
Chapter i. INTRODUCTION

T h e  f i r s t  p a r t  of this book deals with the Agnicayana ritual and pro-
vides background for a description of its 1975 performance.

This first section is based partly upon classical texts, including discus-
sions of these texts by modem interpreters. The Agnicayana, as described 
in such texts, should be distinguished from the Agnicayana as performed by 
Nambudiri brahmins in 1975. The Nambudiri performance is not revivalistic 
and is therefore not based upon a scholarly study of ancient texts. It is 
based upon the Nambudiri tradition, handed down from teacher to pupil 
and from father to son, largely orally, but with the occasional assistance of 
manuscript manuals in Malayalam. Because it represents a living tradition, 
there are discrepancies between the tradition and the texts.

Throughout this first part I shall refer to the 1975 performance only 
occasionally, because the performance will be documented in other parts of 
the book. Relevant portions from some of the most important classical ritual 
manuals will be given, in text and translation, in Part IV.

Chapter 2 of Part I will introduce the texts and the hierarchy of rituals. 
This chapter is full of names and demands some effort on the part of the 
reader. It introduces the roles of the dramatis personae (who will themselves 
be introduced in Part II) and is therefore an indispensable part of the volume. 
The Vedas themselves are important primarily because they provide the 
recitations for the ritual. In the Rgveda there are numerous references to ri-
tual, but they are too fragmentary to permit its reconstruction. The Yajur-
veda is the ritual Veda par excellence, but it does not provide systematic 
descriptions of ritual. In the later Vedic period, roughly from 700 to 300 B.C., 
a number of specialized manuals were compiled that provide a general classi-
fication of Srauta rituals and a minute description of each of them. Some of 
these texts are manuals of Vedic schools, which are preserved in the Nam-
budiri tradition. Texts and translations of relevant portions are provided in 
Part IV of this book. Other manuals belong to schools that have long been ex-
tinct. N. Tsuji treats one of these in Part III (pages 135-160). Chapter 2 of 
Part I will first survey the textual sources, and then provide an overview of 
the Srauta rituals described in these sources, indicating the position of the 
Agnicayana.

Chapter 3 of Part I will provide a bird’s-eye view of the Agnicayana 
based upon the classical texts. A more detailed and illustrated description of 
episodes of the 1975 performance will be given in Part II. This is further 
documented by the description of records and films in Part V.

Chapter 4 of Part I deals with some of the traditional interpretations of 
the Agnicayana. The ritual manuals provide only descriptions, and presup-
pose that the performers were familiar with the meaning of the rites. Other
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portions of the Vedic literature deal with the meaning of ritual and of rituals. 
The Brahmanas in particular are devoted to ritual interpretation and spec-
ulation, but the numerous, not always consistent, and sometimes fanciful 
interpretations that these works provide show clearly that, even at this early 
period, any meaning many episodes may have had was already lost. The texts 
themselves declare that “the gods love what is out of sight” (paro’ksapriya 
devBfy: Satapatha Brahmana 6.1.1.2, etc.). Obscurity kindles the imagina-
tion. The ritual speculations of the later Vedic literature lead to the begin-
nings of Indian philosophy, and stand at the origin of many developments in 
later Hinduism.

Chapter 5, the longest chapter of Part I, discusses the origin and signif-
icance of the Agnicayana. This chapter has been divided into several sections 
in an attempt to bring some order to the vast amount of material. The ori-
gin of the Agnicayana takes us back almost to the dawn of civilization. When 
we come to later prehistoric times we face two distinct civilizations. On the 
one hand we have the materially simple culture of the Indo-Iranian nomads, 
who were wandering on the dry steppes of Inner Asia. On the other hand 
we know of a highly evolved city culture, which flourished, roughly at the 
same time, a thousand miles further south and on the other side of the 
formidable mountain ranges of the western Himalayas, in the fertile valleys 
of the upper Indus. It has been fashionable for some time to trace everything 
Indian that is not found in the earlier Vedas to this Indus civilization. I 
shall resist this temptation, because our knowledge of the Harappa culture, 
though extensive, is limited and one-sided, based as it is upon archaeological 
data and controversial seals. Yet it cannot be denied that there are numerous 
features of the Agnicayana that cannot be derived from the nomadic culture 
of the Indo-Iranian invaders.

Thapar, Parpola, Heesterman, and Seidenberg treat these early periods 
from different points of view in Part III of this book (in the second volume). I 
provide an analysis of ritual structure there. To introduce and supplement 
these chapters, I shall deal with Agni, fire, the Vedic nomads, Soma, the Cosmic 
Man, the altar, and naturally perforated stones in Chapter 5 of Part I.

Chapter 6 of Part I treats Vedic traditions among the Nambudiris, in-
corporating some material from my book Nambudiri Veda Recitation (1961). 
A long history, spanning almost twenty-five centuries, leads from the Vedic 
period to contemporary Nambudiri society. As regards the Vedic ritual, most 
of this history remains unwritten. Some definite but scattered information 
can be derived from epigraphical evidence, mostly from the medieval period. 
References in epic and literary works are numerous but are rarely specific. 
The picture gains precision only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
when many of the Srauta rituals were already on the verge of extinction. 
Kashikar and Parpola will survey Srauta performances in recent times in Part 
III. For further information on the history of the Nambudiri community, see 
K. Kunjunni Raja, M.G.S. Narayanan, Kesavan Veluthat, M.R. Raghava 
Varier and others in Part III in the second volume.
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Chapter 2. THE AGNICAYANA IN 
CLASSICAL VEDIC RITUAL

SOURCES

O u r  k n o w l e d g e  o f  Vedic culture is, in the first place, derived from the 
four Vedas: the Rgveda (RV), a collection of poems, hymns, and invocations 
of deities, reflecting myths, rites, battles, and insights of many kinds; the 
Yajurveda (YV), verse and prose largely concerned with ritual; the Samaveda 
(SV), which consists mostly of parts of the Rgveda set to music; and the 
Atharvaveda (AV), a collection that is somewhat similar to the Rgveda, but 
that pays more attention to magic, and probably reflects a different stratum 
of society.

Each of these Vedas consists of several portions, the earliest of which is 
called samhita. Like other concepts applied to the Vedas, this term emphasi-
zes form more than content. The term samhita means “conjunction, conti-
nuity” and refers to the continuous recitation of the text. In such continuous 
recitation, euphonic combinations {sandhi) apply between words, as in cur-
rent speech. For example, agnlh nab yajHam upa vetu is recited as agnlr no 
yajfldm upa vetu, “Agni, may he come to our ritual.” At the same time, the 
rendering of the accent of a word might influence the pronunciation of the 
immediately preceding and following words.

The samhita recitation contrasts with the padapatha, “word-for-word 
recitation,” from pada, “word,” in which sentences are decomposed into 
separate words. Such decomposition implies that the sandhi combinations 
are dissolved, and that the influence of the word accent is confined to the 
word itself. For example, in the above illustration, the padapatha is: agnlh / 
nah / yajftam j xipa /  vetu. The padapatha, available for each of the samhita 
texts, preserves the earliest linguistic analysis of these texts.

The word “text,” which we tend to use in such contexts, is in fact inap-
propriate : we are not dealing with books that were written down, but with 
orally transmitted compositions. The translation of veda as “knowledge” or 
“wisdom,” though correct, is also misleading. The predominant Indian way 
to approach the Vedas is to consider them in the first place as recitations. This 
is indicated by the term samhita.

