṛhaspati, lustre and brahmavarcas(a) are placed upon the sacrificer (ŚB 13.2.6.9;
Taittirīya-brāhmaṇa 3.9.5 Thite 1975:89-96).
845
Mṛtyu’s tired body began to swell (aśvat) and the horse (aśva) was born. He released the horse and after a
year sacrificed it. Aśvamedha is the sun and ātman the year, arka ‘song, light’ is this fire (which was born from
the tejas and sweat that left his body as he practised tapas) and his bodies these worlds. Sun and fire are one god,
Death, and thus the “second death” is overcome, and the sacrificer will have full life and become divine, by
knowing this (ŚB 10.6.5.1-8; Dumont 1927:5-7).
841
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In the myth belonging to the pravargya (see Part 5.4), Viṣṇu/Sacrifice withholds śrī and
yaśas from the gods, but is beheaded and Indra wins these qualities (the royal position). Yet,
the sacrifice is not fulfilled until the head of Viṣṇu (the secret doctrine or
“sweetness/honey”)846 is restored by the Aśvins. This is accomplished by means of a cut-off
horse-head uttering the words of the priest Dadhyañc. When the mahāvīra is heated in the
pravargya, the prastotṛ recites: “Then they pondered the hidden name of Tvaṣṭṛ’s cow”.847
The “hidden/secret name” points to the sacred song or lost head of sacrifice, but also the
auroral cows that were lost by Indra, and rewon by tracing their tracks to the cave where they
were imprisoned by Indra’s rival. The mentioned “hidden tracks of the cows” are Ṛgvedic
metaphors for the search for hidden knowledge, mantras, as well as auroral beams that show
the way to heaven.848 In the Vala myth, the priestly Bṛhaspati and Aṅgirases helped king Indra
win the dawn-cows/lights, just like the priests now helps the royal performer of pravargya
win the cow, milk, heat and splendour.849
The “lost head” is found also in other Vedic myths and rituals.850 The head can signify a
secret, the essence or whole of the sacrifice. The head of the aśvamedha horse is identified
with dawn and its eye with the sun,851 in agreement with the view that dawn is the best/first
time of day. In the somic New and Full Moon sacrifices, it is said that the second libation is
“the head of sacrifice” and “the head (śiras) represents excellence (śrī)”; and therefore, one
who is ’the most excellent’ (śreṣṭha) is called “the head of a community”.852 In the great
agnicayana, the śrī of the Seven Seers are concentrated in Prajāpati’s head (śiras) to which
the breaths ‘resorted’ (śri).853 The collected glories/śrī are the restoration of the head of
sacrifice:
śriyaṃ rasaṃ samudauhann eṣa sa yam etam atrāgnim āharanti tadyad etam atrāharanti
yaivaiteṣā saptānām puruṣāṇāṃ śrīr yo rasas tam etad ūrdhvaṃ samudūhanti tad
asyaitachira ātmā yam agniś ca ta ātmānam evāsyaitat saṃskṛtya śiraḥ pratidadhāti
that excellence [śrī] and life-sap [rasa] of them [the seven persons made into one Person]
which they concentrated above, that is this fire which they now bring here – hence, when
they now bring it here, they concentrate above (in the head) that excellence [śrī] and lifesap which belonged to those seven persons – that is Agni’s head, and this built up firealtar is his body: having thus completed his body, he restores the head to it.854

846

madhu (Houben 2000:528). In AB 1.18 (for pravargya) it is said that Sacrifice departed from the gods, but the
latter caught it and crushed it. In this form however Sacrifice was not complete/whole. The gods collected it
together and the Aśvins (the adhvaryu priests) healed it. Pravargya is thus ”the head of (soma-)sacrifice”.
847
átrā́ ha gór amanvata nā́ ma tváṣṭur apīcyàm (ṚV 1.84.15, van Buitenen 1968:77). Tvastṛ is a divine builder, in
later texts the father of Vṛtra who imprisoned the Dawns.
848
See Part 4.2; Oguibenine 1993; Thompson 1995. Cf. the hidden tracks of cows (stolen from Apollo) in the
Homeric Hymn to Hermes, and its relation to songs (the cithara of Hermes) (Jackson 2014).
849
Cf. van Buitenen 1968:81.
850
See Heesterman (1993:71-2; 1985:ch.3) and Dange 1992.
851
Bṛhad-āraṇyaka-upaṇiṣad 1.1; Lincoln 1981:56.
852
śiro vai yajñasyottara āghāraḥ śrīr vai śiraḥ śrīrhi vai śiras tasmād yo 'rdhasya śreṣṭho bhavaty asāv
amuṣyārdhasya śira ity āhuḥ (ŚB 1.4.5.5). Also in 2.1.2.8; 4.2.4.20.
853
ŚB 6.1.1.4-7. The glories (śrī-) are concentrated in the animal and human heads put on the fire-altar (6.2.1.7,
cf 7.5.2.3) (Heesterman 1985:46-7).
854
ŚB 9.2.3.51, Eggeling 1892:207. On loss of śrī in agnihotra, cf. ŚB 11.4.2.10-1. In agnicayana, the performer
(king?) offers to the Maruts and Agni because the first are the clan and the latter the king: he makes “ruling
power attach to one person and śrī to one person (the king)” (ekasthaṃ tat kṣatram ekasthāṃ śriyaṃ) (ŚB
9.3.1.13-4; 9.4.3.2). Cf. the collected (sambhṛ-) śrī of Night in AV 19.49.1. The vaśā cow in the soma sacrifice
represents sacrificial essence that mythically ran out at the beheading, now restored through the rite.
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In sum, kings (temporarily) lose their splendour or lustre (śrī, bhargas) by performing Vedic
rituals for splendour, such as royal unction. We also find the idea of Sacrifice becoming lost
or hidden, and the splitting of splendour. By certain ritual instruments, persons and acts,
however, a king can regain the lost or split quality, or collect the outspread, plural glories/śrī-,
as in the agnicayana. The pravargya employs the idea of a lost head (identified with śrī)
which designates the part needed to restore Viṣṇu, the Sacrifice.
6.2.3. Dīkṣā and liminality
We have seen that there are a number of risks in royal rites, and some rather simple ways to
avert the evils, such as losses of qualities. Did the priests simply come up with these
statements for the justification of minor rites or the specific tools they employ? Or is there a
deeper reason for the losses?
According to Keith and Thite, these dangers are to be explained by the origin of Vedic
rituals such as aśvamedha in “popular fertility rites”, that were later elevated to śrauta
sacrifices, though some priests were still hostile to them.855 I find this highly unlikely: the
rituals in question seems to be ancient, designed for kings, and must always have included
ritual experts. I think the dangers are a part of the very nature of the procedures, involving
great powers and resources, and claiming such high positions of supremacy and immortality.
The rituals are challenges to other kings and therefore real, political dangers would arise from
performing them. But sometimes the losses or dangers seem to be automatic and beyond
control. Why is that?
To start the rājasūya or any other śrauta ritual, means that the king enters a new state of
being, spiritually and socially. He is now a dīkṣita ‘initiate, consecrated’ who assumes holy
power (bráhman) and becomes a brāhmaṇa.856 The term brāhmaṇa/brahman does not
primarily refer to the priest so called, but to the man who is consecrated for bráhman, an
untranslatable term, which in the older Vedic texts designates a sacrificial-mantric force.857
This is one explanation for the “brahmanic” qualities bestowed on the king ritually. In one
text, we read that the king before consecration has Indra as his deity, but as he becomes a
brāhmaṇa, Indra takes his power, the triṣṭubh meter his strength, the pañcadaśa stoma his
life, Soma his kingdom and the pitṛs his fame. To prevent this, the performer should make
libations.858 The typical warrior-god Indra is however also filled by bráhman, as lord of
sacrifice.859 In the Śunaḥśepa legend, Indra appears to Rohita disguised as a brāhmaṇa, who
commands Rohita to wander around as an ascetic warrior. In the Mahābhārata, the Pāṇḍavas
are disguised as mendicant brāhmaṇas at Draupadī’s svayaṃvara (at the end of an exile). In
855

