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THE PHILOSOPHICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF RGVEDA
X, 129, 5, AND VERSES OF AN ALLIED NATURE:!
It appears that a complete and convincing interpretation
of Rgveda, x, 129, 5, has not been found so far. The verse
has been either regarded as absurd and obscure, and, con-
sequently, given up as an insoluble puzzle, or it has been simply
translated with a meagre explanation, of the correctness of
which, in most cases, the commentators themselves have not
been sure at all. Whitney, in his comments on Rgveda, x, 129,
while referring to this verse, says: “ But the next verse is
still more unintelligible, no one has ever succeeded in putting
any sense into it, and it seems so unconnected with the rest
of the hymn that its absence is heartily to be wished.” 2
Bloomfield, after having translated the first four verses of
the hymn, observes: * The hymn continues with a mystical
fifth stanza, which is obscure, and in any case unimportant.” 3
More recently Professor Keith, after having explained the
significance of the first four verses, calls the fifth  a puzzle ”.4
Deussen, Scherman, Ludwig, Oldenberg, Geldner, Hillebrandst,
Grassmann, and Bergaigne have translated the verse and
offered an explanation, which I shall consider presently.
The verse in question is as follows :—
Tvraécino vitato rasmar ésam adhah svid asid upary svid
&&N
Retodha ma_as mahimana Gsant svadhd avastat prayatih
parastat.
Before I offer any translation of the above verse, it will be
proper to discuss the meaning of such important words in it

! 1 want to acknowledge my thanks to Dr. E. J. Thomas, of the
University Library, Cambridge, and Professor F. W. Thomas, of the
Oxford University, for having given me an opportunity to discuss the
contents of this article with them before it is published in its present
form. I am also very much obliged to Dr. E. J. Thomas for his valuable
assistance in referring to the German and the French authors during the
preparation of this paper.

% Journal of the American Oriental Society, xi (1911), cix.

3 Religion of the Veda, p. 238.

4 Religion and Phil. of the Veda, ii, p. 436.
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as raémih, esam, retodhah, mahimanah, svadha, and prayatih.
It is only by a consistent interpretation of all these terms that
a correct rendering of the whole verse can be found. That the
language of the verse is metaphorical has been admitted by
all the scholars. The question is: “ What is the exact
metaphor ? ”  Various suggestions have been offered.
According to Geldner, who follows Sayana’s commentary on
a parallel passage in the Taittiriya Brahmana, raémik
signifies “ the inner eye of the highest Atman ”, which, like
the rays of the sun, spread over the universe.! Deussen,?
and Scherman 3 take the word to mean “ the inner eye of the
sages ’, and so, according to them, the verse refers to an effort
on the part of the sages to understand the universe. According
to Oldenberg and Bergaigne, the word means “ the reins of a
chariot ”, and therefore the verse contains the metaphor of
a car. Hillebrandt has suggested that rasmsh signifies an
architect’s cord, and hence the metaphor employed is that of
a building. Ludwig simply translates the word as “cord .
Now, while the word raémif has been thus translated variously
by the scholars, unfortunately none of them has shown in
detail how the metaphors suggested by them are justifiable
consistently with the use of such other important words in
the verse as retodhdh, mahimanah, svadha, and prayatih,
and with the general import of the cosmogonic hymn to which
it belongs.

After a very careful comparative study of all the words
used in the verse, I venture to suggest that it may be best
interpreted in accordance with the many verses in the Rgveda,
which describe the universe as a sacrifice, or as warp and woof,
or, again, as both.* A study of such verses will show that in
some of them there is to be found a double metaphor, that is
to say, while the universe is described as a sacrifice, the