In the case of the Rgveda there is only one samhita, which is called 
Rksamhita. References to the Rgveda, without further specification, are to 
the Rksamhita. In the case of the other Vedas, there are several samhita tradi-
tions, referred to by different names. In the case of the Yajurveda, the one 
that is relevant for the Nambudiri Agnicayana is the Taittirlya Samhita.

Throughout the centuries, the Vedic recitations have been transmitted 
orally by members of the brahmin community. Each brahmin belongs by 
birth to one of the Vedas, and is initiated into the recitation of his particular
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Veda by his father or by a teacher, either at home or in a Vedic school. Elab-
orate mnemotechnic methods have been devised to safeguard the proper 
formal transmission of these compositions, and to eliminate or decrease the 
danger of losing words, syllables, or accents. The simplest of these methods 
is the memorization of the padapatha alongside the samhita recitation. There 
are several mnemotechnic modifications (vikrti), in which the words of the 
padapatha are recited in certain definite combinations and permutations. In 
a simple extension of the padapatha, each word is repeated once. Even this 
is not as simple as it seems, for the sandhi combinations and the accents are 
also modified according to rules. One of the more complex modifications is 
called ghana. If the words of the padapatha are represented by numerals as
1 / 2 / 3 / 4 I . . . , the ghana is 1 2 2 1 1 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 3 / 2 3 3 2 2 3 4 4 3
2 2 3 4 / .  . . . The beginning of the ghana of the sentence illustrated before 
thereby becomes: agnlr no no'gnlr agnlr no yajnaifi yajnam no'gnlr agnir no 
yajnam f . . .  . The ghana of the English translation would begin as follows: 
Agni may may Agni Agni may he he may Agni Agni may he / . . . .  Many of 
these modifications can be heard on Levy-staal(1968). Their rules are given in 
phonetic treatises called pratiSukhya, attached to each of the branches of the 
Vedas. For each of the hymns of the Rgveda the names of the composer or seer 
(rsi) and of the deity (devata) to whom the hymn is dedicated, are preserved. 
The names of the original meters (chandas) are also handed down traditional-
ly. The metrical structure itself has not been retained in the actual practice of 
recitation. In texts that were originally accented, the location of the original 
accent is maintained in the oral transmission; the original rendering of the 
accent, however, is generally lost.

According to the lawbook of Manu, a brahmin who does not know the 
Vedic verse is as useless as a eunuch among women (Manusmrti 2.158, quoted 
Ingalls 1959, 3). In actual practice the knowledge of brahmins varies greatly. 
The minimum each brahmin knows is the Gayatrl, a three-line verse from 
the Rgveda (3.62.10): “May we receive this desirable light of the god Savitr, 
who shall impel our thoughts.” This verse, recited daily during the SandhyQ 
ceremony (cf. Srinivasan 1973), is taught at the time of Upanayana, the inves-
titure with the sacred thread that each brahmin undergoes at his initiation 
ceremony, or “second birth.”

Alongside this transmission of sound, there has not been a comparable 
or equally ancient oral tradition that preserves the meaning. With the de-
velopment of classical Sanskrit, and of middle and modern Indian languages, 
there has accordingly been a gradual loss of the meaning of much of the 
recited material that had been composed in the older Vedic language. The 
reciters might be familiar with the names of the deities that are invoked, or 
might know the meaning of some Vedic words that occur in the recitation, 
and that also occur (though often with a different meaning) in classical San-
skrit or in modern Indian languages. However, in recent times, they generally 
do not understand longer phrases. The reciters are primarily preservers of the
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Vedic tradition, not Vedic scholars. They are dedicated to the preservation of 
their sacred heritage for posterity. Without them, scholars of the Vedas would 
have nothing to be scholars of. Had the reciters themselves been scholars 
concerned with meaning, the original sounds might have long been lost.

Separate from this formal transmission there is an entire development 
of intellectual traditions in India, which was concerned with meaning, but 
which gradually moved away from the Vedic heritage and evolved the numer-
ous systems and schools of thought that make up much of later Hinduism. 
The Vedas were preserved in their pristine purity, uninterpreted, unaffected 
by what went on elsewhere, and accordingly without exerting much influence 
on these later developments. And so we witness a development that is prob-
ably without parallel: for about 3,000 years, a class of people devoted 
themselves in relative isolation to the formal preservation of a large number 
of oral compositions, confining themselves almost entirely to sound. This 
transmission has been at least as faithful as have been manuscript traditions 
in other parts of the world. Sound, though perhaps not as durable as stone 
or clay, has proved much less susceptible to wear and tear than paper. As a 
result, we have access to one of the ancient literatures of mankind almost in 
its original form and in its entirety.

This extraordinary effort of memorization can largely be explained by a 
simple fact: when the Vedas were composed, writing was unknown in the 
community to which the composers belonged. It is a matter of controversy 
whether at a much earlier period a regular system of writing was used in the 
Indus civilization, which at one time had occupied the same areas that the 
Vedic nomads entered. But even if a writing system did exist, it is not open to 
doubt that the art of writing had disappeared with the advent of the Vedic 
culture. When writing was later introduced (or reintroduced) from elsewhere, 
it was considered alien to the Vedic heritage and therefore unfit as a re-
ceptacle for the Vedas. In the beginning, this foreign invention was mostly 
confined to commercial use and to royal edicts. It was gradually adopted in 
all branches of learning, and finally the Vedas themselves were committed to 
writing. For a long time, however, writing continued to be considered impure 
and even offensive. A later Vedic text, the Aitareya Aranyaka (5.5.3), states 
that a pupil should not recite the Veda after he has eaten meat, seen blood or 
a dead body, had intercourse, or engaged in writing. Unlike the ancient 
civilizations of the Near East and of China, Vedic civilization flourished with-
out literacy. In India, writing has always been held in lower esteem than 
memory or the sound of recitation. This explains, among other things, the 
importance attached to mantras, a term originally applied to the Vedic verse.

The oral transmission of the Vedas from father to son or from teacher to 
pupil is known as adhyaya, “learning” or “recitation.” This is contrasted 
with prayoga, “ritual application,” which refers to the general use of Vedic 
texts in ritual, or viniyoga, which refers to the recitation of a particular man-
tra at a particular point in the ritual. Vedic ritual is primarily characterized
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by the recitation, by one or more priests, of Vedic passages. The structure and 
organization of this recited material follows the requirements of the ritual. 
As a result, sentences and verses are often taken out of their original context 
(which is preserved in adhyaya only) and adapted to new surroundings. A 
reciter who is familiar with the prayoga has learned different arrangements 
of fragments of the oral tradition that he has already memorized, and knows 
where to insert them into ritual structures. This new dimension of learning 
may be handed down orally too, and without any connection with ritual acti-
vity. And so we meet with three kinds of knowledge, handed down orally, 
each presupposing the former. Most reciters preserve the Vedic texts in their 
original, or presumedly original, order. Some among them have, in addition, 
learned how recitations have to be modified and rearranged for use in ritual. 
A few have preserved the ritual practice itself, and know what, how, where, 
and when to act as well as to recite.

The importance of recitation in the realm of Vedic ritual is not merely 
a recent development, which might be explained by the fact that ritual re-
citations are more easily preserved than the ritual activities they accompany. 
Throughout the Vedic period, the importance of language has been empha-
sized, and many ritual acts are only performed by uttering mantras, as is stated 
repeatedly in the Vedic literature. Thus we need not be surprised when we 
find, for example, that Satapatha Brahmana 9.1.2.17 declares with reference 
to the Agnicayana, “This fire altar is language, for it is piled up with lan-
guage” (already quoted on page 18).