Keith 1989, Thite 1975:89-94.
AB 7.22; ŚB 3.2.1.39-40; 5.4.4.14. As dīkṣita, the performer of rājasūya is still referred to as brāhmaṇa, as
any dīkṣita (Heesterman 1985:125-6, 150-4). The sacrificer becomes a brāhmaṇa; wherefore aśvamedha is to be
started in spring, the season of brāhmaṇas (ŚB 13.4.1.3). Cf. ŚB 5.3.5.8-14 and Maitrāyaṇī-saṃhitā 4.4.2, the
king is sprinkled with brahman and kṣatra (priesthood and nobility). Cf. Bowlby 1991:6-7: the king is the
mediator of brahman.
857
Aṅgiras or Bṛhaspati, the purohita of the gods, opens the cave of Vala for Indra with a spell (brāhmaṇa).
Indra’s steeds are yoked with bráhman (brahma-yuj-). For the hero (śūra) Indra are the sacred rites (brahmāṇi)
performed (ṚV 7.22.7; Charpentier 1932:101, 108, 111). “Sacrifice is Indraic” (aindro yajñaḥ) we read. In ŚB
9.2.3.3, Indra takes bráhman, or Bṛhaspati/priesthood, for his ally and so does the sacrificer (Heesterman 1989).
858
By consecration, the king has the priestly (but also warlike) god Agni as his deity, and as he leaves the
consecrated state to become a kṣatriya again, he begs Agni not to take his fiery brilliance, nor the gāyatrī metre
to take his strength, the trivṛt stoma his life, and the brāhmaṇas his glory and fame, and offers a cow and libates.
Then he will keep these (AB 7.23-4). Cf. Thite 1975:256; Smith 1994:113. In the agniṣtoma-dīkṣā it is said that
the performer becomes Agni and bráhman his power (Āpastamba-śrautasūtra 10.13.1): “sharpened is my sacred
bráhman power … strength and might” (Taittirīya-saṃhitā 4.1.10.).
859
ṚV 1.52.7; ŚB 2.1.2.13-7.
856
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short, the king’s identity as he engages in solemn sacrifices is the heated, ascetic
dīkṣita/brāhmaṇa.
Dīkṣā is the Vedic term for entering into a state of consecration. Here we find again the
idea of tapas, inner heat and asceticism.860 Several scholars have derived dīkṣā from dah- ‘to
burn’.861 When Prajāpati performed tapas (creative asceticism), Śrī emerged from him, as we
saw in Part 3. Perhaps she departed because he was an ascetic engaged in creative sacrifice,
just as śrī leaves the ascetic performer of aśvamedha? At the same time, all the goddess’ good
qualities diverged from her into the plurality of gods, and only through her sacrifice could Śrī
be restored.862 The term usually used for Prajāpati’s creative action, is sṛj- ‘ejaculate, eject’: to
begin a sacrifice is to emit someting of oneself; regain can come about only by completing the
sacrifice. B. Smith writes that the creative emanation engenders not a cosmos but ”a cosmic
problem”; ”When emitted, the shattered particles of reality lie in confusion and disarray. In
many texts, the creatures are said to "run away" from Prajāpati after being emanated”.863
Dīkṣā is a state of initiatory death, and rebirth.864 Heesterman has argued that the somic
dīkṣita originally was a warrior who went out on a real raid to win cattle for dakṣiṇā, a raid
later completely ritualised in the rājasūya.865 The brāhmaṇa and kṣatriya were two roles for
the same person depending on season, he suggests. This took place in a cycle of grāma and
araṇya, village/settlement and wilderness/forest, wherefore we hear of repeated (punar)
unctions.866 As warrior brahman/brāhmaṇa or dīkṣita he went on a raid, and as yajamāna he
sacrificed.867 Heesterman also connects the exiles of the epic princes to the rājasūya cycle of
the enthroned ruler versus the conquering warrior. In the epic, to defeat his enemy, Rāma first
has to become divinised by asceticism and war.868 A period from three days to up to a year
860

See Part 5; Gonda 1965:Dīkṣā; Krick 1982:5; Mylius 1995:17. Dīkṣā gives you an immortal body. During
dīkṣā, one must speak the truth, be celibate, not wash, and sleep on the ground (Gonda 1965:390). If not chaste,
the dīkṣita will lose his power (Āpastamba-śrautasūtra 10.13.10). Dīkṣā ends with the avabhṛta, the concluding
bath, similar to the brahmacarya ending with the student as snātaka, bathed. The waters remove the consecration
and tapas from the sacrificer and gives away his antelope skin, girdle and staff (Keith 1925:303).
861
Oldenberg 1917; Gonda 1965:338, 341; Thite 1975:115-9; Malamoud 1996. This is indicated by the fact that
dīkṣitas “kindle themselves (abhīndhate) with the dīkṣās and cook themselves with the upasads” (Taittirīyasaṃhitā 7.4.9.1). The dīkṣita is “cooked” and reborn with a new skin (tvac, ŚB 3.4.3.3). One hopes to become
glowing as Agni and Sūrya (Taittirīya-saṃhitā 3.1; Āpastamba-śrautasūtra 13.8.9-10).
862
ŚB 11.4.3; Heesterman 1985:3. Śrī acts here as a sacrificer, which is unusual. We also read that amṛta
departed from the devas; they searched for it by means of tapas, living on less and less food, and finally
recovered it. Therefore the sacrificer live on less and less (ŚB 9.5.1; Thite 1975:11-2).
863
Smith 1998:58-60. Cf. Gonda 1983c:3-8.
864
Hubert & Mauss 1898 (1964):20; Thite 1975:119-20; Kaelber 1978. ”(T)he dīkṣita is represented as an
embryo to be ultimately reborn out of the brahman power activated by the sacrifice.” (Heesterman 1993:161)
865
Heesterman 1982:256, 260-1, 267-9; 1993. In time, Heesterman explains, the agonic Vedic sacrifice became
increasingly interiorized, a world in itself. See Kaelber 1989:106 and critique in Smith 1994:50. Falk 1986:70
suggests that the peaceful brahmacārin and ascetic warrior-vrātya were periodical functions of the same person.
Cf. Hauer 1927. The brahmacārin, the dīkṣita and the embryo are similar structurally and formally (Reenberg
Sand 1995; Lommel 1955).
866
AB 8. Cf. AV 3.3 for the restoration of an exiled king. See also Malamoud 1976.
867
Heesterman 1985:117-27. In time, dīkṣita became synonymous with sacrifier/yajamāna, and the original
dīkṣita became the saṃnyāsin. Cf. Oberlies 2012:20ff, 104-5; Witzel 1995:14: during the time of Veda study, an
Aryan (of the middle Vedic period) would roam about as an ascetic vrātya (who constantly is on the move, in AV
15); in opposition to the time which is spent as settled gṛhastha. The rājasūya is comparable to the horsesacrifice: it begins with asceticism/celibacy of horse/king, and the setting out of the animal in the wild. Then
comes the return from a conquest of the world (cattle-raid; the horse’s free roaming) the king would celebrate the
actual sacrifice, marking the ‘settling down’ of the imperial ruler (Heesterman 1989:113). Cf. the table below.
868
Heesterman 1989:101-3. This cycle lasted 2-3 years, including epicycles. “In order to defeat the all-powerful
Rāvaṇa he must be imbued with superior divine power ... Rāma, therefore, is and has to be an intermediate
being, neither a god nor a mere man. Such an intermediate being is the king, for that is what Rāma pre-eminently
is: the model of kingship.” (Heesterman 1989:99)
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between initiation and sacrifice passes, when the initiate has to obtain the goods for the
sacrificial festival. The consecrated warrior is by the abhiṣeka not made into a “(settled)
ruler”, according to Heesterman, but the unction “signifies his setting out on a raiding
expedition” for booty/dakṣiṇā, as a renegade warrior/Indra.869 Oberlies constructs a polarised
kingship in Ṛgvedic age: Indra vṛtrahan was the leader in war, the reckless chariot-warrior, in
contrast to the settled king of justice and laws, whose god is Varuṇa dharmapati.870 In the
Śunaḥśepa legend, Varuṇa is the god of the old king who initiates the sacrifice, while Indra is
the god of Rohita, the young warrior who ventures forth into the forest and somehow gets (we
must assume captures, since he had no other possessions but his weapons) a hundred cows as
“payment” for his victim.871
In this way, different gods and powers belong to different social or ritual stages. The
king tries to minimise the losses as he enters into a new state. Essentially, the king wins back
his lost martial splendour and power in the raid, which disappeared when he initiated the
sacrifice. We read that Sacrifice went away. Nobility tried to catch it with weapons of
kṣatriyas, but only the priestly power with weapons of sacrifice could recapture it.872 In Part 5,
we saw that there were different forms of tejas, varcas and śrī, and that brahmanic
splendour/weapon of the ascetic or seer ranked higher than that of a mere king. Kings and
heroes performed asceticism to win higher, “brahmanic” forms of splendour. Similarly the
sacrificing king may lose the power of royalty he had possessed so far. He now comes into
contact with even greater powers, and if he fulfills his rite he will be a greater man than he
was before, a true sovereign.873 It seems as if the king’s śrī, as the splendour of
majesty/preeminence and settled power, stands in opposition to bráhman, the force of
consecration/initiation which transcends wordly borders. The quality associated with dīkṣā is
primarily that of tapas.874 The rājasūya may also have been performed repeatedly, because the
powers won would in time weaken.875 As Heesterman has argued, rājasūya is an example of
the universal ritual-initiatory rebirth. The risk the royal sacrificer takes, is to “renounce” his
secure royal power and set the cosmic forces free. The forces/glories “flow out”, are spent,
divided or hidden in several objects. Only by performing the rite correctly can he unite the
forces/glories, concentrate them inside himself again, stronger than before.
This divergence is precisely what happens if a king acts in a way unworthy of a truthspeaking kṣatriya: his splendour becomes divided, flies or runs away from him. It enters a
worthier king, or goes into a latent, unseizable state, as we have seen in Vedic and epic myths.
This is also the case of the Avestan royal splendour. Varuṇas triple loss of bhargas, and
Indra’s three losses of glory (which “ran out of him” when he killed the brahmanic asuras and
869

