
Chapter 3. A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW 
OF THE AGNICAYANA

T h e  b r ic k  o f f e r i n g  altar of the Agnicayana, often simply called “Agni,” 
assumes the function of the uttaravedi, and is therefore located inside the 
ritual enclosure, the bird facing east (see Figure 5). Since the enclosure has a
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Figure 5—Ritual Enclosures for the Agnicayana 

(for details, compare Figures 1- 4)

roof that is about 15 feet high, and the span of the wings of the altar is about 
40 feet, it is difficult to obtain a bird’s-eye view of the altar. This is never-
theless what we shall try to do in the following pages. The description in this 
chapter will be based upon the classical manuals and not upon the 1975 
performance. However, when options are mentioned in the texts, I have se-
lected the option that was adopted in 1975, or the one closest to Nambudiri 
practice. This applies in particular to the duration of the ritual and to the 
distribution of rites over particular days. In the classical manuals this dis-
tribution is not always clear. The ceremonies described in the manuals some-
times last much longer than in the Nambudiri tradition. Some rites may be 
extended over a year. The 1975 performance lasted for twelve days. I shall 
describe the ritual day by day and concentrate on the main ritual moments 
without specifying any of the recitations or innumerable subordinate rites.
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FIRST DAY

The yajamana and his priests enter the ritual enclosure, carrying the 
yajamana’s three sacred fires in pots. The ukha pot, main ritual vessel of the 
Agnicayana, is prepared from clay, along with the heads of a horse, a man, 
a bull, a ram, and a he-goat, as well as a few of the bricks that will be used 
for the piling of the altar. An animal sacrifice is performed for Vayu. The 
five chief priests (adhvaryu, brahman, hota, udgata, and sadasya) are offi-
cially selected. Fire is produced by friction. An isti is performed for the 
consecration (diksanlyesti) and is followed by the consecration (diksa) of the 
yajamana. During this ceremony, the yajamana crawls onto the skin of 
a black antelope, a turban is tied around his head, he is given a staff, and 
he closes his fists. From the consecration on the first day until the final bath 
on the twelfth day, the yajamana should sit on the antelope skin and carry 
the staff1. He should generally keep his fists closed and refrain from speaking 
(except for the prescribed recitations), from bathing, sexual intercourse, 
and certain kinds of food. The yajamana picks up the ukha pot, which is 
filled with fire, and takes three steps with it. He is protected by a golden 
breast plate.

SECOND DAY

The mahavlra pot, main ritual vessel of the Pravargya, is prepared from
clay.

THIRD DAY

A tree is cut and a sacrificial pole is made from it. To the east of the old 
enclosure, in which the three altars have already been made, the measure-
ments of the mahavedi and of the bird-shaped offering altar are laid out.

FOURTH DAY

In the place of the old offering altar, the new domestic altar is construct-
ed from bricks. The adhvaryu consecrates each brick on behalf of the yaja-
mana with mantras. The offering fire is installed on the domestic altar, and 
fire from the ukha pot is added to it. An introductory isti (prayaniyesti) is 
performed. Outside the enclosure, Soma stalks are purchased from a Soma 
merchant. They are measured, placed on a bullock skin, and transported 
on the Soma cart. King Soma is installed on a throne (asandl) to the south of 
the new domestic =  old offering altar, and a guest isti (atithyesti) is perform-
ed in his honor. All priests, excluding the chanters, and the yajamana sprinkle 
the Soma. The subrahmanya priest recites for the first time his invitation to 
Indra, gods, and brahmins, urging them to attend the forthcoming Soma 
pressing on the sutya day. The first Pravargya and Upasad are performed.
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Now the ground is prepared for constructing the offering altar. It is plowed 
and seeds are sown. Several items are buried in the ground, including a 
live tortoise, the ukha pot, a golden image of a man (hiranmaya-purusa), 
and the five animal heads. The bricks, of various shapes and sizes, are placed 
on the ground in specific order, making up the first layer of the bird altar. A 
“naturally perforated” or “porous” brick or stone (svayamatriinQ) is placed 
in the center. All bricks are consecrated by the adhvaryu on behalf of the 
yajamana. The Pravargya and Upasad follow.

FIFTH DAY

After the morning Pravargya and Upasad, the second layer is laid, 
followed by the evening Pravargya and Upasad.

SIXTH DAY

After the morning Pravargya and Upasad, the third layer is laid, with 
svayamStrnna in the center, followed by the evening Pravargya and Upasad.

SEVENTH DAY

After the morning Pravargya and Upasad, the fourth layer is laid, 
followed by the evening Pravargya and Upasad.

EIGHTH DAY

After the morning Pravargya and Upasad, the fifth layer is laid, with 
svayamatrnna in the center. The yajamSna wishes the bricks to turn into 
cows. A long continuous oblation of milk, sesame seed, and other sub-
stances is made for Rudra and the Rudras on the westernmost brick of the 
northern wing of the bird. The udgata sings chants around the bird, and a 
strong man pours a continuous stream of water from a pitcher three times 
around the altar. The evening Pravargya and Upasad follow.

