VISNU IN THE VEDA
By
VISHVANATH KHAIRE

Five whole hymns and part of one are devoted to % in the 5% The view
of scholars has been that 9 represents §d the sun itself or as the deity in it. The
acrions and exploits described in the hymns are explained in terms of the sun’s
course. Sanskrit and IE-related etymologies are given in support of this view. The
{acunae In this interpretation have also been brought out by some. They lead us to
consider some other phenomenon behind the myth of H%] As the Veda was com-
posed in [ndia and as 3% has ansined prime importance iz the common Indian
culture, etymologies are sought nearer home, In the Indian languages fncludind the
South [ndian ones; they support the siternative view of Vispu as comet, which
provides consistent coordination with the epic and puranic stories refating to the
deity.

t. Introduction

Visau in the Rgveds would be a deity only of the fourth rank, celebrated
in five whole hymns and in part of another, and his name occurring about 100
times altogether {p. 37-42, Vedic Mizhology, A. A. Macdonell, 1889 referred
hereafter also). The special traits and characters of the deity are said to be :

* He takes three strides, of which two are visible: the third is beyond the
light of birds or mortal ken. He is urygdys ‘wide poing’ and urukrams ‘wide-
striding’ (1.155, 7.99). He dwells far from this space (7.100}.

* In taking the three strides, vigpu observes laws (1.22). He is both ancient
and recent (1.156).

* He is girikgit ‘mountain-dwelling’ and girisgh4 ‘mountain-zbiding’, also
along with fodra (1.154, 155).

* He is allied with Indra (only) in his fight with Vrra, destroyed Sambara’s
99 castles and conquered the hosts of Varcin (6.69, 7.99, 1.155}.

" He is associated with Maruts, with whom he speeds along (5.87, 2.34,
8.20).

* He has different forms {7.100). He is protector of embryos (7.36, 10.184).

* He takes the three sieps for men in distress (6.49, 8.69).
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The purely naturalistic interpretation takes ‘the three strides or steps’ to mean
the rising, culmination and setting of the sun. However, the third step, being the
highest, shows no trace of being connected with sunset. Alternatively, they are taken
as the course of the sun through the three divisions of the universe. Oldenberg thinks
that every definite trace of solar character is lacking in fdw7], who is conceived only as
a traverser of wide space (pp. 38-39 jbid). '

More evidence against the vispu-sun equation can be given. The statement
about Visge's three strides is in the past tense, while the course of the sun is visible
every day. (Fa: gRERS o 1 w68 | o291 B Tl e w1 B ) o 3 R |
¢.%.51}. There are other hymns devoted to S#ya by name, in which the symbolism is
obvious and the statements are in the present tense.

One of the exploits of arugdya Vispu is stated to be the creation of the sun, the
dawns and fire (8 3FTE san GETTOAEE | 9_%.¥). Vispu must therefore be differ-
ent from these three. The sun is the same visible size throughout his course; Vispuis
caid to have increased in size by his weird powers ([ R 76 T0M | 9238 1}

Etymology

According to Sayapa, Sirya stimulates or drives (¢ 3% | g&ify §: 1), while
Visnu pervades (& fseg1). Macdonell infers that 79y was originally conceived
as the sun, as the personified swifily moving luminary by derivation from the root
fim] “to be active’ {p. 39, italics supplied); Ffiam is sought from R-%7 ‘10 take
strides’ 9% in the epithets IFTH, e is taken to mean ‘wide’.

The phrase ‘ by derivation from the root’ is worthy of careful attention. Words
in a language are oot derived from roots. Roots, particularly in the Sanskrit etymo-
logical tradition, are phonetic abstractions from words. They are assigned meanings
to be consistent with the known or imagined meanings of the words. That is how a
familiar word like 4 would be derived from two roots : § “to move’ and § “to drive,
stimulate.” Nineteenth century phonology carried the tradition forward by relating T
to the root @ ‘to shine’ to Greek helios Latin sof as cognates. The root T applies
also to @ ‘heaven’, the Greek word relates to brightness and Latin sof is present in
words denoting softude, loneliness or sofe-ness. Detailed rules for phonetic relation-
ships between IE languages have no doubt been worked out; the semiotics of the
roots or words are however not related.

In spite of acceptance of the premise, that {Vedic) Sanskrit was developed in
India in an environment of indigenous languages, etymological relations of Sanskrit
words with those in the Indian languages have not been even conceptually consid-
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ered, let alone being investigated. The division into language families has especially
blocked any scholasly approach to this area. Within the sub-family of IA languages,
the traffic of etyma has always been considered one-way: from Sanskrit to the living
Indian languages, through degeneration {SWH) as per philology and through ‘diachronic
change’ as per modern linguistics. South Indian languages clubbed as ‘Dravidian’
have been left out of the purview of phonetic and semantic consideration of Sanskrit
words. Burrow did initiate their inclusion, but only for those words, for which
‘satisfactory” etymologics were not available within the accepted framework.