Heesterman 1989:105; cf. Witzel 1992:46-7 (“starting capital”). Cf. the cattle-raid in MBh 3.224-43.
Oberlies 2012:104-5, 137, 152-5; Jamison & Brereton in ṚV 2014:32, 55.
871
Schmidt 1992. The king is equated with both these royal gods in the ritual (cf. ṚV 4.42): Varuṇa when he is
reborn from unction; Indra when he is armed with the bow called vārtraghna. When the king goes on raid, the
Varuṇa-dignity is deposited in a priest it seems (Schmidt 1992:345).
872
AB 4.7.19.
873
Cf. Bṛhad-āraṇyaka-upaniṣad 2.3.6-7: When a sacrificer (death) performed tapas and had become worn out
and hot, his glory (yaśas) or heroism (vīrya) departed from him. His body became a horse, fit to sacrifice. In the
early Āyurvedic text by Suśruta, the rejuvenation by soma is explained. This is based on Vedic ritual initiation. It
is said that he who wishes to overcome age and death shall be reduced to mere skin and bones during sixteen
days of fasting. Then his condition will turn miraculously and he will regain all that he lost and much more. He
will by the soma, be extremly beautiful, radiant and all-knowing (Suśruta-saṃhitā Cikitsāsthānam (4).29, pp.
502-505 = Wujastuk 2001:174-9).
874
Śrī can however also be possessed by ascetics (brahmaśrī, Part 5). The hero Karṇa went to the mountains to
learn the bráhman-weapon. He told the guru who asked for his identity that he was a brāhmaṇa, since only a
brāhmaṇa or a kṣatriya who had performed askesis was allowed to learn the secret of this divine weapon. Karṇa
won it, but was cursed for his lie by the guru, and this curse became his bane (MBh 12.2-5).
875
As in the Purāṇic royal consecration, see Geslani’s study mentioned above.
870
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stole the soma), reminds us of the xᵛarənah leaving Yima three times and entering the waters.
In a myth told to Yudhiṣṭhira, Śrī emerged from Bali to enter Indra, who at the same time
deposited her in four places: earth, water, fire and virtuous men.876 Thus śrī is spread out in
the cosmos, but can also be concentrated to a single Śrī as consort of the king. The same
principle of convergence is seen in the union of many gods into one king, the many waters
become one unction liquid, and the clan fires giving birth to the one solar-royal fire,
mentioned above. A successfully completed sacrifice is a ‘gathering’ (saṃbhṛ-) of forces. A
terrible thing would be to abolish a sacrifice already begun.877 It would mean a break of the
sacrificial vow, the loss of forces and structure.
My conclusion is that initating a great, royal sacrifice is precisely to “strike the first
blow” as Charles Malamoud said (quoted in the beginning). The old is destroyed, good and
bad powers are released, in the dangerous and ambiguous “liminal phase”.878 Exile of heroes
in the forest means that they have entered the liminal state. Liminality is the upheaval of
“structure”, as Victor Turner puts it, which must be recreated by the ritual. It is said that the
king loses his splendour because of the unction. The settled king (Varuṇa) comes into contact
with the power of bráhman as an initiate or ascetic warrior (Indra), but he also risks the loss
of royal powers. The released powers must be gathered again by correctly completing the
ritual, the evil forces must be appeased or defeated. Then the king will be stronger than
before, as a reintegrated king. In the śrauta ritual, he accomplishes this only by the help of his
“ritual professors” (priests). The meaning of the Vedic, royal consecration or unction is to knit
together the plural, divine forces/glories into a single man, as representative of kingdom and
order.
6.2.4. Epic and ritual patterns of lost and recovered splendour
In this chapter, the task is to find an underlying ritual pattern mirroring the rājasūya in the
epic “adventures” about kings and Śrī.
We just saw that already in the Vedic texts, it is stated that dangers, losses and even
death follow royal consecration. The Purāṇas state that the rājasūya is a destroyer of all
beings and the cause of war.879 Early on in the story of Mahābhārata, Yudhiṣṭhira is
recommended by the seer Nārada to perform the rājasūya, but he is also warned because of
the danger of destruction that follows it.880 His four brothers go out in the four directions,
876

MBh 12.225 (see Part 3).
If in aśvamedha the horse is captured, the sacrifice is destroyed, and with it royal power. A new steed may
however be selected according to the ŚB, as a sort of expiation rite. King Sagara held an aśvamedha, but the
stallion disappeared under a dried-out sea (the horse’s birth-place and Varuṇa’s abode). He sent his sons to fetch
it back, or not return at all. His son Aṃśumat finally regained it by paying respects to the seer Kapila under the
earth. Then Sara’s sacrifice could be completed, and Sagara went to heaven (MBh 3.105-6). The steed of Rāma
in his aśvamedha is captured by his sons Kuśa and Lava (ignorant of who is their father) (or it is taken by a
demon according to the Pādma-purāṇa) and has to be regained by Śatrughna (Raghavan 1973:48-9, 65-7). Vedic
ritual texts are also concerned with the slightest mistake performed, and have special appeasement rites
(prāyaścitta-). In the exegesis of the pravargya, it is related that a tiger once killed the “imperial (samrāṭ) cow”
that yields the milk to the mahāvīra. The atonement for this death was difficult. The king had to go out on his
chariot to the mighty Khaṇḍika who alone knew how to solve the problem, for else “I shall be shattered along
with the shattered sacrifice” the king said (ŚB 9.8.4.4). The king was to make special offerings and find another
imperial cow.
878
van Gennep 1960 (1908); Turner 1969:94-6, 106; Schjødt 2008:ch.1-2. A. van Gennep writes that the
enthronement of a king is often prefigured by a “retreat” and loss of power (1960:110-3). Samuel contrasts the
prosperous life (śrī etc) with the ascetic life of a renouncer (2008:131).
879
Thite 1973. King Soma performed rājasūya and began to shine in glory in all directions after the concluding
bath (avabhṛta). But soon he became arrogant and caused war.
880
MBh 2.11.67 (Hariścandra [see the Śunaḥśepa legend] is here said to have performed the royal consecration).
877
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conquer, return with booty and tribute, and Yudhiṣṭhira then performs the consecration.
Duryodhana is very jealous of his cousin’s śrī, and his relative Śakuni recommends him to
challenge Yudhiṣṭhira in the dice-game, as a way to win their śrī (Part 3). The Bhārata War is
actually the result of Yudhiṣṭhira’s rājasūya.881 Thite suggests that the antipathy towards
rājasūya, is based on its insulting treatment of the king’s relatives.882 However, the dangers of
the rājasūya is probably also due to its inherent nature: great forces are in operation, and the
destruction of the old order is necessary for the creation of a new.
The ritual pattern of loss and recovery of powers (discussed above) may be a clue to
why the Pāṇḍavas and Rāma go into the forest as ascetics several times (as youths, as exiled
royalty, and as warriors in the quest for divine weapons). They are exiled at the very moment
they are about to seize power, and they perform a new sacrifice when they return, followed by
new expeditions. As in Heesterman’s scheme, settled royal power and sacrifices alternate with
wilderness askesis and warrior-expeditions - as preliminary or consequential acts of sacrifice.
Since the earliest Vedic age, forest, mountain and wilderness have been the places for
aquisition of power and knowledge, the abodes of ascetics and hermits (vānaprastha-),
initiations, and contact with bráhman. Wilderness is also the abode of the reckless warrior and
the “Männerbund” (whose gods are Indra, Maruts and Rudra). Yudhiṣṭhira (and his brothers)
must toil and conquer as an Indraic king, before he can become a settled sovereign in
Hāstinapura, a Varuṇaic king of dharma.883
Herman Tieken interprets the battle story of Mahābhārata in the context of the
rājasūya. Battle is a way for the warriors to sacrifice themselves, be purified from sin and
attain heaven.884 The Pāṇḍavas live like ascetics for thirteen years that ends with a selfsacrificial war. Both Pāṇḍavas and Kauravas are reckless in the dice-game and on the battlefield. They put at stake all their possessions.885 The Kauravas reach heaven before the
Pāṇḍavas, having died as heroes, but the victorious Pāṇḍavas must take to yoga and go on a
“final journey” to the north in order to be divinised. This theme of sacrifice, generosity and
battle connects the epic to the Vedic cattle cycle.886 The lives of Rāma and Yudhiṣṭhira
divided into three stages can be compared to the structure of the rājasūya:
1. The hero’s upbringing in the woods.
Young Rāma and his brother live in the forest, hunting, and killing demons, a common IndoEuropean motif.887. As Brockington writes, “despite Rāma’s resolve to live like an ascetic in