1 Der Rigveda in Auswahl, ii, p. 213.

2 Gesch. der Phil., i, 124, 125.

3 Phil. Hymnen, 10.

4 E.g. Rgveda, i, 164, 5, 50; x, 90, especially 15 and 16; x, 114, 6-8;
%, 130, 1 and 2; also Atharva, 1, 5; x, 8, 37 and 38; xiii, 6 and 7.
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sacrifice, in its turn, is described as warp and woof. Con-
sequently, the language of these verses is ambiguous, and
contains what in logic would be called analogous terms—
words with different and yet similar meanings, so as to be
applicable to the various conceptions contained in the
metaphors. Illustrations of these will be given presently,
but, in order to understand the metaphorical language com-
pletely, it is necessary first to see the details of the imagery
implied in the metaphors. Let us consider how a sacrificial
performance begins and then how it is carried on. It will
appear that the first cause of a sacrifice is a desire—kama—
on the part of the sacrificer to achieve, by its means, some
object, and that this is usually the obtaining of progeny—
praga.t The next step is to employ the services of competent
priests, who prepare the sacrificial altar in accordance with the
prescribed measurements and collect the requisite materials.
All the arrangements being complete, the performance of the
sacrifice begins, and the following items constitute the whole
function: (i) the sacrificial altar, and the area around it;
(11) the sacrificers ; (iii) the oblation, the articles to be offered ;
{iv) the fathers, or manes, and gods, who are supposed to be
present as recipients of the oblations ; (v) the act of offering,
which consists of the movements of the hand in picking up
the oblations and throwing them into fire by stretching it
forward, and also the chanting of the Vedic hymns accom-
panied with the movements of the hand indicative of the
accents in recitation. Now while the metaphor or sacrifice
is used to describe the creation and the working of the universe,
as we shall see presently, the metaphor of a loom is sometimes
employed to describe both the sacrifice and the universe. This
metaphor is applicable to sacrifice because of the common idea
of preparing a ground for work, outlines, both of the sacrificial
area and the warp and woof, formed by the stretching of a

Cf. Bhagavadgita, iii, 10 :—
Sahayajiah prajih srstva purovaca prajapatih,
Anena prasavisyadhvam esa vo ‘stvistakamadhuk
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cord or thread, which are to be filled up as the work progresses,
and also because of the similar physical movements, forward
and backward, both in the performance of a sacrifice and the
working of a loom. Those who have performed a sacrifice,
or have seen it performed in the traditional manner, know how
the hand of the sacrificer moves forward and backward both
in throwing oblation into the fire and in chanting the Vedic
hymns. That is why the Rg. and the Sama verses have some-
times been spoken of as shuttles. For example, in Rgveda, x,
130, 1, we find the description of a sacrifice prepared by the
spreading of threads by a hundred divine priests: Yo yajfio
visvatas tantubhis tata ekasatam devakarmebhir ayatah, and
in it the fathers are said to weave forward and backward :
ime vayaniy pitaro ya ayayuh pra vayapavayelyasate tate.
Further, in the second verse of the same hymn it is said that
the Sama hymns were made the shuttles for the purpose of
weaving cloth in the form of a sacrifice: samani cakrus
tasarans otave, on which Sayana comments: otave vayandya
yajiiakhyam vastram otum tasarani tiryak sarant tirascina-
sutrans cakruh.l This favourite metaphor of warp and woof,
as found in such cosmogonic hymns of the Vedas, has found
its way right through the Upanisads? into the semi-
philosophical literature of Indian vernaculars, into popular
ballads sung by itinerant Indian mendicants, and by women
at work in fields or at the grinding stones.

Now when the metaphor of a sacrifice, or of warp and woof,
is employed to describe the creation and the working of the
universe, the real explanation of the verses containing such an
imagery lies in exactly determining the various factors
involved in the cosmic sacrifice, or the cosmic loom. The
words themselves, for example, even in the verse under
discussion, are familiar enough ; it is their significance which
presents a difficulty. The questions to be answered are:
Who are kavayah, who are described as stretching a cord or

1" Sayana, in his commentary, accepts the other meaning of shuttles also.