With regard to ritual, the four Vedas are not on a par. The Rgveda con-
tains numerous references to ritual practices. Many priestly functions and 
names of priests are mentioned, and there are terms for particular rites and 
ritual recitations, for altars, and especially for rites connected with Soma. 
However, the precise significance of many of the ritual terms is unclear and, 
taken as a whole, these references are too fragmentary to permit the re-
construction of specific rituals. Potdar (1953) has tried to establish four stages 
of ritual development in the Rgveda, but when it comes to formulating the 
differences, he is relatively vague. Kashikar (1964) has, moreover, shown that 
there are many exceptions to Potdar’s presumed generalizations.

In the Yajurveda the situation is different. In the samhita traditions we 
find mantras that are to be recited at the rituals, and prose passages explain-
ing them. The ritual specification that is provided is generally consistent with 
the detailed descriptions given in the later ritual manuals attached to the 
Yajurveda. The ritual that emerges from these descriptions is generally re-
ferred to as “Vedic ritual.” I shall sometimes call it “classical Vedic ritual” 
to distinguish it from earlier rituals, such as the ritual of the Rgveda or the 
lost rituals of the original inhabitants of the subcontinent. The arrangement 
and organization of the Yajurveda itself is largely determined by ritual con-
siderations. Not only is much of its subject matter ritual, but the text itself is 
used in rituals. The Rgveda, on the other hand, is used only in part in the clas-
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sical ritual, and many portions have no ritual connection. The Rgveda con-
sists, for the greater part, of “family books,” and does not have a clearly 
visible ritual structure. It would be rash to assume that it originally had such 
a structure that was lost subsequently. It is true that ritualistic interpretations 
of the Rgveda have found favor among scholars from Bergaigne to Bloom-
field, who wrote, for example: “If we had before us the ritual practices which 
accompanied the Rgvedic hymns at the time of their composition, the Rgveda 
would lose much of its obscurity” (quoted in Kashikar 1968, 9). This may be 
true in some cases; but on the whole, those scholars look at the Rgveda 
through the eyes of the Yajurveda.

In some parts of the Samaveda, a ritual arrangement has been adopted. 
It occupies, in this respect, a place between Rgveda and Yajurveda. The 
Samaveda consists, for the largest part, of material taken from the Rgveda 
and set to music. This adaptation from texts to melodies has resulted in 
numerous textual changes and in the insertion of much new material, orig-
inally perhaps necessitated by the requirements of melody. An example will 
make this clear. The first melody of the Jaiminiya Samaveda is based upon 
the following mantra from the Rgveda:

agna a yahi vitaye grna.no havyadataye 
ni hota satsi barhisi 

“Agni, come to the feast, after being extolled, 
come to the gift of offerings!

As Hota sit down on the sacrificial grass!”
(RV 6.16.10 =  TB 3.5.2.1; with this mantra the second brick of the fire altar is 
consecrated. See below page 388)

In the Jaiminiya Samaveda this mantra is transformed into:

d gnd y i / a yahi va y i /  taya y i taya y i / grna.no havyadd /  taya y i taya y i / ndyi  
hota /  sa tsa y i ba au ho va /  hi si //

’ (GG 1.1)

The oblique bar (“/”), used to demarcate the portions of this chant, has a 
specific meaning: each portion (bhakti) should be sung with one breath. 
Meaningless syllables, such as au ho va, are called stobhas. They inspired 
Faddegon to speak of “Ritualistic Dadaism” (1927). While the majority of 
the melodies (saman) are based upon verses (rk) of the Rgveda, some derive 
from other sources, and others have no source at all. The latter consist en-
tirely of stobhas, sometimes interspersed with bits and fragments of mantras. 
An example is one of the songs that accompany the consecration of the 
“Space-Filler” bricks of the first layer (Part II, page 444; see also Table 15):

agnom / agna ho agna ho agna ha a vu va / e jyotih //
‘ (AG 25.32)

This is a composition on the name Agni with jyotih, “light”, added in the

2. T h e  A g n i c a y a n a  i n  C l a s s i c a l  V e d i c  R i t u a l

33



Pa r t  I T h e  A g n i c a y a n a  R i t u a l

finale as illumination or embellishment. Such pieces are common in the 
Arapyegeyagana, “Songs to be Sung in the Forest,” from which the above 
song has been taken.

The structure of the Samaveda is complex. The mantras that underlie the 
the melodies are listed in the Arcika, “List of Verses,” and the melodies are 
listed in the Gramageyaga.ua, “Songs to be Sung in the Village,” and in the 
Aranyegeyagana. The same melodies recur in the Uhagdna and Uhyagana 
(which the Nambudiris call U?api), but other verses are added, and the 
material is arranged in the form and order required in the ritual. Some of 
the principles underlying this arrangement will become apparent in the course 
of the following description. The texts of the Jaiminiya will be described in a 
separate note (below, pages 276-278).

A few of the melodies of the Samaveda are based upon mantras from 
the Atharvaveda. The Atharvaveda itself, though perhaps as ancient as the 
Rgveda, has an entirely different background and was added only later to 
the “three Vedas.” It has been introduced into the classical ritual to a very 
limited extent. On the whole, it may be characterized as yajnanupayuktah, 
“not employed in the ritual” (Madhusudana, in Renou 1947, 214; cf. Renou 
1955a).

The Yajurveda provides principles of organization that will enable us to 
establish some order in the mass of rites that constitute the classical ritual, 
and in the mass of texts that describe and interpret these rites from different 
points of view. The classification of rituals will be taken up in the next section 
(The Srauta Rituals). The classification of texts reflects, to a large extent, the 
subdivision of the Vedas into schools (Sakha). Like the classical ritual, and in 
close connection with it, these schools developed primarily in Yajurvedic 
circles. The Yajurveda is divided into two domains: the (older) Black (Krsna) 
Yajurveda and the (later) White (Sukla) Yajurveda. The Black Yajurveda 
comprises four schools, each with its own samhita. Each samhita contains a 
mixture of two types of passages: mantra and brahmana. In general, mantra 
passages are in verse and are recited during rites, but they also comprise yajus 
formulas; brahmana passages are in prose and describe or elucidate the 
mantras and their connection with the rites. Both are accented. From the 
standpoint of Yajurveda, and from the ritual point of view, the Rksamhita 
consists entirely of mantras. So does the one samhita of the White Yajurveda, 
the Vajasaneyi-Santhita.

Let us now return to the subdivision of each of the Vedas into several 
portions, of which the samhita is the first. There are three other categories: 
Brahmana, Aranyaka, and Upanisad. It is to be noted that there is therefore 
an ambiguity in the term brahmana, as applied to Vedic texts. On the one 
hand, it means a prose passage that describes or interprets rites. When used 
in this sense, I shall write brahmana without capital. On the other hand, 
“Brahmana,” with capital, denotes the second category of subdivision of 
each of the Vedas, which is often a collection of brahmaria passages. The
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two senses remain distinct even where they are coextensive.
In the Black Yajurveda, one of the four schools (the most important one 

for most of this book) is called Taittiriya. The four subdivisions are called 
after it: Taittiriya Samhita (TS), Taittiriya Brahmana (TB), Taittiriya 
Aranyaka (TA), and Taittiriya Upanisad (TU). The name Taittiriya is 
derived from tittiri, “partridge,” traditionally taken to refer to a teacher. 
The suggestion that it was originally the name of a totemistic clan is without 
foundation. Like the Taittiriya Samhita, the Taittiriya Brahmana and the 
Taittiriya Aranyaka consist of a mixture of mantra and brahmana passages, 
both accented. Among the other schools, mention may be made of the 
Maitrayani, since this is the school with which Tsuji deals in Part III, Volume
II. In the case of the White Yajurveda, the two schools may be regarded 
as two recensions of the same text. The Vajasaneyi Samhita (VS) of the 
White Yajurveda, as we have seen, is in verse and consists of mantras. Its 
important brahmana, the Satapatha Brahmana (SB), “Brahmana of the 
Hundred Paths,” will be quoted frequently.