881

MBh 2.12ff; Thite 1973:48-51. The result of the Bhārata war is actually the total destruction of all Kuru
kṣatriyas except the Pāṇḍavas. The kṣatriyas/kings are also the ones considered guilty for adharma in the world
(Gehrts 1977:80). Rāma wanted to perform rājasūya, but was warned against doing so.
882
Thite 1973:55-8. In the ritual, as we saw, the yajamāna takes cows of “his own” (sva) royal relatives, making
them his subordinates. They are ritually denied ever to become kings. This would often be a source of anger and
conflicts (see MBh 3.241).
883
The warrior-side of Yudhiṣṭhira is better represented by his brothers Indra/Arjuna, Vāyu/Bhīma and the
Aśvins/Nakula-Sahadeva.
884
Tieken 2005:26-7. Heino Gehrts puts R in a similar sacrificial context, as well as van Buitenen (MBh 1975:4,
14, 18) and Heesterman 2010.
885
Tieken 2005:40-1. “The Mahābhārata presents us with an endless cycle of sacrifices in which exhaustion
(after having “sacrificed” all possessions) alternates with concentration (after having received gifts).” (Tieken
2005:45). On Yama and the Pāṇḍavas as dīkṣitas see Hiltebeitel 2002:132ff, 171.
886
Part 4. The authors of MBh belonged to the same milieu as the authors of the Śrautasūtras. The epic is told in
a sacrificial context. In the beginning, the MBh is presented by Ugraśravas at Śaunaka’s 12 year sacrifice, as he
heard it at Janamejaya’s sacrifice (Tieken 2005:13, 45-6); see Minkowski 1989 who discusses the frame stories
of the MBh, the sattras of Janamejaya and Śaunaka, from the perspective of Vedic ritual.
887
Ruben 1962; de Vries 1963:211.
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the forest, it is here that his role as the perfect kṣatriya is most in evidence.”888 It ends with his
marriage to Sītā.
Similarly, the Pāṇḍavas are born and grow up in a forest. The princes go into hiding
again after Duryodhana had tried to kill them by arson. Disguised as brāhmaṇas they win
Draupadī for their wife. Yudhiṣṭhira establishes his state on the wild Khāṇḍava plateau.
Kṛṣna, Arjuna and Bhīma are disguised as snātaka brāhmaṇas when they defeat their rival
king Jarāsaṃdha before Yudhiṣṭhira’s consecration. After a form of fire-sacrifice in the
Khāṇḍava Forest, Arjuna attains superior weapons from Indra. When Arjuna interrupted
Yudhiṣṭhira in an intimate situation with Draupadī, he had to go into exile. The interruption
took place because Arjuna was searching for weapons, in order to help a brāhmaṇa regain his
stolen cattle. Arjuna performed a cattle-raid, distributed the booty to the brāhmaṇa and was
rewarded by Indra, the Ṛgvedic prototype for cattle-raiders.889 In short, the Pāṇḍavas are
exiled several times. It is during the toilsome exile that a hero shows his worth and attains
greater powers.
2. Chosen by Śrī. Just about to be king, the hero loses all.
After the time spent in the woods, the prince is married to Royal Splendour, but quickly loses
her and/or his sovereignty. Rāma wins Sītā and is to be consecrated yuvarāja ‘young king’ or
heir-apparent, and thus attain śrī yaśo rājya ”splendour, glory and kingship”.890 But it is
precisely on that day it is revealed that he, although sinless, has to go into exile for fourteen
years. He is accompanied by (his brother and) Sītā, who is later taken from him.891
Yudhiṣṭhira, having won Draupadī, builds the glorious Indraprāṣṭha and subjugates the
quarters of the world (digvijaya), which fits the rājasūya’s conquest of the five quarters
(digvyāsthāpana). Then Yudhiṣṭhira performs the rājasūya,892 which makes Duryodhana very
upset, being jealous of the pāṇḍava-śrī.893 Duryodhana does not live an ‘excellent life’
(jīvitaṃ śreyo) as they do, it is said.894 Duroydhana says:
tāṃ paṇḍuputrasya śriyaṃ paramikām aham /
śantiṃ na parigacchāmi dadhyamānena cetasā //
After seeing the extraordinary splendour of the son of Paṇḍu [Yudhiṣṭhira], my heart
burns and cannot find peace.895

Śakuni therefore instructs him how he may gain possession of that lakṣmī or śrī.896 Clearly,
the winning of śrī is presented in the text as the main reason for the dice-game. Thus, the śrīpossessing Yudhiṣṭhira loses his kingdom, brothers, wife and himself in the dice-game.
Draupadī (Royal Splendour)897 is abused, before she manages to free herself and her husband

888

Brockington 2000:259.
MBh 1.214-25. See Part 4 on the cattle-raid of Indra.
890
R 2.5.2, mentioned above.
891
The reason was the jealousy of one of Rāma’s father’s wives. She forces the king to install her son Bharata as
yuvarāja instead of Rāma. When the king dies, Bharata will rule as a kind of “shadow-king” against his will,
until Rāma returns. Cf. Brockington 1984:1, 127; Pollock’s translation R, 2007:II.12.
892
Kṛṣṇa told Yudhiṣṭhira of previous kings who became great emperors after performing the rājasūya and the
aśvamedha (MBh 2.12; Hiltebeitel 2002:8-9).
893
MBh 2.47.17, Wilmot 2006:325; cf. 2.47.36, 39; 49.15; 54.3; 56.1.
894
MBh 2.53.24, Wilmot 2006:365.
895
MBh 2.49.36, Wilmot 2006:339 = 2.45.35 in CE.
896
MBh 2.49.37, 43.
897
MBh 2.65.34 etc, see Part 3.
889
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from slavery.898 Yudhiṣṭhira must continue the game; he loses again and goes into twelve
years of exile in the woods with his brothers and wife, plus one year incognito as a dicemaster brāhmaṇa.899 Karṇa congratulates Duryodhana:
yā hi sā dīpyamāneva pāṇḍavān bhajate purā /
sādya lakṣmīr tvayā rājann avāptā bhrātṛbhiḥ saha //
For the shining lakṣmī [here equal to śrī] that once loved the Pāṇḍavas has now been
obtained by you, o king, together wih your brothers” 900

The Vedic ritual dice-game was a kind of battle, directly related to the king as “maker of the
Age” - the kṛta, tretā, dvāpara or kali yuga and sovereign of the quarters. The game in the
royal consecration is arranged so that the king wins.901 However, the game may originally
have been a real haphazard: if the king lost, he lost his possessions and sovereignty. He had to
go into exile, aquire powers as an ascetic warrior and then try to win back his sovereignty.
Heino Gehrts notes that, like Indra fell into weakness when he killed Vṛtra, so did Yudhiṣṭhira
when he performed rājasūya.902 In both the epics and rituals, the royal power is soon lost,
because real power must be won by personal virtue, heroism and sacrifice.903
Initiation/liminality means loss of status; the final result of the ritual is however strengthened
power and reintegration into society.
3. Victory, Śrī regained, imperial power.
Rāma’s exile ends with his victory in the great war and his recovery of Śrī-Sītā. Rāma cuts his
long, dirty hair that belongs to ascetics or forest-life. He bathes, dresses in new clothes,
‘radiating with śrī’,904 standing like a triumphant Indra in his chariot, with Śrī-Sītā at his side.
898

Draupadī is also insulted later on, when she (disguised as maid) does not want to marry the marshal Kīcaka
(MBh 4.13-).
899
Like Nala, Yudhiṣṭhira learns the secret of the dice from Bṛhadaśva, in MBh 3.78.
900
MBh 3.226.4 transl. by Hara 1996:37.
901
It is not clear how the Vedic dice game was actually played. There seems to have been several types, both
ritual and profane. The game can be connected to an early Vedic (and Indo-European) community of young
warriors, connected to the dangerous god Rudra. Usually the Vedic game is played with 150 eye-shaped nuts of
the hairy Vibhītaka tree, called dice. In the royal consecration the game is arranged. In a house for men (sabhā),
the players assemble around a pile of dice/nuts. Ritual texts describe how a priest, a warrior, a commoner and a
slave, or the ratnins, play for a cow. The four players take a number of dice (a glaha) from the pile, and take
away four dice at a time from the glaha. The winner gets kṛta by having four=zero dice/nuts left in the end,
while he who has one remaining nut (kali) is the loser. Proclaiming that ”the king has burst forth” (udbhinnam
rājñaḥ), the priest gives five dice to the king in the beginning. They represent the sovereignty over the four
regions plus the center (Heesterman 1957:143). Heesterman and Held stress the cosmic symbolism - the dice
were arranged in a geometrical pattern according to the four points of the compass; while Falk points to the
game’s origin in a Männerbund sacrificing a cow to Rudra at the winter solstice. In RV 10.34 the dice player
loses his wife and falls into ruin, like Yudhiṣṭhira. See Weber 1893:141; von Schroeder 1908:ch.15; Held 1935;
Heesterman 1957:141-6, 151-5; 1985:112; 1993:194, 198ff; de Vries 1963:102; Falk 1986; González-Reimann
1989; Bowlby 1991; Shulman 1992; Kershaw 2000:244-52. On Indra finding Śiva and his wife playing dice see
MBh 1.189; cf. Hiltebeitel 1976:94-8.
902
MBh’s Sabhāparvan was consciously modeled on the rājasūya (van Buitenen 1972; cf. Shulman 1992). In the
Nala story, Nala loses all and abandons his wife Damayantī. The first thing Nala does when he returns reunited
with Damayantī is to play the dice-game again - and win.
903
Gehrts 1977:62-7, 69-71, 78, 85, 87, 248. Bowlby points to the importance of knowledge for a righteous king:
“For all kṣatriya’s - Arjuna, Yudhiṣṭhira and Nala - the forest equips them with the knowledge they require to
recover their respective empires. … The forest, then, is a place where dharma cannot be enforced, yet
paradoxically it provides a home for brahmins, renouncers and ascetics, the very persons who know Veda and
the knowledge essential for kings to rule.” (1991:12-3)
904
śriyā jvalan, R 6.116.14-5.
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For Rāma’s consecration, waters from the four corners of the world (the collected glories)
were fetched for the unction. Vasiṣṭha and other seers anoint the king on his jewelled throne,
“just like Indra was”.905 The god Vāyu gives Rāma a glowing, golden lotus-necklace, the
symbol of Śrī. In other words, after the exile and war, Rāma is worthy to rule as a king with
Royal Splendour.906 Similarly, the exile of the Pāṇḍavas ends with victory in a great, sacred
war:
adya rājā satyadhṛtir jitāmitro yudhiṣṭhiraḥ /
adya duryodhano hīno dīptāyā nṛpatiśriyā //
On this day king Yudhiṣṭhira, who holds fast to the truth, has conquered his enemies. On
this day Duryodhana has lost his blazing royal splendor [dīptā- nṛpatiśri-].907
tvām āśritya mahābāho dharmarājo yudhiṣṭhiraḥ /
nihat’âriḥ svakāṃ dīptāṃ śriyaṃ prāpto na saṃśayaḥ //
[Kṛṣṇa said to Bhīma:] It is by relying on you [Bhīma], mighty-armed hero, that Yudhiṣṭhira,
the king of Righteousness, has slaughtered his enemies and acquired his blazing glory [dīptānṛpatiśri-]! Of this there is no doubt.908