NINTH DAY

After morning and evening Pravargya and Upasad, the mahavlra pot 
and other implements used in the Pravargya are put down on the new offering 
altar in the shape of a man. Agni is carried forth from the new domestic to 
the new offering altar and is installed in the center of the bird altar or “Agni.” 
A long, continuous oblation of clarified butter is made into the sacrificial 
fire through a large ladle (praseka). This oblation is called “flow of wealth” 
(vasor dhara). It is followed by numerous other offerings and oblations. The 
sadas, the hall of recitation, is prepared along with its hearths. Now Agni 
and Soma are carried forth and the Agnisomiya animal sacrifice is performed. 
The subrahmanya priest, standing between the yajamana and his wife, chants 
for the last time his invitation to the Soma pressing.

3. A  Bi r d ’s -Ey e  V i e w  o f  t h e  A g n i c a y a n a

57



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

TENTH TO TWELFTH DAY

The tenth day is the sutya or pressing day, and from now on ceremonies 
will continue throughout the next two days and nights. After the hota’s 
morning recital (prStaranuvaka), which starts long before sunrise, the morn-
ing pressing of Soma begins, and the first Soma oblations are offered. The 
prastota and pratiharta chanters join adhvaryu, pratiprasthata, udgata, 
brahman, and yajamana, and all crawl in snakelike procession (sarpanam) 
onto the altar, where they make an oblation into the offering fire. They then 
move to a place to the north of the altar, the Sstava, where the three chanters 
sing their first chant, “the outdoor chant for the purified Soma” (bahispa- 
vamana-stotra). Numerous rites are performed, many simultaneously, 
overlapping and/or temporarily interrupted by others. Fires are installed on 
the hearths in the sadas. Eleven animals are sacrificed for Agni, Sarasvati, 
Soma, Pasan, Brhaspati, the ViSvedevas, Indra, the Maruts, Indra-Agni, 
Savita, and Varuna.

All priests, except the Acchavaka, enter the sadas where the Soma juice 
is drunk. Soma offerings are made. The acchavaka priest enters, and the 
hota recites his first §astra recitation. The first Soma sequence over, four 
others are executed, each consisting of a stotra chant, a Sastra recitation, 
Soma offering, and Soma drinking. From now on, all chants and recitations 
take place in the sadas. Soma offerings are made into the offering fire, and 
Soma is drunk in the sadas.

At the midday pressing, the gravastut priest enters and recites, blind-
folded with cloth in which the Soma was wrapped, Rgveda verses in praise 
of the pressing stones (gravari). Five Soma sequences are gone through. Then 
the priests are offered daksina, and the yajamana is anointed (abhiseka) as 
in royal consecration.

After the third pressing, the remaining fourteen Soma sequences of the 
Atiratra are gone through. This takes up all of the eleventh day and night 
and is completed by dawn on the twelfth day. On this last day, the unneta 
priest makes two copious Soma offerings for Indra. Ancestral and expiation 
rites are performed. The yajamana, his wife, and the priests take the ava- 
bhrtha bath, a concluding isti (udayanlyesfi) is performed, and a final goat is 
sacrificed for Mitra-Varuna. The yajamana returns home with his wife and 
the three fires, and he installs the fires on his altars so as to perform the even-
ing and morning Agnihotra for the rest of his life as a householder.
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Chapter 4- TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATIONS 
OF THE AGNICAYANA

A c o m m o n  b u t  naive assumption about ritual is that ritual activities 
are always symbolic activities that refer to something else. This assumption 
is bom from the observation that ritual is not always clearly functional or, 
in simple terms, that it often does not seem to make any sense. The difference, 
for example, between putting on clothes and tying a dhoti or buttoning a 
waistcoat in a special manner is a difference between a clearly functional 
activity and more or less ritual activities. While the ritualistic and obsessive 
attention to clothes is secular, it acquires mysterious significance as soon as 
religious overtones are added. When the adhvaryu spins around once before 
making a certain oblation, this is expected to have special significance. Yet 
it may be meaningless on any particular occasion. Such meaninglessness does 
not imply that rites have never had any meaning, do not have a cause, or do 
not possess significance in a wider context. But the cause need no longer be 
operative when the ritual is performed, and the original significance may be 
lost. This situation is similar to that in the realm of the etymology of words. 
Every word has an etymology, but it does not follow that the etymology is 
part of the meaning or function of the word. Moreover, words are often used 
without conveying any meaning.