In the case of the Rgveda, two schools are referred to, but their distinc-
tion is largely theoretical with respect to the Rksamhita, and becomes ap-
parent only from the Brahmana onward. The two Brahmanas of the Rgveda, 
the Kausltaki and the Aitareya, are in prose and are not accented. In the case 
of the Samaveda, many schools are referred to, but for all practical purposes 
they fall into two groups: the Kauthuma-Rdnayaniya and the Jaiminiya.

Table 1 provides a survey of the names of the principal subdivisions and 
schools of the Vedas.

In later times, the entire Vedic corpus of recitations is referred to as 
Sruti, “what is heard,” i.e., “what is revealed.” It is regarded as apauruseya, 
“of nonhuman origin.” Numerous other texts were attached to this sacred 
revelation, many of which deal with more specialized topics, viz., phonetics 
(treated in the pratiSakhya literature, already referred to), ritual, altar con-
struction (involving geometry), grammar, etymology, metrics, and astrono-
my. Together with others, these manuals are considered smfti, “what is 
remembered.” They are accordingly less authoritative than Sruti. This 
implies that in case of conflict between sruti and smrti, Sruti prevails. Many 
of these manuals are written in a particular style, the siltra style, which is 
formulaic and aphoristic and tends to brevity. The siltra style initiates a new 
development, characterized by analysis and a more logical, philosophical, 
and scientific approach. Because of their brevity, the sutra works are often 
obscure and require commentaries (bhasya, vrtti, tlka) for their elucidation.

In the present context the only siltras that are relevant are the ritual 
stltras. These are of two types: Srauta siltra and grhya sutra. The former, 
which are generally older (though not in the case of the Atharvaveda), deal 
with the Srauta rites, rites “based upon Sruti.” In French these are called les 
rites solennels. The latter deal with the grhya rites (from grha, “home, 
house”), domestic or life-cycle rites such as the ceremonies performed at the
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THE FOUR VEDAS AND THEIR SRAUTA SUTRAS

Schools: Samhita: Brahmana: A ranyaka: Upanisad: Srauta Sutras:
Rgveda Sakala

Vaskala
Rk Aitareya

Kausitaki
, o r
Sankhayana

Aitareya
Kausitaki

or
Sankhayana

Aitareya
Kausitaki

ASvalayana
Sankhayana

Yajurveda Krsna (Black) 
Taittiriya

Kathaka
Maitrayani

Taittiriya

Kathaka
Maitrayani

Taittiriya

Katha

Taittiriya

Katha

Taittiriya

Katha
Maitri

Baudhayana
Vadhflla or Badhula
Bharadvaja
Apastamba
HiranyakeSin
Vaikhanasa
Kathaka
Manava
Varaha

Sukla (White): 
Madhyamdina 
Kanva

Vajasaneyi Satapatha I§a and
Brhadaranyaka

Katyayana

Samaveda Kauthuma-
Ranayaniya

Jaiminiya
or

Talavakara

Sama

Pancavimsa
Sadvimsa

Jaiminiya

Chandogya

Kena
or

Talavakara

Latyayana
Drahyayana

Jaiminiya

Atharvaveda Saunaka Atharva Gopatha Mundaka, Vaitana
Paippalada Mandukya,

etc.
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occasion of a birth, initiation and investiture with the sacred thread (Upa- 
nayana), marriage, or death. As we have already seen, there are several gen-
eral and formal differences between the two kinds of ritual. For example, the 
Srauta rites require three fire altars and the services of several priests, whereas 
the grhya rites require only one fire (the domestic fire) and one priest (the 
purohita). While the function of the domestic rites is fairly straightforward, 
the significance of the Srauta rites is not obvious. This constitutes one of the 
main problems and attractions of the study of the Srauta ritual. The Srauta 
ritual exhibits the unhampered development of ritual construction and 
creativity. As we have already seen, there are Srauta rituals that last a 
thousand years, which shows that these rites were not always performed, but 
were sometimes purely theoretical. These theoretical constructions are impor-
tant, for they help us to understand the concept of ritual structure (as dealt 
with, for example, in Part III, pages 127-134). The rituals that will be referred 
to in this book are all Srauta rituals.

The Srauta sfltras are known by different names and are attached to the 
various Vedic schools. They are listed in Table 1. It is clear from this table 
that ritual flourished especially in the Yajurveda. “Avec le Yajurveda on ac-
cede a la tradition la plus importante, celle qui est au centre meme du culte 
et que viennent alimenter des textes considerables” (Renou 1947, 137). The 
reason why there are so many different texts, reflecting different schools, is 
partly ritual. The larger celebrations require the collaboration of four groups 
of priests, one for each of the four Vedas. Each group evolved its own manual. 
Such manuals complement each other, like the music printed for different 
instruments that together make up one orchestra. With the development and 
further differentiation of the ceremonies, problems arose within the same 
Veda. Various solutions to such problems were adopted by different groups 
of ritualists, which led to a differentiation into branches or schools, in due 
course reflected in different Srauta sutras. Even within a Srauta stltra, other 
opinions may be incorporated, or listed as options (as is done, e.g., in the 
Dvaidha section of Baudhayana Srauta Stltra), which later develop into se-
parate traditions.

Later, works were composed that deal with a single ritual by combining 
the contributions of the different groups of priests; some of these works are 
called prayoga or paddhati. This has been carried further by modem scholars, 
e.g., Hillebrandt (1880: Full- and New-Moon Rituals), Schwab (1886: ani-
mal sacrifice), Caland and Henry (1906: Agnistoma). Such works are like 
the conductor’s score, but include in addition other recensions and options.

Most of the sciences treated in the early sutra literature are similarly 
differentiated according to Veda and Sakha, “branch” or Vedic school. The 
pratiSakhyas, attached to each of the Vedic branches (as their name indicates: 
“one for each branch”), deal with the phonetic characteristics of their own 
branch. These phonetic treatises are therefore typically confined to the 
analysis of a specific corpus of utterances. The exception is grammar, which
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pertains to all the Vedas. The oldest work of grammar that is preserved intact 
is the grammar of Panini. This work is not a catalogue of facts about a parti-
cular text, but a grammar of Sanskrit that provides rules for the derivation of 
linguistic forms, and in so doing expresses a general theory of langauge (for 
the contrast with the pratisakhya literature, see e.g., Staal 1967, Chapter 2; 
1972, 140-141; 1974). After centuries of domination by the Vedic schools, 
grammar came, therefore, as a liberation (Renou 1947, 213). This universali-
zation signalled the breakdown of the edifice of the Vedic schools and of 
Vedic culture itself, and led to entirely new developments. The Upanisads con-
tributed to these events in a similar way: their affiliation to the Vedic schools 
became increasingly academic, and all later Upanisads were attached to the 
Atharvaveda by fiat.