2 Brk. iii, 8; iv, 2, 4; Chand. vii, 25; Mund, ii, 2, 11.
JRAS. JULY 1929, 38
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threads ? What is a cord, or threads, which is said to be
stretched or spread out ; and what do these threads represent
when they are mentioned as seven in number? What is
the oblation, and what is the act of offering ?

While keeping the above questions in view, I would now
take up Rgveda, x, 129, 5, and i, 164, 5, and show that it is
the above-mentioned metaphors which they contain. With
regard to the first of these, it is to be noted that it is a verse
which belongs to a distinctly cosmogonic hymn. The fact
that in the first four verses of the hymn there is no apparent
indication of the metaphor of sacrifice, or of warp and woof,
is probably the reason why the presence of it in this verse has
not been suspected by the commentators. However, it will
appear that this metaphorical conception, which is so
intimately and frequently associated with the cosmogonic
ideas in the Vedas, has not been absent from the mind of the
author of this verse, and it is in this fifth verse that it actually
finds an expression. In the first place, the name of the seer,
which very often forms an index to the theme of a hymn, is
significant. It is Prajapati Paramesthin, the Great Sacrificer,
the Lord of Creatures. The idea of sacrifice, and with it the
idea of creation, is present in the very name of the seer of
the hymn. Further, every single important word of the verse,
which fortunately has its parallel in other hymns, clearly shows
that this verse is not one all by itself, but that it is akin in
meaning to other verses, which distinctly contain the metaphor
of a sacrifice, or of warp and woof. Inthe preceding verse we
find a mention of desire—kama—as the first creative impulse,!
and in the present one the actual creation of the universe, as
the result of that kama, is described. The pronoun es@m in
the verse naturally refers to kavayah in the preceding one, and
means sages or priests. The word kavi has been often used in
similar hymns for those who stretch a cord or thread. For
example, in Rgveda, i, 164, 5, it is said that the kawvis spread
out seven threads for warp and woof—sapta tantin vitannire

1 kamas tad agre tata adhi so retah prathamam yad asit.
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kavayo otavd 4. In Rgveda, x, 114, 6, we again find the kavis
as having prepared (measured) the sacrifice : yajiam vimaya
kavayo manisa. Similarly, in the verse under consideration
we have firascino vitata rasmir esam, and, the word kavayah
having been used in the preceding verse, there is not the
slightest doubt that the pronoun esam refers to the priests,
who are mentioned here in connection with the preparation
of sacrifice, just as they are in the texts quoted above. Now
the fact that their cord is said to be stretched crosswise both
below and above shows that the reference is to the measuring
and the making of the outlines of the sacrificial area, just as
the stretching of a cord or threads does in some other verses,
for example, in x, 130, 1: yo yagiio visvatas tantubhis tatah,
and in Atharva, xiii, 6: tatra tantum paramesthi tatan. The
other alternative meanings of raémik, for instance,  the ray
of the inner eye,” as Geldner, Deussen, and Scherman have
suggested ; or, again, as ‘““the reins of a chariot”, as
Oldenberg and Bergaigne have interpreted, do not evidently
suit the context, for the other words in the verse, as we shall
see presently, conclusively show that it is the metaphor of a
sacrifice that has been employed here. The fact that the
ra$mih is said to be stretched crosswise, and that the verse
contains a reference to above and below, renders it impossible
that the ray of the eye is meant, for a ray of the eye cast
crosswise would not see the contrast of above and below.
Similarly, there is not the slightest trace in the verse of the
idea of a chariot, which is usually mentioned when it is meant.
The idea of an architect’s cord, as Hillebrandt has suggested,
would not be out of place in this particular verse, but it is
to be remembered that the metaphor employed is that of the
preparation of a sacrificial altar, and not that of a building,

-and that the outlines marked by the stretching of the cord

present the appearance of warp and woof, and thus the
metaphor of a loom is also implied. What sense would
retodhah, mahimanah, svadhd, and prayatih make if the
metaphor of a building is supposed to be present here ?