The problem of the ritual act (karman) and its interpretation in terms 
of knowledge (jfiana., vidya) has a long history in Indian religion and phi-
losophy. In the classical ideal of the ritual texts, the two are closely connected. 
Satapatha Brahmana 10.4.3.9, for example, says, with regard to the Agni-
cayana, “This fire altar is knowledge (vidya) and this fire altar is act (kar-
man)” (cf., Heesterman 1964, 22, note 40). In the Upanisads, karman and 
vidya or jfiana are clearly distinguished. The main purport of the Upanisadic 
teachings is that karman by itself is ineffectual, and that jfiana or vidya is all 
that counts. Accordingly, the Brahmanas and Upanisads are contrasted as 
karmakanda, “ the part of Sruti that relates to ritual,” and jMnakanda, “ the 
part of §ruti that relates to knowledge,” respectively. This contrast continues 
to play an important role in Indian philosophy. The Mimamsa, for example, 
emphasizes ritual activity in conformity with the Srauta Sfltras (which de-
scribe it) and the Brahmanas (which interpret it), just as the Vedanta em-
phasizes knowledge in conformity with the Upanisads.

In asking for interpretations of the Agnicayana, we should be clear about 
whose interpretations we are seeking. I shall distinguish between interpreta-
tions by the present-day performers, traditional interpretations as offered in 
the classical texts, and modern interpretations by scholars who look for 
origins and significance in terms of history, society, religion, philosophy, or 
in similar perspectives. The present chapter deals with the first two kinds of
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interpretation, with special emphasis on the traditional interpretations found 
in the classical texts. The next chapter, Chapter 5, will be concerned with 
modem interpretations.

The present-day performers, when engaged in ritual, are totally immersed 
in the proper execution of their complex tasks. They concentrate on correct-
ness of recitation and of act. There are no symbolic meanings going through 
their minds when they are engaged in performing ritual. But even when not 
actually engaged in the performance of a ritual, they do not feel that the ritual 
stands in need of a special interpretation. Like the reciters of the Veda, they 
are not concerned with meaning. They are interested in ritual meaning, or 
viniyoga, viz., in knowing what recitations and what acts should be com-
bined when and where. Beyond this, there is a sense of occasion that ex-
presses the general social, religious, and cultural function of the performance, 
cements the community of performers more closely together, and confers a 
degree of status and prestige on its members. There is also awareness of the 
discharge of a responsibility to the ancestors, who have preserved the ritual 
through their past performance. For an eligible brahmin to break the chain 
of transmission would result in a feeling of failure if not of guilt. Further-
more, there are, or rather there used to be, economic incentives (to which I 
shall return in Chapter 6, with special reference to the Nambudiri com-
munity). In short, for the performers, the meaning of the ritual lies in its 
celebration, which strengthens the present position of the community, its 
ties with the past, and its promise for the future. Finally, there are those 
special ritual qualities that induce people all over the world to immerse 
themselves in the correct execution of ritual in the appropriate place and at 
the appropriate time, and in such a manner as to derive satisfaction from it. 
Like the child in its playpen, man feels secure and enjoys being in the separate 
world of his sacrificial enclosure. But this is not the place to elucidate these 
qualities, which await analysis in a general theory of ritual.

Just as in the case of the Vedic recitations, there is a simple reason for 
treating rituals in modern times as almost meaningless: their original 
meaning has long been lost, and their religious, social, and economic func-
tion in Hindu society is no longer what it used to be during the Vedic period. 
Moreover, an interpretation of Vedic ritual in terms of contemporary 
Hinduism is not easy. Though the performers are practicing Hindus, Vedic 
ritual has no close links with the Hinduism that developed in post-Vedic 
times, e.g., worship of images of deities, temples, pilgrimages, ascetic prac-
tices. Present-day performances show at most that Hindu practices and the 
Vedic heritage can coexist (see the Preface to Volume II). Thus, during the 1975 
performance, some of the Nambudiri priests started their daily office with a 
simple act of worship in front of a lamp, placed inside the sacrificial enclo-
sure. This is a prominent feature of Hinduism in Kerala. It is also Nam-
budiri custom not to enter upon the performance of a Vedic ritual without 
first making offerings in temples to Hindu deities such as Daksinamurti and

6o



4- T r a d i t i o n a l  In t e r pr e t a t i o n s

Ganapati. The Vedic brahmins in Tanjore District (Tamilnad) have gone one 
step further in regarding Vedic ritual as the worship of a deity called Yajfie- 
svara, “God of Ritual.” Before the performance of an Atyagnistoma (one 
of the seven varieties of Soma rituals), which took place in Tanjore District 
in 1962, a printed announcement was distributed inviting the orthodox to 
witness the ritual and obtain the blessings (prasada) of Sri YajfleSvara. Thus 
the ritual is incorporated into the structure of Hinduism. Similarly, villagers 
who came to see the Nambudiri performance of 1975 wished to make a cir- 
cumambulation and offerings to receive the blessings and to obtain darhan, “a 
glimpse,” of the presiding deity.1

The aura of mystery that pervades ritual is often due to the fact that its 
meaning is not known, or is no longer known. This leads in turn to postulat-
ing a mystical knowledge that unravels the mystery by finding access to its 
essence. Such attitudes can be traced back at least as far as the Brahmanas, 
which frequently assert that he “who knows thus” (ya evant veda), or who, 
“knowing thus” (evam vidvari), performs rites, shall obtain results (cf. 
Edgerton 1929, 99). This suggests that there were brahmins who did not 
know thus. It also paved the way for the Upanisads, which sought to provide 
this special kind of secret knowledge.