Specimens from the Srauta sutras are given in Part IV of this book, and 
in one contribution of Part III. With the exception of the late Vaikhanasa, 
the period of the Srauta sutras is roughly from 700 to 300 B.C. The earliest 
author of a Srauta siltra, Baudhayana, is the inventor of the sutra genre, 
which has remained one of the chief vehicles for the expression of Indian 
scholarly and scientific culture. The sutra style is ideally suited to concise and 
factual description, pushing condensation to the extreme by the use of nomi-
nal composition, and eliminating all interpretation and speculation. While 
Baudhayana’s Srauta Sutra marks the origin of sutra composition, Panini’s 
grammar is its apogee. Baudhayana’s style is still, in some respects, reminis-
cent of the Brahmana literature, and in this respect constitutes a transition. 
Baudhayana’s work was calledpravacana, a term that probably underlines its 
explicit character, as distinct from the esoteric tendencies of the Brahmanas 
(Renou 1963, 180; for a slightly different interpretation see Gonda 1977, 
514-515). Much later, the sutra style was characterized as vihatomukha, 
“facing in all directions,” viz., fully perspicuous. This applies very well to the 
Baudhayana Srauta Stltra, which is the most detailed and explicit of the 
Srauta siltras.

Caland took pravacana to mean “oral teaching.” Writing in fact became 
known during the later part of the sutra period, but it remains unclear to what 
extent it may have been used in the Srauta literature. The sutra style, with its 
formulaic character, is very suitable for memorization, even more so than 
the Vedic recitations themselves (cf. Renou 1947, 33-34,222-223; 1963,199). 
Though Western scholars, used as they are to reading and writing, have found 
it hard to believe, sutra composition may very well have been an oral exer-
cise, like the composition of the Vedas themselves.

Just as each brahmin belongs by birth to one Veda, he belongs, within 
his Veda, to one school. This implies that he should perform rituals in 
accordance with the stltras of his own school. But since the larger Srauta 
rituals require participation among priests belonging to different schools, co-
operation among the different schools becomes necessary. The system of Ve-
dic schools is therefore a structure of fixed units, which, however, are inter-
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dependent and complement each other.
In this sense, the organization of the Vedic schools is similar to the 

social organization of the brahmin community: brahmins are endogamous 
with respect to caste, but exogamous with respect to gotra (a kind of clan to 
which a brahmin also belongs by birth). Vedic affiliation and marriage alli-
ance are independent of each other: a brahmin need not marry within his 
Veda. The organization of the Vedic schools is also, in some respects, similar 
to the structure of sects in later Hinduism. This has been generally misunder-
stood by foreigners, including most Western scholars. Saivism and Vaisna- 
vism, for example, are not rival religions enjoining a belief in Siva and Visnu, 
respectively, nor are they rival options. They are separate traditions. Such 
affiliations are largely determined by birth, and have little to do with private 
preference or individual option. Conversions must have occurred when the 
Vedic nomads began to interact with the indigenous population. Though a 
movement of conversion in the opposite direction appeared in Jainism and 
Buddhism—a late retaliation to the invasion by the Vedic nomads—conver-
sion remained alien to classical Hinduism. There have been periods of intense 
religious strife, but for political rather than religious reasons. Moreover, in 
Vedic religion as well as in Hinduism, it is relatively unimportant what a 
person privately thinks or believes; what counts are his public and coopera-
tive activities. Hence the emphasis on orthopraxy, “right activity,” rather 
than orthodoxy, “right opinion” (Staal 1959).

The overall picture that arises from the ritual texts indicates, in the 
words of Heesterman (1962, 2):

. . . that Vedic religion did not relate itself to differing forms of 
religion. The antithesis is between more or less effective rites, or 
of old, superseded (utsanna) versus new rites, all of which are viewed 
within the framework of the same religion. Moreover, the ritual 
texts are concerned with orthopraxy, not with orthodoxy. Where 
an orthodoxy may open the possibility of conversion, orthopraxy, 
being indifferent to conversion, will stress purification (cf. also Re-
nou 1955a, 439, note 3).

Without the affiliation system of the Vedic schools, which is based upon 
birth, Vedic ritual and the Vedas themselves would not have survived over 
the millenia and in spite of all later developments. The ensuing restrictions, 
however, might also be responsible for the final disappearance of the ritual. 
The Vedic traditions of the Nambudiri brahmins, to which I shall return in 
Chapter 6, offer a case in point. The Nambudiri performance of Vedic rituals 
is on the verge of extinction primarily because of the increasing rarity of 
qualified Samavedins, due to the lack of interest of the younger generation. 
In a desperate effort to preserve the ritual, a few Rgvedins suggested some 
years ago that their sons and grandsons be trained in the difficult art of

2. T h e  A g n i c a y a n a  i n  C l a s s i c a l  V e d i c  R i t u a l

39



Pa r t  I T h e  A g n i c a y a n a  Ri t u a l

chanting the ritual chants of the Samaveda. Though similarly concerned, 
the Samavedins have been unwilling to teach them. One reason is that the 
Rgvedins, at the time of Upanayana, are not initiated in the same manner 
as the Samavedins. One characteristic of the Nambudiri Samaveda Upana-
yana is that the initiated boy should wear the same cloth for the duration of 
one full year, washing and cleaning it over and over again. This is not re-
quired in the Rgveda Upanayana, which therefore does not qualify a Rgveda 
boy to learn Samaveda. Such facts indicate that, for a brahmin, it is just as 
unthinkable to change his second birth as to change his first birth or his body.

THE SRAUTA RITUALS

T h o u g h  t h e  d e t a i l s  vary, almost all parts of the Yajurvedic corpus 
presuppose a particular classification of Srauta rituals. This becomes 
explicit in the Srauta stltras, in which the rituals are arranged in a sequence 
in which each ritual presupposes the previous one. Moreover, a later ritual 
in the hierarchy can only be performed by a person who has already per-
formed the earlier ones. A list of the main Srauta rituals is given in Table 2. 
This is not complete, and the following description is even less complete.

The simplest srauta ritual is the agnihotra. It consists of an oblation of

THE SRAUTA RITUALS

Agnyadheya ( =  Agnyadhana) 
Agnihotra 

DarSapurnamasa 
Caturmasya

PaSubandha

Agnistoma
Ukthya
SodaSin
Atiratra

Aptoryama
Atyagnistoma

Vajapeya

Agnicayana

TABLE 2  
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milk, offered every evening and morning. The rites are performed by the 
adhvaryu priest, who belongs to the Yajurveda, on behalf of a yajamana, 
“sacrificer” or “patron of the ritual,” generally accompanied by his wife, 
the yajamanapatnl. The yajamana may also perform the ritual on his own 
behalf. Yajamana and yajamanapatnl may belong to any of the three twice- 
born classes: brahmins, chieftains or soldiers (ksatriya), and tribesmen or 
farmers (vaisya). The adhvaryu, and all other priests who officiate in Srauta 
rituals, are brahmins. This accords with the fact that only brahmins have been 
trained in the Vedic recitations that accompany the rites.

The Agnihotra is performed inside a ritual enclosure within the home of 
the yajamana. Three fires are required: the gSrhapatya, “belonging to the 
householder,” which I shall refer to as domestic fire;1 the Shavanlya, “ in 
which the oblations are offered,” which I shall refer to as offering fire; and 
the daksinagni, “southern fire,” which I shall refer to as such. The fires are 
installed on fireplaces or altars made of clay. The domestic altar is round 
and is located near the western end of the ritual enclosure, the offering altar 
is square and is located near its eastern end, and the southern altar is semi-
circular and is located on its southern side. These positions are indicated 
in Figure 1, where the customary places of the yajamana (Y) and his wife 
(P) are also marked.