We can consider the word Stirya itself. From Burrow and Emeneau’s Dravidian
Etymological Dictionary (DED), Tamil cér pronounced siir means ‘to revolve’ and
there is a whole list of related words in so many SIlanguages, Ta. clrfvaq (pr. striyan)
‘sun’, considered a borrowing from Sanskrit, does not find place in the DED.
Semioticaliy, however, ‘the revolving’ is a far more apt and correct pre-literate de-
scription of the sun, than the ‘stmulstor, drver of the erudite philosophers.

With reference to Vignu we can similarly consider the following DED entries :

Ta. Vip ‘sky, heaven’ vippavar ‘celestial being’
Ta. vimmu, vitku ‘become enlarged’ Ma, vippuka ‘1o swell’
Ta. Vicu ‘lengthen, stretch’ Ma wicci ‘fan’ (¢ is pronounced $ also)
Ta. #F “to turm, revolve, wander about, move, return’ v ‘change’
Ta. vikkam ‘enlargement’ '
Ta. uru “t0 assume a form, issue forth’
vrul “to revolve’ {as a wheel)
Ta, urai ‘to be reduced into a powder’
ula *to become diminished’

With slight phonetic variations in forming vdbfrariz$as (Sanskrit-sounding forms
of borrowings) we can get from the above, the ‘Sanskrit’ vispu trivikrama urugdya to
mean ‘a celestial being, moving in the sky, enlarging like a fan, being reduced to
powder, changing, diminishing, wandering about and returning....”, that is, a comer
{and aof the sua). It will be seen, that the Sanskrit roots vi€ or vrare conceived by
analyzing a word formed from nominal words jeined together in an agglutinative
language. Comprehension of the hymns has been made difficult by the ctyrnoloéical
apparatus adopied, as the wbhramsa words are used in the hymns in their original
sense,

© Vishvanath Khaire



166 Annals BORI, LXXXTV (2003}

VISNT/, the Comet

The correspondence of wispu with the comet is not sought to be justified
merely by the etymology of the name. The mythical exploits in the hymns can also
be explained properly on this basis. Sun, Moon, the stars and planets are familiar
appearances in the sky or heaven. It is the comet, that appears as a surprise, takes
strides, revolves around the sun taking strides and often growing like a fan or
dimjnishing and passing through tAree stages of striding toward the sun, away from
the sun and disappearance behind the sun or far away into space, to return later.
Quite naturally, the comet became a venerable object of praise and worship. They
myth-making metaphors emphasized one or the other of its aspects:

fawoid = it 7 = 7 mifarft Rl iR

ol eI aTel RaEmstea: | 2.24y.3

What exploits may one speak of 9], who raised material dusts

Who scaled the higher region, wheeling round, in thrice changed form. .

T AR @ A A Y AR 19818 |

With body growing beyond measure, mortals do not grasp your magnitude.

(This is the most important difference from the sun, that suggests Vishnu
being the comet).

mmﬂq\a 18.°%.3 |

You held the earth with rays around.

(S4yapa translates maytikha as mountain, though the generally accepted sense
‘is ray).

w g, e wa fido g 7 i ) FifeEn 9204w

It is that R that is praised, who is awesome in valour like a lion, moving
through rough country, a denizen of the mountains. (The simile implies analegy of
the lion"s mane to the comet’s “tail” or *fan’).

Fwivey B Rl i R 24wz )

In whose three vast [changing} strides, all the worlds are contained.

3 TR T WensiNear Tel yaf |
el 7 R endfy Favem vomes: wahE: 12,8 0

Two of the strides of this heavenly vision, moral man talks of and praises

His third, no one grasps, nor meteros failing, nor birds flying.
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(According to Sayana, Fuva 3R ATISH | 99% means birds or maruts also
maruts in the Veda are seen to be meteors (“of the air’). They are stated to be
friends of ﬁ‘ﬂ, which fits in well with ﬁﬂﬂ, as a comet; for meteors are similar to
comets in sudden bright appearance and a long spread of tail like extension, gushing
through the sky. f is said to mean ‘bird’. From Ta.  is to bumn the alternative
meaning ‘meteor’ could be justified).

=g s Al = et 7 g wwdieifang

Teooti) Ritmm wefefaemr: e 19.044.8 |

Like a wheel with four by ninety names, is the rcvdlving globe;

He of giant physique rushing towards it, returns as a fullgrown youth, at the
call of our praises.

{This would apply to some comets that retumn periodically, once or more,
within the lifetime of a generation}.

7 pata 3 D g R g
T AR A R FAg A PR 1204631

He who, to the ancient , brave and ever-new bomn 799, makes offerings. He
who, of the birth of this mighty one speaks highly, ieads his life provided with
victuals,

W o ¥ fffae s vy 9ty R )

A 7 O AR W W N, {00,y |

Your name ‘shell-closed’, that I praise, I, master of things to be known.

To you, who are mighty, housed beyond this dust, speak I, devoid of
might.