At least one ancient ritualist, Kautsa—first mentioned in the Nirukta (a 
work on etymology of approximately the sixth century B.C.)—took the bull 
by the horns and declared the mantras meaningless. This should not be inter-
preted in terms of scepticism, positivism, or behaviorism. It is a purely ritu-
alistic move that limits the function of mantras to their ritual use. In order 
to understand Kautsa’s position one should visualize an actual ritual per-
formance. When the blindfolded gravastut priest recites his Rgveda verses at 
the midday pressing, he is, in fact—and as his name indicates—addressing 
the pressing stones. But how, asked Kautsa, can a person in his right mind 
address inanimate objects? In point of fact, mantras do not merely address 
stones and herbs; they also refer to things that do not exist (e.g., a being with 
four horns, three feet, two heads, and seven hands); they are redundant and 
self-contradictory (e.g.,,one mantra asserts: “There is only one Rudra, there 
never was a second”, and another refers to “the innumerable thousands of 
Rudras”); and lastly there is a tradition for mantras to be learned by heart, 
but there is no corresponding teaching of their meaning.

Kautsa concluded from these observations that mantras are meaningless 
(anarthaka mantrap) and are only meant to be recited (see, e.g., Mimamsa 
Stltra 1.2.4.34-38). Though Kautsa’s views were criticized in the Nirukta, in 
the philosophical system of the Mimamsa, and elsewhere, they are not so 
very different from the perspective of orthodox Hinduism. The philosopher 
Sankara, for example, approvingly quotes a Brahmana text that declares: 
“he who teaches a mantra or officiates at a ritual with mantras without
1 A  fact that was grossly misunderstood by an American anthropologist. See Paul 1978, 
Staal 1979b and Volume II, page 474.
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knowing the composer-seer (rsi), the meter, the deity, and the brShmana, 
will run his head against a pole or fall into a pit” (Vedanta Sutra Bhasya 
1.3.30). It is to be noted that knowledge of meaning is not required here. 
All that is demanded are certain formal data that are transmitted together 
with the recitations. The brahmana itself, which provides the traditional 
interpretation and viniyoga, is merely another recited text. Kane, who quotes 
this passage from Sankara, arrives at a view that is not inconsistent with it: 
“It appears that from ancient times the Veda was only committed to memory 
and most men learned in the Veda never cared to know its meaning” (Kane 
1941, II, 358).

The Vedic tradition is therefore, in theory and practice, consistent with 
the popular view that ritual is magic and that mantras are mysterious gib-
berish: II s ’est ainsi accredite I’idee d ’un lien entre le mantra vedique et la 
magie, et dans I’usagepopulaire le mantra, quelle qu’en soit I’origine, est avant 
tout un abracadabra (Renou 1960, 21). It is useful to bear this in mind when 
engaging upon the study of mantras as aids to meditation (dhiyalamba), one 
of their primary functions in later times, e.g., in Tantrism (cf. Staal 1975, 
s.v. Manrta).

While the idea that mantras and rituals are meaningless expresses an 
important feature of ritual, its explicit formulation has always been rare. 
This is as it should be, for it would be misleading to conclude that there is 
no point in performing ritual. Ritual has significance, but its significance is 
generally quite different from what it is said to be. This will become more 
apparent in the next chapter, but it is visible even in the ritual interpretations 
of the classical texts. The Srauta siltras are not part of this tradition. As we 
have seen, they do not interpret the ritual. They presuppose its interpretation 
and confine themselves to its description. In later times this trend continues 
in the Mimamsa, which is concerned with ritual primarily in terms of a sys-
tem of duties (dharma), classified as obligatory and optional (see Subrahma- 
nya Sastri on Agnicayana in the MimSmsS, in Part III, pages 177-192).

The Vedic works that are primarily concerned with ritual interpretation 
are the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas, and the early Upanisads. The authors of 
these works were probably more scholars than performers, though it is obvi-
ous that, in most cases, they had a thorough knowledge of ritual practice. 
The rituals themselves had become increasingly complex. This kept the per-
formers busy and provided plenty of material for ritualists with a speculative 
bent of mind. It led to a great variety of imaginative intrepretations, and it 
is not surprising that the Upanisads, the last link in this chain of interpreta-
tion, are also the beginnings of Indian philosophy.