In all Srauta rituals there are three basic elements: dravyam, the sub-
stance of the oblation; devata, the deity to whom the oblation is offered; 
and tyaga, the formula pronounced by the yajamana at the time of the obla-
tion, by which he renounces the benefits or fruits of the ritual in favor of the 
deity (it can also refer to the oblation itself). The oblations are generally 
prepared on the domestic fire and are offered into the offering fire. In the 
case of the Agnihotra, the substance of the oblation is milk, but certain 
vegetable substances may be adopted as substitutes. In the evening Agni-
hotra, a first oblation is offered to Agni and a second to Prajapati. In the 
morning Agnihotra, the first oblation is for Surya and the second again for 
Prajapati. The tyaga formulas, uttered by the yajamana, are of the form: 
“this is for Agni not for me” (agnaye idem na mama, and analogously for 
the other deities). Increasingly, tyaga is seen as the essence of ritual. The 
term was to have a great future in Hinduism. In the Bhagavad Gita, tyaga 
means abandoning and renouncing of the fruits of all activity, and is ad-
vocated as the highest goal of life (see above, page 5).

Though the Agnihotra is the simplest of the Srauta rituals, it comes 
after the Agnyadheya or AgnyQdhQna ritual, during which the three fires are 
installed, and which is therefore presupposed. Installing fire involves agni- 
manthana, “making fire by friction,” a method that is resorted to several 
times again in the course of subsequent rituals. There are different opinions

11 am not concerned here with the grhya fire, which has also been called “domestic” 
fire.

PLATE I
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M aking Fire (Agnimanthana)

C.V. Vasudevan Akkitiripad, the yajamana’s eldest brother, on 
whose behalf the Atiratra-Agnicayana ritual was performed in 1955, 
pulls the strings that cause the churning stick (mantha, Malayalam: 
itattajitii) to rotate in a hole in the lower kindling block (adhara- 
rani). The pratiprasthata pushes the stick down with the help of a 
half coconut shell. The upper kindling block (uttararani) lies to the 
left of the lower one. During the 12-day Atiratra-Agnicayana, new 
fire has to be made seven times. The plate shows fire being made 
for the animal sacrifice for Vayu on the first day (Episode 2: below, 
page 303).
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n

G: gGrhapatya, domestic fire 
D : daksinagni, southern fire 
A : ahavanlya, offering fire
V : vedi, receptacle for ritual implements and substances of oblations 
Y : customary place of the Yajam5na 
P: customary place of the Yajamanapatnl

with regard to the keeping of the fires. Either the three fires are kept alive in 
the house of the yajamana throughout his life as a householder, or the do-
mestic fire is kept alive, and the other two are lit from it at each Agnihotra 
performance. If the fires have not been kept or have gone out, they are re-
installed during the Punaradheya ritual. A brahmin who keeps the three 
sacred fires is called ahitagni, “who has installed the fire,” or agnihotrin, 
“who performs Agnihotra.”

The features of the Agnihotra so far mentioned are nothing but its skele-
ton. The Srauta stltras specify a great deal of additional detail: restrictions 
on eligibility of the participants, time, preparation of the altars, fires and 
oblations (e.g., the precise manner in which the Agnihotra cow is milked), 
implements used, movements gone through, options, and all the accompany-
ing recitations. Instead of pursuing these specifications, and before reviewing 
other Srauta rituals, we may ask what reality has corresponded, and still 
corresponds, to such descriptions. There is a general answer that is appli-
cable to all the ritual works. At the time of their composition, the descrip-
tions of the Srauta stltras reflected existing and earlier practice, but—once 
formulated—they determined later and future practice. The ritual literature, 
which was at least partly descriptive in origin, became in due course entirely
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prescriptive, and came to be regarded as the final codification of the ritual.
At the present time, rituals are performed, theoretically, in accordance 

with the statements of the Srauta sntras, which are interpreted as rules. It 
does not follow that brahmin ritualists consult the sutras and then act ac-
cordingly. Srauta performances in recent times range from the academic 
and revivalistic to the traditional. While in and around academic circles, 
rites may be reconstructed from texts with or without the assistance of 
traditional practitioners, there are inaccessible places where rituals are still 
performed without scholarly aids and in accordance with a living tradition. 
Such a living tradition need not be entirely oral. It may involve the consul-
tation of manuscripts, often of later date, and sometimes written in one of 
the modern Indian languages. Though such later works (which are generally 
unpublished) may be ultimately traced to the Srauta sutras, a chain of inter-
mediate works has intervened, the earlier ones in Sanskrit (like the Prayoga 
and Paddhati texts), and the later ones in modern languages. Since local 
traditions may have been incorporated, and other changes may have taken 
place, the original sutras are in fact no longer authoritative: the living 
tradition prevails. Revivalistic performances are therefore more faithful to 
the manuals, whereas living traditions exhibit greater variety.

It would be unwarranted to assume that, in the past, Srauta traditions 
were always handed down from father to son and from teacher to pupil 
without fresh consultation of the ancient manuals. Revivalistic performances 
are not confined to the present century, but have taken place several times in 
the past, when orthodox brahmins (for example, adherents of the philoso-
phical system of the Mlmamsa) were concerned about the weakening of their 
Vedic heritage. In North India, during the Gupta dynasty, in the fourth and 
fifth century a .d ., there was a large-scale revival of Vedic culture, and 
numerous Srauta performances took place. At Varanasi (Banaras), the origin 
of the DaSasvamedha ghat, which marks the place where, according to tra-
dition, ten ASvamedha rituals were performed, may be traced back to this 
period. In South India, the empires of Chola (IXth through X llth  centuries) 
and of Vijayanagara (XlVth through XVIth centuries) marked other revivals 
of Vedic culture, that included ritual performances and the composition of 
ritual works.

How much srauta culture survives in the present century can be seen 
from the number of ahitagnis or agnihotrins. In 1958, Kashikar estimated, 
“There are about a hundred ahitagnis in the whole of India, and one half of 
these are in Tanjore District (Madras) alone” (Kashikar 1958, 62). In an 
unpublished report of 1971, I ventured to guess that “there are some 50 
agnihotrins in Andhra, which is more than in Tamilnad and Kerala together” 
(Staal 1971,12). These estimates are put in proper perspective by the results 
of the investigations by Parpola and Kashikar, published below in Part III, 
pages 193-251. From this we learn that “in recent times” (i.e., during roughly 
the last hundred years) there have been and are almost 600 ahitagnis in In-
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dia. Of these, 200 alone are in Andhra Pradesh, and approximately 125 each 
in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. Kashikar and Parpola also provide more specific 
information on recent performances of the rarer Srauta rituals. Nambudiri 
information supplements this in another section of Part III (pages 252-255).

I shall now review some of the other Srauta rituals. There are three main 
categories. The first is called isti or haviryajM, rituals in which the oblation is 
of rice or barley; the second are animal sacrifices; the third are Soma rituals. 
In the first category, we have already met with AgnySdheya, PunarSdheya, and 
Agnihotra. Two others are DarSapUrnamSsa and CnturmHsya. The CaturmSsya, 
“four-monthly” or “seasonal” ceremonies, are an extension of the former.

The DarSaparnam3sa, the full- and new-moon ceremonies, incorporate 
recitations from two Vedas, Yajurveda and Rgveda, and require the services 
of four priests: the adhvaryu of the Yajurveda, the hota of the Rgveda, the 
brahman, and the agnldhra. The hota recites from the Rgveda. The brahman 
sits by the side of the yajamana and supervises the rites, in general without 
participating. When mistakes have been made, he determines what should 
be done and prescribes, if necessary, expiation rites (prayaScitta). In larger 
rituals he is attached to the Atharvaveda, but this is arbitrary. He need not 
belong to that Veda, and rarely does. He is said, in fact, to officiate “with 
the three Vedas,” viz., Rg-, Yajur-, and Samaveda (Aitareya Aranyaka 3.2. 
3.6; Satapatha Brahmana 11.5.8.7; etc.). The agnldhra (or agnidh), “kindler 
of fire,” is attached to the Atharvaveda in a similarly arbitrary manner.