Bhīma says that he will take from Duryodhana his śrī, and give his brother the garland of
fame (kīrti), which can be compared to the lotus garland as symbol of śrī.909 When defeated
unfairly, Duryodhana says that Bhīma has acted unrighteously against “one who gleams/burns
[tap-] with śrī” (pratapantaṃ śriyā), i.e. Duryodhana who has acted as a noble
warrior/king.910 On the return to power, Yudhiṣṭhira was installed as mahārāja with ŚrīDraupadī at his side, śrīmān punar eva mahāyaśāḥ “possessed once again of Royal Splendour
(Śrī) and great glory”.911 He was enthroned on a golden seat, and faced the east; unction
waters were poured on his head912 in his “second” royal abhiṣeka. He richly rewarded his
priests with dakṣinā, as any Vedic king. Aśvamedha was then performed by Yudhiṣṭhira as
well as Rāma to become cleansed of the killings of war.913 This may reflect the periodical

905

R 6.116.45-58.
R 6.116.60. The goddess says that the gods, the gandharvas, the rakṣasas, the humans and other beings
succeed in obtaining her only “after having undergone the severest austerities” (mahadugraṃ tapaḥ kṛtvā, MBh
Bombay 14.82.15; Roy XI, Anusana Parvan II:122).
907
MBh 9.18.14c-d, tranlation inspired by Meiland 2005:223 = 9.19.14 Bombay; cf. 9.56.25. Similarly, Arjuna
says that adya duryodhano dīptāṃ śriyaṃ prāṇāṃś ca mokṣyati // ”Today Duryodhana will give up his life and
his radiant majesty” (9.27.23 = 9.26.23 in CE which has tyakṣati). As a king, Duryodhana had possessed śrī all
along, though not as a consort (Śrī-Draupadī).
908
Mbh 9.33.20, Meiland 2007:75 = 9.32.20 in CE.
909
adya kīrtimayīṃ mālāṃ pratimokṣye tav’ ânagha / prāṇāñ śriyaṃ ca rājyaṃ ca mokṣyate ’dya suyodhanaḥ //
”On this day, faultless king, I will place a garland of fame around your neck. On this day Suyodhana will give up
his life, glory and kingdom!” (MBh 9.33.32, Meiland 2007:77 = 9.32.32 in CE).
910
MBh 9.64.16a = 9.65.16a in CE.
911
MBh 12.39.15, Fitzgerald 2004:257, quoted in Part 3.
912
MBh 12.40.
913
R 7; MBh 12.8.33-6 etc. Rāma’s three sins are the Rāvaṇa-brahmicide, killing of Vālin unfairly, and exiling
the pregnant Sītā. The sins of Yudhiṣṭhira are causing the deaths of the Pāṇḍavas’ grandfather and their guru
though half-lies, and the unfair killings of Karṇa, and Śalya (Hiltebeitel 1976:239ff, 296; cf. 2011:455 critical to
his previous use of Dumezilian theory). Killing is both a sin and a way to be purified: if you ’sacrifice yourself’
(ātma-yajña) in true, dharmic dedication, ’facing the enemy’ (abhi-mukha), your sins are annulled and you
instantly go to the apsaras–filled heaven (Feller 1999:78, 93-7; Hara 2001). A king is not affected by sin due to
violence in battle, just like the killing of animals in sacrifice is “not violence” (Malinar 2007:50).
906
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settlement/wilderness life of the Vedic king would do.914 It is a scandal that the Avestan Yima
who should be truthful violates Truth by becoming a man of the Lie. Similarly, it is a scandal
that dharmarāja Yudhiṣṭhira in a few instances uses ignoble tricks and tells a partial lie to
defeat the Kauravas. Unlike Avestan Yima, Yudhiṣṭhira does not lose his power/splendour
because of a lie, but as a consequence of “misfortune” in dicing, or rather the inherent trials of
the rājasūya, according to my argument.
The two epics are the stories of the incarnated god Indra/Viṣṇu/Dharma
(Rāma/Yudhiṣṭhira), his winning of Royal Splendour Śrī (Sītā/Draupadī) and power; and loss
of the same. This is followed by ascetic toil, a great victory; installation as splendourpossessing emperor; and final divinisation. I suggest that this pattern can also be recognised in
the Vedic royal rituals, in some myths discussed in this thesis, as well as in the Ṛgvedic Vala
myth. In the Vala myth, the loss of dawn is a part of a daily/yearly cycle of loss and release,
which may be compared to the repeated abhiṣeka and cycle of settled/warrior king. The
sacrificer gives dakṣinā to the priests who glorify him, and when he fulfills the sacrifice he is
reintegrated as true king. The installation of the king as dharmapati after the victory means
the strenghtening of divine order and truth (ṛta, satya) and the appearance of light (dawn and
sun). This is demonstrated in Table 1, on the next page.915 The correspondences suggest that
there are basically three different reasons for the loss of power and splendour:
(1) Loss because of lack of strength. The king is surpassed by a stronger, more virtuous one:
Indra; the asuras Bali and Prahlāda; Duryodhana.
(2) Loss because of adharmic behavior, mistreating priests or untruthfulness:
Indra; Nahuṣa;916 Vasu Uparicara.917 This is also what happens to the Avestan Yima.
(3) Ritual/automatic loss in a sacrifice for sovereignty:
* Rājasūya, including its minor rites; Varuṇa’s loss of bhargas in the daśapeya-unction; loss
of varcas in the punarabhiṣeka; Yudhiṣṭhira’s loss of śrī, sovereignty etc in the ritual dicegame that is supposed to manifest his royal power (cf. the stories of Nala and Rāma).
* Aśvamedha: loss of sri and tejas; Bali’s loss of sovereignty and tejas.

914

Heesterman 1985:149. Similar to Yima who brings the Golden Age to an end (Part 2), Yudhiṣṭhira (called
Yama sometimes) is the last king before the evil kaliyuga, which begins with the death of Kṛṣṇa.
915
For the rituals and myths in Table 1, they begin (from the left) with the royal, Vedic rituals rājasūya,
Śunaḥśepa, Varuṇa’s unction (all belonging to royal consecration) and aśvamedha (Part 6.1-2); then the epics
which include royal consecrations (see especially Parts 3.3 and 6.2); next Indra-related three myths, beginning
with the Ṛgvedic Vala myth (Part 4.2); then the epic-Purāṇic Churning for Nectar and Indra versus Prahlāda
myths (Part 3.2; cf. Indra versus Nahuṣa in 6.2).
916
Part 6.2.
917
Part 3.2.

Death, war,
misfortune.

Splendour,
royal power.

Asceticism,
initiate.

Risk

Lost

New lifestyle

Cattle-raid,
Śunaḥśepa’s
song to Dawn.

Dakṣiṇā

Distributed

Warrior Rohita’s
forest exile.

Divine favor, son,
health.

Loss recovered Unction,
by
cattle-raid.

Anointed king
(dharmapati).

Dakṣiṇā?

Power and wife=Śrī.

Misfortune, envy, war.

Dakṣiṇā and gifts.

World conquest,
new/fulfilled
rājasūya.

Unrivalled, purified Supreme king, new
king.
yuga begins.

Dakṣiṇā.

Indra king.

Vala myth

Ascetic sacrificers.

Śrī and supremacy.

Poison, destruction,
asuras immortal.

Fall of lotus-garland.

Indra king.

Churning myth

Amṛta shared by gods.
Indra unrivalled
king.

Virtue, priestly
advice.

Brāhmaṇa, student.

Śrī.

Royal splendour
and supremacy lost.

Indra surpassed by
Prahlāda.

Indra king.

Indra vs Prahlāda

Indra unrivalled
Indra unrivalled king.
king, Dawn manifest.

Dakṣiṇā.

Cattle-raid.
Churning for nectar,
Heroism, songs. Śrī reborn from sea.

No wealth.

Dawn-cows.

Darkness.

Rājasūya dice-game,
Pānis’ stealth.
or yuvarāja consecration.

Ascetic free-roaming. Exiled warrior,
asceticism.

Śrī, power, cattle,
tejas, indriya.

Priest, song, lotus; World conquest,
cattle-raid.
unction, sacrifice,
wives as śrī.

Ascetic.

Bhargas.

Horse captured or
lost, śrī lost.

Horse anointed.

Epics
Prince about to
take power.

Table 1. Patterns of lost and recovered royal splendour and power in some Vedic rituals and epic myths discussed in the thesis.

Final outcome Consecrated king, King with heir,
order manifest.
priest adopted.

Dakṣiṇā

Royal unction.

Victorious king.

Varuṇa’s unction Aśvamedha
Varuṇa king.

Sickness, sin of
Splendour lost.
unfulfilled sacrifice.

Varuṇa offering.

Initiation.

Ends with

Śunaḥśepa

Prince/kṣatriya. Hariścandra.
sonless, old king.