The realm of ritual interpretation and speculation is a labyrinth, and if 
we do not want to get lost, we shall have to follow a thread. I shall therefore, 
from now on, become more specific and confine myself to interpretations 
of the Agnicayana. It will be helpful to review briefly the relevant texts. In 
the Rgveda, the Agnicayana is not mentioned. By the time of the Yajurveda,

62



4. T r a d i t i o n a l  In t e r pr e t a t i o n s

at most a few centuries later, it has become the most inclusive of all rituals. 
The Taittiriya Samhita devotes approximately two of its seven kanfas to it, 
and the Vajasaneyi Samhita eight adhyayas out of forty. The mantra section 
of the Taittiriya Samhita, which deals with the Agnicayana (kanda 4 and 
some sections of kaflda 5), contains most of the mantras that are recited during 
its performance in the Taittiriya tradition. The corresponding brahmana 
sections (most of kanda 5) offer observations on the meaning of the mantras 
and of ritual activities that accompany the mantras. Since these are the 
earliest traditional interpretations of episodes of the Agnicayana, I shall 
illustrate them with two simple examples.

When the ukha pot is made, it is addressed with the mantra: “You are 
the head of Makha” (Taittiriya Samhita 4.1.5.31). The corresponding brah-
mana explains this by informing us that Makha is the ritual, and the ukha 
pot its head (Taittiriya Samhita 5.1.6.10). Similarly, during the preparation 
of the ukha pot, breast-shaped protuberances are made around its periphery. 
The brahmana (Taittiriya Samhita 5.1.6.17-19) explains their number: two 
breasts are to give milk to sky and earth; four breasts to give milk to cattle; 
and eight breasts to give milk to the meters (of which there are eight kinds).

Most interpretations found in the brahmaiia sections of the Taittiriya 
Samhita are of this kind. They are piecemeal, ad hoc, and not very illumi-
nating. One looks in vain for an interpretation in a broader context or of 
larger units, or for an explanation of their structure and interrelationships. 
Such interpretations are sometimes given in the Brahmanas, and particularly 
in the Satapatha Brahmana. This work is attributed to a sage, Yajfiavalkya, 
who is often mentioned in its first five kandas, and again in the later kandas. 
The intervening kandas— 6 through 10, which seem to be of later date (see 
below, page 98), and which constitute more than one third of the work— 
are attributed to another sage, Sandilya. These kandas deal with the inter-
pretation of the Agnicayana. The tenth kanda is called Agnirahasya, “the 
secret of Agni,” i.e., the secret of the Agnicayana according to Sandilya. 
This has, in some respects, the character of an Upanisad, which is in turn 
consistent with the fact that a traditional interpretation of the term upanisad 
is rahasya, “ secret (teaching).”

The Satapatha Brahmana is of later date than the Taittiriya Samhita 
and belongs to a different branch of the Yajurveda. There is no guarantee, 
therefore, that its interpretation is also implicit in the Taittiriya Samhita. 
Keith (1914, cxxv-cxxxi) has attempted to distinguish between the Agni-
cayana doctrines of the two texts, but such an attempt is bound to remain 
speculative because of their difference in character, and also because the 
Taittiriya Samhita does not offer any explicit doctrine. However, given the 
ready availability of Keith’s translation of the Taittiriya Samhita (first pub-
lished in 1914 and reprinted in 1967) and the importance of this text for the 
Agnicayana, a word of caution is in order.

In Keith’s translation, many portions of the Taittiriya Samhita (mantra
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as well as brahmana sections) read like the babblings of a child or the ravings 
of a madman. This impression is strengthened by Keith’s treatment of the 
text as if it were precisely that. Keith’s introduction and notes, though 
exceedingly useful, also abound in remarks such as, “ the aridity of constant 
quibbles and meaningless explanations is relieved only by occasional, and 
always very brief, references to real life” (clviii). One wonders why so much 
effort was spent on such a thankless task by the tireless Sanskritist and 
“eminent authority on the British Commonwealth and Indian constitutions” 
(as Nehru called Keith in Chapter VIII of The Discovery o f India).

In point of fact, the character of Keith’s translation is partly due not 
merely to peculiarities of his archaic style but also to mistakes. This was 
demonstrated by Caland in a review that appeared in 1924, and concluded: 
“From all that has been said it is clear that this translation of the Taittiriya 
Samhita can only be used with extreme criticism” (Aus all dem Gesagten geht 
hervor, dass diese Ubersetzung der Taittiriyasamhita nur mit der scharfsten 
Kritik zu benutzen ist: Caland 1924, 31). I shall give five examples of Keith’s 
erroneous interpretations, translating from Caland’s German text.

According to Keith, TS 2.6.2.4 means: “The ox feeds with the first half, 
the cow feeds with the second half.” Caland translates: “The use of the ox 
lies in its front half (which pulls carts), the use of the cow in its back half 
(which yields milk).” Similarly, TS 2.5.13 : “Seed is deposited in front, 
offspring are born at the back” (Keith), versus “Seed is deposited in the 
forward direction, children are born in the reverse direction” (Caland). TS 
5.4.7.6: “From the half filled Prajapati created the creatures” (Keith), vs. 
“from the empty (womb) Prajapati created the creatures” (Caland). TS 
6.5.6.4: “Therefore the raw milks the cooked” (Keith), vs. “Therefore the raw 
(material, viz., the cow) yields the matured (viz., milk)” (Caland). TS 6.5.6.5: 
“From that which is not depressed offspring are produced (Keith), vs. “From 
the erected (penis) children are born” (Caland). No wonder that Keith— 
deploring the absence of “references to real life,” but himself unable to re-
cognize even the basic facts of life—comes up with statements like: “The 
Taittiriya cannot be credited with any intelligible theory of the nature of the 
supreme deity. . . .  On the other hand the Satapatha shows a really deve-
loped theory of the nature of mind. . . . ” (Introduction cxxix).