N

A : Adhvaryu of Yajurveda
H : Hota of Rgveda
B : Brahman
Ag: Agnldhra
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His principal task is to shout: astu hrausat “Be it so! May he hear!” in 
response to the adhvaryu’s exclamation: o kr&vaya “Make (him) hear!” 
These exclamations call the deities down to earth to be present at the 
ritual and partake of the oblations. The four officiating priests generally 
occupy the positions shown in Figure 2.

The DarsapflrnamSsa ritual exhibits the basic pattern of the i§ti rites; 
it is their paradigm. These rites are characterized by a dialogue between the 
participating priests, which culminates in an offering. The scene is set as in 
Figure 2. First the adhvaryu tells the hota to address the deity, e.g., Agni, 
by saying: agnaye’nubmhi “Address Agni!” The hota recites verses from the 
Rgveda that sometimes extol, or at least refer to, qualities and virtues of the 
deity in question, viz., Agni. These verses lead up to the ySjyS or “offering 
verse,” and are called anuvakyU, “invitations,’’/wro ’nuvakyS, or yajyanuvakya. 
Then the adhvaryu exclaims: o kravaya, and the Sgnidhra shouts his 
answer: astu Srausaf. The adhvaryu thereupon tells the hota to recite his main 
recitation, the yajya. He says to the hota: agnimyaja “sacrifice to Agni” or 
“say the yajya for Agni.” The hota begins by murmuring: bhar bhuvab/ 
ye yajSmahe “Earth! Air! We who sacrifice . . .” or “We who say the 
yajya. . . . ” The yajya consists again of Rgvedic mantras and ends with 
the exclamation: vau?a( “may (Agni) lead (the offerings to the gods)!” At 
the -§at of vausat, the adhvaryu makes the offering by throwing or pouring 
it into the offering fire. At the same time the yajamana recites his tyaga: 
agnaye idant na mama “This is for Agni, not for me (cf. page xxviii).”

I shall translate isti as “offering” . Even if it is for another deity (e.g., 
Prajapati), the offering is almost always made into the fire, and it is Agni 
who is the implicit subject of the vausat call. Though Agni may also be the 
deity to whom the rites are addressed, as above, he is, in all cases, the in-
termediary through whom the offerings are made.

The isti offering is also called yajati, “he recites the yajya,” which there-
fore refers to the task of the hota. It is characterized by the vau§at call and 
by the fact that the adhvaryu generally stands when making the offering. A 
second, similar ritual act is always distinguished from the isti offering. It is 
called Qhuti which I shall translate as “oblation.” It is also called juhoti, “he 
makes an oblation” or “he pours.” This refers to the adhvaryu, generally 
seated during the oblation, at which time he calls: svahal The adhvaryu 
stands, however, during the “Full Oblations” (pUniBhuti), when a full ladle is 
entirely emptied.

The principal offerings of the DarsapQrnamasa are introduced and 
followed by numerous other rites. An important preceding rite is the placing 
of sticks of firewood (samidh) on the altar by the adhvaryu, which act is 
accompanied by the recitation of sQmidhenl verses (from the Rgveda) by the 
hota. This is followed by two Bghara oblations of butter, five praydja or 
preliminary offerings, and two ajyabhaga butter offerings for Agni and Soma. 
Then come the principal offerings, followed by an offering for Agni Svi-
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PLATE 2

stakrt, “Agni-to-whom-the-proper-offering-is-made,” and IdahvQna, “call of 
Ida,” during which the adhvaryu puts rice cakes in the right hand of the 
hota and in the ida-receptable, which are subsequently touched by the yaja-
mana. This is followed by three anuyaja or after-offerings. The yajamana’s 
daksina is an offering presented to the priests, formerly taken to be merely 
a sacrificial fee. According to some, it is more than that: it strengthens the 
ritual and makes it complete “by integrating it into the cosmic circulation of 
wealth” (Heesterman 1959; Gonda 1965, 19-20; Malamoud 1976). At the 
Full- and New-Moon Ceremonies, the fee consists of anvaharya rice, rice 
left after preparing rice cakes for the offerings. It is cooked on the southern 
fire, which is therefore sometimes called anvaharya-pacana.

The Pasubandha, paradigm for the animal sacrifice, modifies the pat-
tern of the Full- and New-Moon ceremonies in several important respects. 
The services of a second priest from the Rgveda, the maitravaruna, are re-
quired. Holding a staff, he generally stands to the right (i.e., to the south) of 
the hota, who sits facing the offering fire. In the PaSubandha, as in all sub-
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Figure 3—Ritual Enclosure for the Animal Sacrifice

OA: old ahavaniya (old offering altar)
=  NG: new gdrhapatya (new domestic altar)

U : uttaravedi
=  NA: new ahavaniya (new offering altar) 

y : yUpa (sacrificial pole) .
H : Hota of Rgveda
M : Maitravaruna of Rgveda 
Y : Yajamana
B : Brahman
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sequent Srauta rituals, there is a transformation of the offering fire, which 
has moved further east. A new ritual enclosure, the mahavedi or Great Altar 
space, is constructed and consecrated to the east of the old offering en-
closure with its three fire altars. At the eastern end of this new mahavedi, 
a new offering altar, the uttaravedi, is constructed. The old offering altar 
becomes the new domestic altar and the fire is carried (Agnipranayana) 
from here to the new offering altar. The ritual is then performed around the 
two new fire altars, as in Figure 3.

In the Pasubandha, the animal that is sacrificed, calledpasu, is generally a 
goat. It is tied to a sacrificial post (yupa), which is erected immediately to the 
east of the uttaravedi, on the eastern boundary of the mahavedi. The animal is 
killed by choking it to death. This task is performed by the samita or “pacifier,” 
generally a nonbrahmin, and it takes place outside the enclosure and without 
being observed by the priests. The basic dialogues of the isti, which take place 
when parts of the animal are offered into the offering fire, are modified by the 
participation of the maitravaruna priest. The adhvaryu starts by instructing 
the maitravaruna to tell the hota to address the deity. After the maitravaruna 
has done this, the hota continues as before. The deities to whom the 
paradigm animal sacrifice is dedicated are Indra, Agni, Surya, or Prajapati. 
The Pasubandha should be performed every year or every six months.

We have now come to the Soma rituals, which presuppose and incor-
porate all previous rituals, but add numerous and significant new features. 
As their name indicates, the Soma rituals incorporate the preparation and 
offering of the Soma juice, which is extracted from the Soma plant. In ad-
dition, there are also two or more animal sacrifices, and numerous offerings 
and oblations of clarified butter, rice cakes, and other vegetable substances. 
The principal characteristic of the Soma rituals is a sequence of chants 
(stotrri) from the Samaveda, sung by a chorus of three priests, and a corres-
ponding sequence of recitations (sastra) from the Rgveda, each rendered by 
a single priest. These chants and recitations are combined with Soma rites in 
sequences that I shall call Soma sequences, each consisting of a stotra chant, 
a sastra recitation, Soma offering to the deities, and Soma drinking by the 
yajamana and his main priests.