Rājasūya

Status before
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6.3. Summary
In Part 6.1, moments in the great royal consecration ritual (rājasūya) were analysed, and it
was shown that the winning of different kinds of splendours, especially varcas but also śrī,
tejas, bhrājas, and dyumna, is of great importance. The term śrī appears in the rājasūya
connected to the unction as well as to other moments. I suggested that the reason why śrī is
not one of the qualitites given the king by the unction according to the Taittirīya-saṃhitā is
that the function of royal splendour was represented by other terms in that text, since śrī is
said to be transferred to the king through the rājasūya according to other texts. The goddess
Śrī does not appear at all, because the ritual was created before śrī became a goddess. The
liquids that the king is anointed with in the unction (abhiṣeka) are celestial, possessing the
splendour of the sun, conferring a new, solar body to the ruler. The unction is a convergence
of the plural, divine forces or glories (śrī-) into a single man (Indra), the ‘most glorious’
(śreṣṭha), who becomes an aggregate of gods (in the ratnin offerings). It is significant that the
Son of Waters (apāṃ napāt) appears when the king is anointed with waters containing
splendours (śrī, varcas, dyumna) and royalty (rāṣtra), similar to the Avestan apąm napāt as
the guardian of the aquatic xᵛarənah. Apāṃ napāt is connected to śrī, svar ‘solar/heavenly
splendour’ and cosmic-sacrificial truth (ṛta). This suggests that this Son of Waters might have
been the guardian of aquatic brilliance and royalty already in the Indo-Iranian age, as also
Proferes (2007) argues. The Vedic connection between the waters and kingship is also found
in Varuṇa and Soma, who are divine kings and givers of royalty.
In the rājasūya, the king goes through initiation (dīkṣā) as an ascetic. After being
anointed and enthroned, the king heads out on a ritual cattle-raid. I argued that this was a
parallel to the Śunaḥśepa legend recited just before the raid. It tells us about prince Rohita (the
heroic morning-sun), his cursed father and the priest Śunaḥśepa, who releases the participants
and himself by his laudation of Dawn. The heroism of Rohita also generates śrī. Both this
legend and the raid in the rājasūya mirror the archaic myth of Indra defeating Vṛtra/Vala and
releasing the lights of dawn, metaphorically referred to as “cows” or “waters” (Part 4.2).
These cows also constituted the fees (dakṣinā) for the priests who gave glory and splendour to
their king by their ritual acts and songs. Relating the rājasūya to the Ṛgvedic Dawn cycle and
the winning of royal splendour is my alternative (or complement) to the interpretation of the
ritual by Heesterman (“generation of cosmic fertility”), although I agree with him in that the
king is ritually reborn, and brings about a kind of cosmic regeneration.
In Part 6.2, the problem of loss and recovery of royal splendour was discussed. This
theme is found in the rājasūya and other rituals, as well as in the myths and in the episodes of
the epics that we encountered earlier in the study. Why are the splendours or powers that one
wishes to win by the ritual, actually said to disappear in or by that same ritual? I suggested
the main reason is that ritual moments and states belong to different powers and divinities,
which is stated in the texts. As consecrated (dīkṣita) for sacrifice, the king changes from a
settled Varuṇaic king (or from prince about to become king) to a heated ascetic devoted to
bráhman, an Indraic warrior venturing into the wilderness for booty (cattle). When one
transcends a state to enter another, which represents a structure-less stage of liminality, there
is a great risk of losing previously held powers. Vedic ritualism tried to minimise the losses
by means of special offerings and appeasement rites.
Sacrifice is dangerous because cosmic forces are freed when an initiation or session is
begun, in the liminal stage of separation. The forces that “flow out” must be collected by
correct fulfillment of the ritual – the reintegration. Royal splendours such as śrī or bhargas
are split and lost by opening the ritual, but recovered by certain substances, songs, or the
queens as “forms of śrī”. Again, we find here the divergence/convergence theme, which can
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be compared with the split xᵛarənah of Yima. Royal rituals are also a challenge to rivals and
may result in devastating war. A pattern of royal splendour won, lost and recovered was
found in rājasūya/abhiṣeka, Śrī/Indra myths, and the two epics. Reasons given for these
losses can be based on deficiency in virtue (as in Indra myths), lack of moral (not speaking
the truth) or the inherent principles of ritual itself (as in the rājasūya). In the epics,
Yudhiṣṭhira and Rāma lost their royal power and splendour (Śrī) during their consecration or
rise to sovereignty. What may appear as poetic imagination to create an epic “adventure” can
instead be related to the stages of the Vedic royal consecration, including initial loss of
power/glory, askesis in the wilderness, victory in war, and reintegration as a greater king.
Only by means of asceticism and victory can kings recover their splendour and power. Only
then have they earned their sovereignty and Śrī as consort.
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7. Reflections
This study has undertaken the search for an ancient Indian concept of royal splendour. It
especially focused upon the relation between the king and his splendour (or splendours), and
the relation between different forms of expressing this relationship: myth, epic, iconography
and ritual. Now it is time to reflect on the results of the research.
7.1. Royal splendour in the ancient Indian rulership ideology
The thesis has shown that it is relevant to speak of an ancient Indian concept of royal
splendour, comparable to the Avestan xᵛarənah. It is also evident that this concept is of
considerable importance for the ancient Indian “rulership ideology”, which both shares
features with rulership ideologies in other cultures, as well as shows some unique traits.918 The
concept can be followed, though richly varied, from the oldest Vedic sources up to the epics.
There are many correspondences between Indian and Iranian traditions both when it comes to
the basic concept of royal splendour and details. Although a common term to designate a
single concept of royal splendour in Vedic and Avestan is not to be found, the results of the
study suggest that the concept of royal splendour was a part of the Proto-Indo-Iranian
religious tradition. It has also been argued that parts of the rulership ideology, and terms and
motifs central to it, may be traced back to a late Indo-European warrior-tradition. Royal
splendour was basically thought of as an awesome light or fire surrounding the king’s person,
as a sign of great power and divine election. Śrī and xᵛarənah appear already in the oldest
texts of the two cultures (the Ṛgveda and the Gāθās respectively), but are “fully developed”
as royal splendours with an ideology and a mythology of their own only in the younger texts
(śrī as goddess Śrī in the Śrīsūkta and the epics; xᵛarənah in the Younger Avestan Yašt 19).
In both Indian and Iranian myths and epics, royal splendour is important in the
definition of legitimate kingship. Didactic myths in the Mahābhārata (such as Indra and Bali;
Indra and Nahuṣa) regarding the winning and losing of Śrī/śrī, are functionally comparable to
Yašt 19 (and the Šāhnāma) as “princes’ mirrors” describing the struggle for xᵛarənah. Vedic
and Avestan texts suggest that the Indo-Iranian culture knew a tradition regarding a royal
918

Olof Sundqvist’s model of “religious ruler ideology”, adjusted to ancient Scandinavian conditions but suitable
also for cross-cultural studies (2012:234-5), can at least on three points be applied to the ancient Indian kingship.
The four main strategies for gaining legitimacy and authority, according to Sundqvist, are:
1. By means of the specific relation to the mythic world - the Indian king’s sovereignty mirrors Indra’s and
Viṣṇus, husbands of Śrī.
2. By performing central roles in (religious) rituals - the rājasūya, aśvamedha, vājapeya, and other rituals by
which the king wins splendour(s). Cf. point 4.
3. By using (religious) symbols - symbols/insignia of authority, such as the tiger skin (symbol of tviṣi), elephant,
throne, Indraic vajra, lotus garland (symbol of śrī), and the post-Vedic crown and nimbus, representing his
splendour.
The concept of royal splendour is important in these strategies as we have seen.
4. By controlling the cultic organisation – this is not in agreement with ancient Indian kingship. Vedic religion
is mobile and not centered around permanent sacred places and there are no temples for kings to protect and
finance, until post-Vedic age. Although sustaining the cosmic order and protecting his fellow āryas is the duty of
a Vedic king, his cultic/ritual activity is basically his personal interest. He receives the fruit (phala) of the
sacrifice (Hillebrandt 1897:98). Apart from daily sacrifices by the pater familias in his sacred fire, śrauta rituals
such as the royal consecration are primarily performed for the advancement of the king himself, in contest with
other kṣatriyas, not with the king as a cult leader or high priest of a “state religion”, but performed by a patron
and his priests: ”Śrauta sacrifice is a strictly private affair of the individual sacrificer. Accordingly the śrauta
canon has no sacra publica. Even the royal sacrifices – such as rājasūya and vājapeya – are not public affairs
and the king is not different from the commoner sacrificer, both being equal in the eye of the law of ritual.”
(Heesterman 2010:210)
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splendour hidden in water, under the guardianship of the ‘Son of Waters’. The Avestan
xᵛarənah lies hidden in the Vouru.kaṣ̌a, guarded by apąm napāt. Similarly, the Vedic
splendours hidden in the unction-waters, the abode of apāṃ napāt. The latter is said to shine
in the waters in which svar ‘sun, heavenly splendour’ is born. According to the Mahābhārata
and the Viṣṇu-purāṇa, Śrī is born from an ocean, in order to join the consecrated king Indra.
In Vedic texts, this Son of Waters (also called apāṃ garbha/śiśu and apsú rājā ‘king in
waters’) is identified with Agni. Agni with his flames, alight for śrī, is the giver of the
strengthening drink to Indra, and after Indra’s victory he divides the booty. Apāṃ napāt is
also the giver of royalty and the custodian of the unction waters that contain varcas (Avestan
varǝcah, a quality of xᵛarənah), dyumna, tejas and śrī, in the rājābhiṣeka. Apāṃ napāt is even
identified with the king himself, as the “embryo of the waters/people”. Besides the shared
idea of splendour in water, an ancient connection between xᵛarənah and śrī is suggested by
the fact that the xᵛarənah-possessing king Yima is srīra, i.e. he possesses srī, the Avestan
counterpart to Vedic śrī.
There are however also differences between the two traditions: the Avestan royal
splendour functions as a central concept in the cosmic struggle between light and darkness
according to Iranian worldview. Yašt 19 ends with the apocalyptic vision of the Saviour king
Saošiiaṇt’s final victory over evil. In Vedic India, royal splendour is not part of such a grand
vision. Yet, in epic-Purāṇic texts, there is Kalki, an avātara of Viṣṇu, a brāhmaṇa and yet a
cakravartin with sword in hand; thus, like Saošiiaṇt, he is the combination of regnum and
sacerdotium. Kalki Viṣṇu-yaśas will put an end to the adharmic kaliyuga, and exterminate the
wicked men posing as kings. Kalki is blazing, as we have seen that kings and priests are:
sa dharmavijayī rājā cakravartī bhaviṣyati /
sa cemaṃ saṃkulaṃ lokaṃ prasādam upaneṣyati //
utthito brāhmaṇo dīptaḥ kṣayāntakṛd udāradhīḥ /
He will be a king, a Turner of the Wheel, triumphant by the law, and he will bring this
turbulent world to tranquility. That rising brahmin, blazing [and highly intelligent], is the
one who ends the destruction.919