As a matter of fact, the intelligibility of the Satapatha Brahmana 
doctrine of the Agnicayana is largely due to Eggeling, who translated the 
text of this Brahmana in the Sacred Books of the East Series (1882-1900, 
reprinted 1963, second edition 1966), and who summarized its interpretation 
of the Agnicayana in the Introduction to his fourth volume (1897, xiii-xxvii). 
Eggeling’s outlook was hardly more favorable than Keith’s. Speaking of the 
Brahmanas in general, he says: “For wearisome prolixity of exposition, 
characterized by dogmatic assertion and a flimsy symbolism rather than by 
serious reasoning, these works are perhaps not equalled anywhere” (I, ix). 
And yet, Eggeling made a lot of sense of it. Gonda (1960,191, note 16 =  1965,
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17-18, note 36) sums up a lengthy scholarly controversy by pointing out that 
Oldenberg’s criticism of Eggeling’s basically intelligible views has for a long 
time, and in spite of Keith, prevented an adequate interpretation of the 
Agnicayana. I shall be guided by Eggeling in the following sketch of Sa- 
ndilya’s interpretation of the Agnicayana.

According to Sandilya’s teaching in the Satapatha Brahmana, the con-
struction of the Agnicayana altar is essentially the restoration of Prajapati, 
the creator god, who created the world through self-sacrifice, viz., through 
his own dismemberment. Since Prajapati became the universe, his restoration 
is at the same time the restoration of the universe. Thus, piling up the altar 
means putting the world together again. Just as Prajapati was the original 
sacrificer, Agni is the divine sacrificer, and the yajamana is the human 
sacrificer. The designation of the fire altar as Agni indicates the identity of 
Agni and Prajapati. Agni, Prajapati, and the yajamana are all identified with 
each other, with the offering altar, and with the fire installed on it. The ukha 
pot also represents the fire altar: it is made when the bricks are made, and fire 
is carried in it by the yajamana, just as fire is installed on the offering altar.

Prajapati is also identified with the man (purusa) in the sun, which is 
also both the man in the (right) eye and the golden man (hiranmayapurusa) 
buried under the first layer, who represents Agni-Prajapati and the yajamana. 
Above this golden man are the “naturally perforated” (svayamatrnna) 
pebbles, in the first, third, and fifth layers, which enable him to breathe, and 
which represent the three worlds (earth, air, and sky) through which he will 
have to pass on his way to the fourth, invisible world of immortality. All the 
bricks of the altar are animated by Prajapati putting breath in them. Thus 
the bird comes to life, and with the restoration of Agni-Prajapati, the yaja-
mana gains immortality.

The Brahmana proceeds with more identifications, following the doc-
trines of Sajidilya. Prajapati is the sacrifice and food of the gods; Soma is the 
supreme oblation; hence Prajapati is Soma. Soma was brought from heaven 
by a bird of prey (syena). Accordingly, Prajapati and Purusa, both generally 
conceived of in the shape of a man, also assume the shape of a bird. This 
is further explained by the doctrine of the original seven seers (rsi), identified 
with the “vital airs” (prana), i.e., with life, each in the shape of a purusa. 
These seven purusas were combined into one Purusa, which is Prajapati 
and has the shape of a bird. These seven-and-a-half constituents are clearly 
visible in one form of the fire altar (Figure 6, after Eggeling 1894, III, 419.)1 
Each of these seven areas is called purusa, a term that acquires geometrical 
meaning in the context of altar construction (see Seidenberg in Part III, pages 
95-126). The four squares in the middle are together called atman, “body”

* The dotted lines in the wings and tail were probably put in by Eggeling, interpreting 
Satapatha Brahmana 10.2.1.1-8. But this text might refer to the bend in the wings we 
find in the &ulva sutras (see, e.g., Figure 7; A. Seidenberg, personal communication).
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Figure 6—Fire Altar of the Agnicayana

The seven-and-a^half purusa squares 
according to the Satapatha Brahmana 

(after Eggeling)

Figure 7—Bird-Shaped Fire Altar of the Agnicayana

The largest square within the altar 
is its Utman, “body”, or “ self.”
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or “self.” The term also refers to the largest square within the bird-shaped 
form of the fire altar, the shaded area in Figure 7.