(Ta. cippi *shell’ Mar. dpf (rural), Simpa({#) properly explain the controver-
sial term &pAvista which applies to the state of sudden contraction (signified by adya
‘today’) of a comet to its tiny ‘head’ or nucleus. It is not worthwhile to connect it
to fepa ; firstly because the phallic depiction of visnu cannot explain the exploit of

three strides and secondly the word is far better connected to Mar. fepa ‘“tail’,
rather than to Latin cipps ‘column’- a very tenuous analogy).

Rty ot afae oy o Tad e =feh )
A1 4T SR T (RHET: FRY DY (o8008 |

What is your consideration, Vishnu, that you say, ‘Shell-closed am I ’?

Do not withhold your true form, for you were of different aspect in the
encounter.
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(The encounter of the comet is with the sun. The comet has a profoundly
_ large aspect close to the sun and shrinks to a shell-closed form, away from it).

Tz 3 R 3 Ui T e Rifdie sy
yig = gy I B g wa wiEf: sa® legeem!

0, fsy, [ make you offering; O shell-closed, accept the oblation.

May my culogical utterings swell you; may you all protect us with your bless-
ings for all time.

(This is prayer for re-growth of Vispu shell-closed, or the comet reduced in
size, like for the moon and sun ‘in distress’, during eclipses).

Correlations

Visnu the deity does not stand alone; he is related with Indra and Marut in
the Veda. Both Vishnu and Indra traversed, assuming forms (T WY 18.8%.4). They
ennobled the skies, scattered dusts for the good of the living (FIFH=RE ISR
g A il | §.8%.%). They are prone to growth (J€EH | £.52.¢). Being travelers,
they are entreated to protect the devotees on safe roads (FREH: ol wra=m ) .4R.8).
These common points between the two lead us to identifying with the moor, which
also grows, is seen at mountain tops (A ¥AMW) releases the waters; In this task he is
aided by the meteors [as hard as the vajra when they land on earth) whence they
are his aides, as Maruss. This allegory is seen in the following :

TRy T TR 7 T T W R
o 7ft: Ted ¥ a ga Sagr diR 1 9Ru |

indra and Visnu, thick friends, snatched ninety nine of the forts of Sambara.
Unrivalled, they killed hundred thousands of the powerful warriors of the demon.

{The demons are the clouds. The numbers of forts and warriors are conven-
tional).

AEiggAh sheaveEd Rwl R R o et
Then, Indra planning to kill Vrtra, said, ‘Visnu, dear, act with all valour’.

This statement shows, that the one great deed ascribed to Indra was not
executed by him alone.

The mythical stories of killing of a demon by the gods then appear as varia-
tions of an archetypal stercotype. :

Sa@yapa’s comment on this hymn proceeds on the basis of the narrative relat-
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ing to Vamadeva in the @aigoli. The 13 verses are supposed to constitute a dia-
logue between Vamadeva, Indra and Indra’s mother Aditi. Aside from the super-
natura] details like Indra being botne in the womb for a thousand months...it is t0
be noted how totally new narratives are spun from the venerated text of the Veda.
The epics and Pursipas are replete with stories of this sort, built on whatever mean-
ing the reciters and listeners of vedic chants could make out of and impose on the
sacred words.

According to S8yana, Indra, who was born in a cave, Was considered inferior
by his mother, who therefore equipped him with all the strength; then as fre was
born, he rose high in his owa luster, filling heaven and earth with it {FafT e
TeveRey A i < | AU qe 3N Rl swguierEr: .2 1) (Vamadeva
praises Indra), ‘O Indra, the intoxicated demon vyarisa struck at your chin® (A==
A AaE PR A g Fwm | iR ).

The three events [in italics above) have a very familiar ring, in the totally
different context of Hanfimat’s life-story in the Ramdyana. The characters are rather
reversed: HanOmat is born in a cave, he rises high towards the sun and Indra hits
him on the chin {whence his name ). And later, /e offers his friendship and ser-
vices to incarnate Vishpu!

And yet the Rimayana itself provides enough guidance to establish the iden-
tity of Vignu, the comet with Hanmat, the monkey. Pressing him to fly over the
ocean, his senior Jambavan says, ‘Take stride, speedy swift, like Vishnu took his
three’ (Kishkindha 66.37). Haniimat himself exclaims, ‘Flying over the sca, my
aspect will be like, that of Visnu taking three strides in younger age’. (ufeafy f2 2 =
T PR, | it RS de Hiq R | £0.34 1). Starting with ‘hairiness’ there
is more than enough of common characters between comets and meteors in nature
and the monkeys in Ramayana to convince us of the foundation of the myth.

Conclusion:

The Vedic hymns have to be read in the light of Indian, rather than Indo-
European linguistics. Their traditional interpretations have to be reviewed by apply-
ing multidisciplinary knowledge. Transformations in mythology in the course of
time have to be borne in mind. Acceptance of conciusions of such inquiries will
usher into New Indology for the new century if not the new millennium.

o & b
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