Kalki will be unsurpassed in splendour (dyutiḥ),920 and have lustre greater than the sun’s
(atisūrya varcas-).921 Kṛtayuga will then begin anew, just as Saošiiaṇt brings about a
restoration on earth. He will however, according to the brahmanic vision, not reinstate the
“primeaval equality” but reinforce the social hierarchy.922 Kalki has splendour and glory, but
since he is a manifestation of the divine regent Viṣṇu he is also the husband of Śrī-Lakṣmī,
Royal Splendour. This is pointed out in the late Kalki-purāṇa.923 Since the Kalki tradition is
post-Vedic, it is likely that the Indian and Iranian similarities regarding a future Saviour king
are based on a similar rulership ideology, and possibly Iranian influence on India, rather than
on common, ancient tradition.

919

MBh 3.188.91-2a-b, van Buitenen 1975:597 (”ending the destruction”). Kalki will be born in Śāmbhala and
perform a royal aśvamedha (3.189.1).
920
Bhāgavata-purāṇa 12.2.19-20, Tagare 1978:2133. Cf. Viṣṇu-purāṇa 4.24 (1961:387-9).
921
Kalki-purāṇa 9.20.
922
af Edholm 1974:34-5. This vision is as a good example of the idea of the superiority of the brāhmaṇa and the
kṣatra’s dependence on the priestly varṇa, often found in the MBh.
923
Kalki-purāṇa 3.34; 10.2; 13.5 etc. It is said that Kalki won princess Padmāvatī ‘lotus-rich’ at her svayaṃvara,
“just like Viṣṇu won (Śrī-)Lakṣmī” (5.5-6; cf. 10.). He wears the Viṣṇu-śrīvatsa ‘mark of splendour’ (9.20).
Kalki’s guru is Paraśurāma, a warrior-priest similar to Kalki.
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The contest for splendour and supremacy between devas and asuras (or between
Pāṇḍavas and Kauravas) is also less “dualistic” in Indian texts, than the contest for xᵛarənah
between the evil forces and Ahura Mazdā’s forces. Asura kings like Bali can be as virtuous as
deva kings like Indra, who is sometimes guilty of crimes: they are rather rivalling kṣatriyan
families than the representatives of good versus evil. Furthermore, an interesting relationship
between the king and his splendour in terms of masculine and feminine (see below) can be
found in India, in contrast to Iran: the king marries Royal Splendour.
In the search for Vedic royal splendour, a complex semantic field was found. Vedic and
epic texts contains a range of terms interpretable as forms of radiance or glory, that are
attributed to kings. Beside śrī ‘splendour of preeminence’ and svar ‘solar/heavenly light’, we
find tejas ‘sharp/fiery splendour’, varcas ‘splendour, radiance’, dyumna ‘brilliance’, and
bhārgas ‘lustre’. Also bhrājas and tviṣ were mentioned. Secondarily, terms like yaśas and
śravas, which designate audial forms of “splendour”, i.e. fame, are connected to the
mentioned forms of visible splendour: the Vedic poet effectively glorifies his royal patron by
singing his praises, as well as hymns to the gods who endow the king with splendour. The
connection between kauui and xᵛarənah as seen in the expression ‘Kavian splendour’ - the
splendour of the Kavian dynasty - may originate in seers or poet-priests (Vedic kaví) who
possessed and “created” splendour, rather than in kings; but one also comes to think of the
rājarṣis ‘royal seers’ in ancient Indian tradition.
This diversity and wealth in terminology is not a problem, as I see it: it indicates that
splendour in different forms was of great importance to ancient Indian kingship. Though the
terms probably had specific meanings in Ṛgvedic time they became increasingly
interchangeable and “colourless” in later texts. Since different splendours appear together
already in the ancient hymns and rituals, this can be interpreted as a way to increase one basic
idea of luminosity. They can also function as consequences of one another. For example, the
‘heat of askesis/austerities’ (tapas) is cultivated by speaking the truth (which is identified with
resplendent gold and guarded by fire). This in turn generates tejas, visible as a nimbus around
the person, and makes one ‘the most excellent/splendid’ (śreṣṭha).
The relations between royal and sacerdotal/ascetic splendours, as well as the relations
between tejas, varcas, śrī, fire and heat/askesis, have been discussed in this thesis, but would
probably benefit from further analysis. Kings may temporarily lose their royal splendour,
power and wealth during rituals like the consecration. The epic hero’s forest exile can be
related to the liminal stage of initiatory askesis in the wilderness in rituals. This stage is
followed by ritualised victory and reintegration as a greater king. The texts acknowledge
several subtypes of splendour, according to a hierarchical system related to social status,
occupation, as well as degree of asceticism and knowledge: brahmaśrī is superior to kṣatriyan
śrī, since a person consecrated for bráhman possesses higher knowledge and has stored a
greater amount of inner heat in askesis. A hero can gain a higher form of splendour and divine
weapons by engaging in ascetic discipline for a period. Asceticism is obligatory in ritual
initiation (dīkṣā ‘heatening’). He might even abandon kingship altogether, as a hermit or
renouncer, no longer subject to the world’s impermanence, nor in need of worldly power and
exterior rituals. In the epic, Arjuna and Yudhiṣṭhira long for permanent renunciation, which is
against their svadharma as warriors. For Arjuna, this problem is solved by Kṛṣṇa’s
philosophy of detachment, revealed in the Bhagavad-gītā, while Yudhiṣṭhira freely gives up
his kingdom and his life after the war, to become the divine husband of Śrī in svargaloka. In
Buddhist and Jain texts, Siddhārtha and the would-be jinas gave up their worldly, royal power
to become ascetics and “kings of the true doctrine (dharma)” instead. The royal symbolism of
these figures is prominent in early Indian art. Actually, these renunciations can be seen as
ways of attaining higher forms of “sovereignty”, rather than abandoning their royal identity.
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7.2. Solar-auroral paradigm
The sun and the dawn recur in poetic metaphors, hymns, myths, epics, and ritual acts dealing
with royal splendour. It may therefore be said that the powers of the ancient Indian kings are
centered around a solar-auroral paradigm. Also in other cultures of Indo-European-speaking
peoples, such as the Greek and Roman, the sun sometimes functions as the ruler’s ideal: the
luminous conqueror in a fast chariot, moving according to law, rising to take his place high
above the mortals. In the Atharvavedic Rohita hymn, the rising sun and his consort are the
givers of sovereignty, and prototypes for a great king and queen. The trivikrama of Viṣṇu
express the same royal ideal of ascent to omnipotence, the establishment of light and free
space (svar, (svarga)loka).
I have argued that Śrī shares many of her characteristics with the Ṛgvedic goddess of
dawn who is said to have śrī and distribute it to selected men. In both India and Iran, Dawn
(Uṣas/Ušah) appears with śrī/srī. The conception of a divine Dawn is probably PIE, but as a
chariot-riding partner of heroes she belongs to the late Indo-European warrior-culture. Śrī has
probably taken up some of her characteristics from the dawn-goddess, and she has a similar
function. Uṣas as the light won by the hero-king Indra is comparable to Śrī as the splendour
won by epic kings or by Indra. In the Ṛgveda we also find the goddess Sūryā, a female
personification of the sun or its light, similar to Uṣas, who chooses her royal partner in a
svayaṃvara marriage. The svayaṃvara is precisely the way the later Śrī - called sūryā and
ādityavarṇā ‘sun-coloured’ - finds her spouse. This solar-auroral paradigm in Indian kingship,
and the importance of sun and dawn in many myths and songs discussed in this thesis, should
not be seen as based upon 19th century “mythology of nature”, as explained in Part 1. Rather,
natural symbols and phenomena are employed in ancient Indian texts as symbols and
references for thought and expression. Thinking in correspondences (late Vedic bandhu) is a
part of this: the sun with its heat and light corresponds to fire, and to gold (identified with
permanence, immortality and truth). The same desirable qualities were identified in the
ascetic and the śrīman king.
The metaphors of sun or fire for the royal hero in the Vedic songs and the epics may go
back to a common Indo-European ideal of the shining, fiery warrior. The Vedic and epic
descriptions of heroes and ascetics - blazing, luminous like fires or suns, with flames above
their heads - are in perfect agreement with how monarchs, buddhas and jinas appear in
ancient Indian (Kuṣāṇa-Gandhāra) iconography: surrounded by flames or nimbi/haloes. Thus,
the splendour of the king/hero cannot be explained as mere poetic-decorative speech. Nor
does it simply express the king’s desire for riches or “prosperity”, a vague term much in use
by scholars. Śrī can designate prosperity/fortune, but as a consequence of being
splendid/excellent, rather than splendour being just a secondary meaning of śrī. Since in
Vedic (and Avestan) religion light is the manifestation of cosmic order (ṛta) the royal
sacrificer’s (Indra’s) release of light and water (the hidden milk-cows of dawn) makes him a
cosmic upholder. Truth is the prerequisite of having splendour, the result of virtue or
sacrifice. The opposite is ‘falseness’ (druh), which brings loss of splendour. I argued that in
the Vedic royal consecration, the auroral theme is met with several times: the king’s face is
turned towards the auspicious east. The Śunaḥśepa legend about prince Rohita includes a
praise of Dawn that brings about release from death and fulfillment of the sacrifice. The
kṣatriya then heads out on a ritual raid for cows, like the victorious Indra, who with the help
of priests recovered the lost cows of dawn. Furthermore, the ’solar splendour’ (sūryavarcas)
and other forms of brilliance are present in the waters that are anointed unto the king. The
Ṛgvedic Uṣas’s beams are likened to flowing streams. The Vedic ruler is thus reborn as a
composite of the glories spread out in the cosmos. Similar connections between dawn and
royalty can be found in the pravargya ritual.
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Śrī appears in late-Vedic times as the attractive consort of virtuous kings, whom she
chooses. Śrī’s many marriages are not those of a “pre-Aryan fertility-goddess” as some
scholars have argued, but an inherent characteristic of her function as the consort of all the
great monarchs. She will always choose the best of men, and does not hesitate to abandon her
partner for one superior to him. This may also explain some of the ambivalence of Śrī’s epic
manifestations Sītā and Draupadī, accused of unfaithfulness and polyandry. In later, texts
influenced by Śaivism, Śrī appears as Devī, the divine Power (Śakti) created from the gods’
collected splendours/energies (tejas-). She is the dynamic energy, the violent power, that
surrounds the god (Viṣṇu) with the firmness that constitutes the essence in the royal function,
as world axis. The epic Indra’s wife Śācī ‘Power’ (cf. Śakti) is reminiscent of Śrī as a goddess
who choses her husband based on his virtue, śrī and tejas. The goddess Śrī is drawn to the
heroic king, but flees from the unvirtuous and false: she comes out of him in the form of a
bright light, as in the epic myth of Indra and Bali/Prahlāda. In a similar way, the ascetic loses
his power and fiery blaze if he abandons his chastity. Royal splendour can thus to some extent
be seen as the outer manifestation of an interior state of truthfulness and firmness.
7.3. Legitimity and the concretisation of charisma
In ancient Egypt, the king was said to be divine, in Achaemenid Iran the king ruled
”according to the will of Ahura Mazdā”. In India, kings were seen as aggregates of divine
powers. Already in the Vedic unction ritual, the king is anointed with the splendours (and
other qualities) of multiple gods. Royal blood is not enough to make one a holder of royal
splendour: acts and character are prerequisites for its possession. I have argued that the
winning of royal splendour is the consequence of one’s virtue (strength), truthfulness, or ritual
state. The svayaṃvara marriage, where a princess ‘herself chooses’ as her husband the victor
in a contest, is how the Ṛgvedic Sūryā and the post-Vedic Śrī choose their partners. The only
other type of marriage suitable for a kṣatriya is the rākṣasa marriage, i.e. bride abduction.
This is precisely how the epic Śrī (Sītā, Draupadī) is won and lost: she is captured by
unworthy rulers and must be recovered by her true husbands (Indra/Viṣṇu; Rāma/the
Pāṇḍavas) in a ritualised reconquest. This follows kṣatriyan principles: a warrior/king should,
according to his svadharma, never receive things for free, but win them in battle. In other
words, it is as victor that the king earns his splendour and power.924
The result of the study indicates that royal splendour in ancient India, as well as in Iran,
functions to a large degree as a concretisation of the ruler’s charisma (divine ‘gift’) as defined
by Max Weber. Similarly, the Avestan xᵛarənah has been referred to as royal charisma,
imagined as a substance.925 The following characteristics of royal splendour in ancient India
are also those of the Weberian charisma:
(1) Royal splendour is the mark of divine selection and protection.
(2) It is said to give superhuman abilities: heat, radiance, invunerability to fire.