The identifications that Sandilya presents to us may baffle us, but— 
pace Eggeling and Keith—they are not any more meaningless, dogmatic, 
or flimsy than the constructions found in other religious traditions that 
conceive of a deity in different forms. Moreover, these theological constructs 
are not entirely arbitrary. There are rules to the game, and their presumed 
neglect may lead to differences of opinion and interpretation. The Satapatha 
Brahmana, for example, mentions ancient authorities who adhered to the 
view that the altar has the shape of a bird in order to carry the yajamana to 
heaven. Sandilya disagreed with this and insisted on a more roundabout 
interpretation: the vital airs became Prajapati by assuming the shape of a 
bird; by assuming that form, Prajapati created the gods; by assuming that 
form, the gods became immortal; “and what thereby the vital airs, and 
Prajapati, and the gods became, that indeed he (the yajamana) thereby be-
comes” (Satapatha Brahmana 6.1.2.36).

Prajapati has many other forms. One of his animal manifestations is 
the tortoise, which represents juice {rasa; cf. below page 121). When the tor-
toise is buried under the altar, juice is bestowed on Agni, and rain and 
fertility are induced. But Prajapati also possesses abstract features. He is 
time, and is in particular identified with the year. Hence the Agnicayana 
takes a year to complete. After the yajamana has generated Agni in the womb 
of the ukha pot, he carries him around for a year before he is born on the 
sacrificial altar. The yajamana himself is also in the womb (he closes his 
fists like an embryo), and the domestic altar is a womb. The sand strewn 
on it is the seed of Agni VaiSvSnara, “Agni common to all men.” When 
carrying Agni from the domestic to the offering altar, the yajamana enters 
the world of the gods, is reborn in heaven, and gains immortality.

These interpretations take us from the Agnicayana to the Soma rituals, 
and illustrate the embedding of the former in the latter. In the Soma rituals, 
the original enclosure with its three fires represents the world of men, and the 
mahavedi, newly constructed to its east, is the world of the gods. All principal 
srauta rituals are provided with such interpretations in the Satapatha Brah-
mana and the other Brahmanas, though none with anything as sweeping as 
Sandilya’s metaphysics of the Agnicayana. It would take us too far to even 
sketch some of these intrepretations of other Srauta rituals. Let me only 
mention that the stotra chants and Sastra recitations of the Soma rituals are 
regarded as the weapons of Prajapati (the word Sastra is a homonym which 
may be derived from Sams-, “recite” or from sas-, “cut down”). According 
to the Jaiminiya Brahmana (2.69, quoted in Gonda 1960, 196) Prajapati 
himself became immortal only after he understood the mystical connection 
between the stotra chants and Sastra recitations.

Though many of the interpretations of the Agnicayana found in the 
Brahmanas, and especially in the Satapatha, are obvious rationalizations,
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they continue to inspire scholars (e.g., Silburn 1955, 64-71; Malamoud 
1975). In India, they were further developed in the Upanisads. As Ikari has 
shown, the five layers of the altar are connected with the five “sheaths” of 
the soul in the psychology of the Taittiriya Upanisad (Ikari, personal com-
munication). Sandilya’s doctrines were destined to have a great future in the 
Upanisads and the Vedanta. The yajamana’s identity with Prajapati and with 
the fire altar, the center of which is called its “body” or “self” (atman: see 
Figure 7), was generalized into the identity of atman and brahman in every 
human being, which is one of the cornerstones of Indian philosophy. A sage 
called Sandilya, possibly the same Sandilya discussed above, makes a brief 
appearance in the Chandogya Upanisad (3.14) to proclaim the identity of 
atman and brahman, and to give a characterization of brahman in positive 
terms, which contrasts with its negative characterization by Yajnavalkya 
in other Upanisads. In these contexts there is no longer mention of the 
Agnicayana, but the Agnicayana is still the background against which 
Sandilya formulates his doctrine toward the end of the Agnirahasya (Sata-
patha Brahmana 10.6.3.1-2, in Eggeling’s translation):

1. Let him meditate upon the ‘true Brahman.’ Now, man here, 
indeed, is possessed of understanding, and according to how great 
his understanding is when he departs this world, so does he, on 
passing away, enter yonder world.

2. Let him meditate on the Self, which is made up of intelligence, 
and endowed with a body of spirit, with a form of light, and with an 
ethereal nature, which changes its shape at will, is swift as thought, 
of true resolve, and true purpose, which consists of all sweet odours 
and tastes, which holds sway over all the regions and pervades this 
whole universe, which is speechless and indifferent;—even as a 
grain of rice, or a grain of barley, or a grain of millet, or the smallest 
granule of millet, so is this golden Purusa in the heart; even as a 
smokeless light, it is greater than the sky, greater than the ether, 
greater than the earth, greater than all existing things;—that self of 
the spirit is my self: on passing away from hence I shall obtain that 
self. Verily, whosoever has this trust, for him there is no uncertainty.
Thus spoke Sandilya, and so it is.