The Soma ceremonies require more priests and several sacrificial 
enclosures. In these rituals, the following sixteen priests officiate:

(Atharvaveda) 1. Brahman (also in Agnyadheya, Darsapurnama- 
sa, Pasubandha)

2. Br5hmanacchamsin
3. Agnldhra or Agnidh (also in Agnyadheya, 

Darsapurnamasa, Pasubandha)
4. Pota

(Rgveda) 5. Hota (also in Agnyadheya, Darsapurnamasa, 
Pasubandha)

2. T h e  A g n i c a y a n a  i n  C l a s s i c a l  V e d i c  Ri t u a l
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PLATE 2
Ida

After the hota has invoked the goddess Ida, the adhvaryu places 
pieces of sacrificial puroda§a cakes, also called ida, in his right hand 
and in their wooden receptacle (idapatram). They are touched by 
the yajamana. This occurs in the middle of each isti offering. On the 
plate, the i§ti is the Introductory Offering (praya^iyesti) on the 
fourth day (Episode 8): the yajamana wears the turban he has re-
ceived during his consecration (Episode 4) and will discard during 
the purchase of Soma (Episode 8).
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6. Maitravaruna (also in Pasubandha)
7. Acchavaka
8. Gravastut

(Samaveda) 9. Udgata
10. Prastota
11. Pratiharta *
12. Subrahmanya

(Yajurveda) 13. Adhvaryu (also in Agnihotra, Agnyadheya, 
Darsapurnamasa, Pasubandha)

14. Pratiprasthata
15. Nesta
16. Unneta

Finally there is one optional priest:

17. Sadasya.

I have added the names of the four Vedas between parentheses because the 
affiliation of the priests to them is somewhat artificial, as we have already seen 
in connection with the assignment of the brahman and the agnidhra to the 
Atharvaveda. In practice, there are two groups, the Samavedins and the others.

In addition to the yajamana, ten among these priests are called “cup-
bearer” (camasin) because they have their own Soma cup (camasa). They are : 
hota, maitravaruna, brahmanacchamsin, pota, nesta, acchavaka, agnidhra, 
brahman, udgata, and sadasya. Each of the cupbearers has an assistant 
(camasddhvaryu), who makes Soma oblations from the cupbearer’s cup. 
The sastra recitations are performed by the first three and the sixth cup-
bearers, one at a time. Each of the Sastra reciters has his own fire hearth, 
called dhisnya. When he recites, he sits to the west of it, facing east. The 
agnidhra also has a hearth, on the northern boundary of the Mahavedi. The 
three stotra chanters have their designated places to the west of the Sastra 
reciters. The three chanters face north, west, and south.

In the Soma rituals, the ritual enclosure is extended by constructing 
inside the mahavedi, between the new domestic altar and the new offering 
altar, two new enclosures, one for the chants and recitations, and one for the 
Soma. The first is the sadas or hall of recitation, in which all but one of the 
stotras are chanted, in which all the Sastras are recited, and where the Sastra 
reciters have their hearths. The second is the havirdhana or havirdhanama- 
ndapa, a shed (mandapa) with two havirdhana (“oblation-receptacle”) or 
Soma carts, where the preparation of the Soma takes place. The ground plan 
of the resulting structure is given in Figure 4.

There are several categories of Soma rituals, but we shall only be con-
cerned with those that are called ekaha, “one-day.” They are characterized by 
the fact that the pressing or pounding of the Soma takes place three times in the 
course of a single day. The three pressings are called morning pressing (pratah-
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Figure 4—Ritual Enclosures for the Soma Rituals

OA: old ahavanlya (old offering altar)
=  NG: new garhapatya (new domestic altar)

U: uttaravedi
=  NA: new ahavaniya (new offering altar)

Sadas: hall of recitation
Havirdhana: hall for preparation of Soma, or Soma hall

savana), midday pressing (madhyandina-savana), and (not evening pressing 
but) third pressing (trtiya-savana). This terminology suggests what in practice 
is a fact, namely that the multitude of accompanying rites and ceremonies 
may prevent the three pressings from being completed within a single day.

All Soma rituals, even those of the ekaha variety, last for several days 
because of numerous introductory, preparatory, and accompanying rites. 
The prototype and paradigm of these rites, the Agnistoma, lasts five days, 
the three pressings taking place on the last day or “pressing day” (sutya). 
During this last day there is also an animal sacrifice. The rites that occur on 
earlier days include consecration (dlksd) of the yajamana, the ritual purchase 
of Soma stalks (somakrayana), the worship of Soma as a king, the consecra-
tion of the mahavedi and its various contents, the carrying forth of Agni 
(agnipranayana) from the old offering altar (=  the new domestic altar) to 
the new offering altar, the carrying forth of Agni and Soma in similar fashion 
(agnisomapranayana); and many others. There are also optional rites. The 
most important among these is the Pravargya, a pastoral ceremony in 
which offerings of boiled goat’s and cow’s milk are made to the ASvin twins, 
divine young men who ride the wind. When this option is selected, the 
Pravargya rite takes place in the morning and evening during the second,
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third, and fourth day. It immediately precedes the Upasad rites, which take 
place at these times, and which are not optional. They are basically offerings 
and oblations of clarified butter. The Agnihotra, incidentally, should not be 
performed during these ceremonies.

On the last day of the Agnistoma, there is a bath (avabhrtha) for the 
yajamana, his wife, and the priests. An isfi is performed in the water instead 
of in the fire. Finally the enclosure with most of its contents is set on fire and 
consumed by Agni.

All these rites occur in all the Soma rituals. The Agnistoma is charac-
terized by a particular distribution of Soma sequences: there are five during 
the morning service on the pressing day, five during the midday service, and 
two during the third service. The chant of the twelfth and last sequence is 
called Agnistoma, “praise of Agni,” from which the entire ceremony derives 
its name.

There are six other ekaha Soma rituals. They can be briefly described 
as extensions of the Agnistoma. Confining myself to those differences that 
relate to Soma sequences, I shall very briefly characterize three of these 
rituals, Ukthya, SodaSin, and Atiratra (the names of the other three are given 
in Table 2).

In the Ukthya ritual (from uktha, an old name for the Sastra recitation, 
in particular during the third service), three Soma sequences are added to 
the two Soma sequences of the third service of the Agnistoma, bringing the 
total to fifteen, equally distributed among the three services.

In the SodaSin (“sixteenth”) ritual, which is dedicated to Indra, a six-
teenth Soma sequence is added. It is shrouded in mystery and considered 
dangerous.

In the Atiratra (“overnight”) ritual, three nightly rounds (rStriparydya) 
are added, each consisting of four Soma sequences. This is followed by a 
final sequence, the twenty-ninth, which should be over before dawn. The 
last chant belonging to this sequence is called the sandhi-stotra “twilight 
chant.” The accompanying Sastra, called ahvina-Hastra, is addressed to the 
A§vin twins and consists of a thousand verses.

We are now in a position to approach the Agnicayana. This ritual is 
always combined with a Soma ritual. In the Agnicayana, a special role is 
played by a ritual vessel, the ukha pot, made from clay and subsequently 
fired. The main characteristic of the Agnicayana is that the offering altar 
of the uttaravedi is constructed by piling up (cayana) fired clay bricks. There 
are five layers (citi), and the resulting altar can have various shapes, the most 
well known being the shape of a bird of prey (§yena). The new domestic altar 
is square and is also made of five layers of fired bricks. The construction of 
these altars involves numerous other rites.

When the Agnicayana is combined with the Atiratra Soma ritual, it is 
called Atiratra-Agnicayana or SUgnicitya-Atiratra. This is the ritual that 
the Nambudiris celebrated in 1975.
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