924

Cf. Cumont 1903:97-8; Hocart 1927:28.
Ahn 1992:15, 199ff, 305; Oberlies 2012:33. Ahn writes that the legitimation of the Achaemenid ruler was
always religious (1992:303), and the sign of the king being chosen by Ahura Mazdā was his splendour (305; cf.
Mackenthun 2009). In medieval Christendom, the king had a mortal (human) body, and a political body
(sovereignty): if his kingdom fared ill or if he sinned, he had lost his contact with the divine, and the fault was
his own, not due to the principle of sovereignty (Kantorowicz 1957). This is applicable also to Indian material,
according to Flood: “While the physical body of the king was subject to death … the political body of the king as
a manifestation of the gods, contained splendour and great power. … (It) lived on in the form of the new king,
regenerated by the act of royal consecration.” (1996:70; cf. 43, 81)
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(3) Splendour appears as the source of the kingdom’s fortune and prosperity. The king’s
virtue, his royal truth, thus upholds the world.926
(4) It is won by victory in trials of heroism, as well as askesis, i.e. because of his strength or
virtue. Splendour is lost if the king strays from the right path. As Weber writes about
charisma, the principle of victory is based on the king as a warrior.927
(5) Splendour can be obtained ritually. Weber states that although originally non-institutional,
charisma can become institutionalised, inherited by crown-princes or acquired by means of
ritual.928 In contrast to Weber’s charisma, however, it is likely that royal splendour was
aquired by ritual means, i.e. “institutional”, already in the earliest Vedic age, perhaps already
in the Indo-Iranian culture. As we have seen in the study, the joint glorification of king,
patron and god were fundamental to the Vedic sacrifice (with Indo-European parallels).
According to Weber’s principles, charisma may be aquired through ritual, but it is important
that every king must aquire it himself: he cannot give the charisma to an heir without the latter
performing the royal ritual (i.e. earn it). Similarly in the rājasūya, the king expresses his wish
that also his son shall be anointed one day: the son must perform it himself. Since the
rājasūya includes askesis and ritualised victories, the performer proves himself worthy of
splendour; and the ritual thus also includes point 4 above. By using ritual as a way to gain
splendour and legitimate power, however, the king becomes dependent on priests, who define
themselves as ‘the womb of royalty’ (kṣatrayoni). The Ṛgvedic hymns, the early epics, as
well as the Avestan Yašt 19, were composed by priests sponsored by kings to glorify and
define legitimate kingship, and to state its dependency on virtue, piety and priestly support.
Iconography is an effective way of conveying the idea of royal splendour or charisma to the
viewer. Indian, Iranian as well as Hellenistic-Roman rulers came to use the nimbus as a
symbol of splendour, which I suggested was due partly to the diffusion of motifs, and partly
due to shared ideas of royal/divine splendour. It is significant that the Indian Kuṣāṇa kings are
the first mortal rulers to be depicted with nimbi, and that the nimbus-endowed Buddha on a
Kuṣāṇa coin is the oldest antropomorphic image of the Buddha. This testifies to the
importance of splendour in both Indian kingship and in early Buddhism. Further
investigations regarding the use of splendour and its symbolism in early and later Buddhism
and iconography, and in texts like the Upaniṣads, would be interesting.
Xᵛarənah and śrī can be seen as concrete forms of royal charisma, the king’s
outstanding position that makes him worthy of reverence. The claim to possess royal
splendour inevitably had a rethorical and politically legitimising function for monarchs. But it
was also recognised as a reality, like the ascetic power which was experienced as real heat and
described as visible brilliance. Though our eyes may not see the splendour surrounding the
heads and bodies of kings, heroes and ascetics, iconography depicts it and ancient texts
describe it vividly.

926

Cf. Weber 1923:65.
“Der König ist überall primär ein Kriegsfürst. Das Königtum wächst aus charismatischen Heldentum heraus.”
(Weber 1972:676). Only the warrior who has been initated into the “Männerbund”, whose charisma has been
“awoken” in him by askesis and heroic trials, can bear it (1972:145, 181, 246, 677).
928
Weber 1972:140-8, 656, 676-7. Cf. Kulke 1979:129.
927
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Abbreviations
AB = Aitareya-brāhmaṇa
AV = Atharvaveda
MBh = Mahābhārata
PIE = Proto-Indo-European
R = Rāmāyaṇa
RV = Ṛgveda
ŚB = Śatapatha-brāhmaṇa
Y = Yasna
Yt = Yašt
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