Later Upanisads carry these ideas further, and the Agnicayana is still 
referred to occasionally. The Maitrayaniya Upanisad of the Black Yajurveda 
opens with the statement: “The piling (of the fire altar) by the ancients is 
a brahman-ritual; therefore the yajamana, having piled these fires, should 
contemplate the self (atman)” (brahmayajno va esa yat purvesarn cayanam 
tasm&d yajamanai  citvaitan agnln atmanam abhidhyayet). Van Buitenen, who 
has provided an ingenious analysis of the composite character of this Upa-
nisad, translates the first line as: “The laying of the fire by the ancient (sic)
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was a brahman-sacrifice” (Van Buitenen 1962, 37, 123). According to him 
(37; cf. 14, note 3), “the cayana is as the context in 6.33 ff. and the plural 
agnin etan (‘these fires’) show not the great Agnicayana ritual but the Agnya- 
dhdna, to which much of the Agnicayana symbolism is transferred.” But 
cayana, “piling up,” in the context of altars, is always used for brick altars, 
and the term agni frequently refers to the fire altar of the Agnicayana and 
not to the Agnyadhana or Agnyadheya. The plural agnin, “fires,” may denote 
many Agnicayanas, but it is also consistent with one Agnicayana, for, as 
we have seen, the ritual is always combined with a Soma ritual, and involves 
several altars, of which two are piled up from bricks. Moreover, if the reference 
were to anything else than the Agnicayana, it would be necessary to assume 
that not only the symbolism of the Agnicayana but also its bricks and many 
other specific characteristics were transferred. When substance and meaning 
are both transferred to something else, we had better abandon the hy-
pothesis of transference itself and accept the fact that it is the Agnicayana that 
is referred to. The substance of the Agnicayana, in addition to its symbolism, 
is clearly referred to in Maitrayaniya Upanisad 6.33, which van Buitenen 
translates as follows:

This fire, made of five bricks, is the Year. Its bricks are spring, 
summer, rains, autumn, winter. It has a head, two wings, a back and 
a tail: (thus) this fire is like a man. This earth is PrajSpati’s first 
laying. Having thrown up the yajamana with its hands, it proffered 
him to Wind.

Wind equals Prana. This fire is prana. Its bricks are prSna, vyana, 
apana, samana, udana. It has a head, two wings, a back and a tail. 
(Thus) this fire is like a man. The atmosphere is Prajapati’s second 
laying. Having thrown up the yajamana with its hands, it proferred 
him to Indra.

Indra is yonder sun. This fire is the sun. Its bricks are Rc, Yajus, 
Saman, the Atharv3ngirasas, the epic and purana. It has a head, two 
wings, a back and a tail. (Thus) this fire is like a man. This sky is 
Prajapati’s third laying. With its hands it makes an offering of the 
yajamana to the atman-knower. The atman-knower, having thrown 
him up, proffered him to the Brahman. There he becomes blissful, 
joyful.

(van Buitenen 1962, 148)

This passage abounds in references to the Agnicayana that do not fit 
any other ritual. Agni “made of bricks” is not fire, but the fire altar. Apart 
from bricks (istaka), there is mention of citi, which means “layer,” not 
“laying.” The five bricks stand for the five layers of the altar, and the three 
citis of Prajapati are the first, the third, and the fifth layer, which are iden-
tified with the three worlds. All the other identifications are well known

69



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

correspondences with which we are familiar from the Satapatha Brahmana 
and elsewhere. If  a single proof were needed that this Agni is the fire altar 
of the Agnicayana, the information that it has “a head, two wings, a back, 
and a tail” should be sufficient. The fire altar occurs also in other Upanisads 
of the Black Yajurveda. Harold Arnold has drawn my attention to the second 
valli of the Taittiriyopanisad, where we find a person (purusa) with two 
wings and a tail.

According to Bodewitz (1973, 278-283, 322), Maitrayanlya Upanisad 
1.1 and 6.33 do not refer to the “actual” Agnicayana or Agnyadhana but to 
the Pranagnihotra and/or to Agnicayana speculations, or the “mental” 
Agnicayana. I shall leave the Pranagnihotra aside. Since it is the special topic 
of the second part of Bodewitz’ book, the author is predisposed to see it 
everywhere. However, the reference to the Agnicayana is not very clear. 
According to Bodewitz (278), “the actual piling of the fire does not seem to 
form the aim of this upanisad. It was the symbolism of the fire altar and the 
speculations vaguely connected with it (as e.g., found in SB) which interested 
the author of the text.” But this goes without saying. The actual performance 
of Srauta ritual is always dealt with only in the Srauta sutras. Interpretations 
and speculations are taken up in brahmanas and upanisads. This does not 
imply that such interpretations do not refer to “actual” ritual activities, 
but that they do so indirectly since they presuppose such activities.

If it is true that in these passages of the Maitrayanlya Upanisad, Agni 
refers to the Agnicayana, this has further implications for the interpretation 
of this Upanisad, and casts doubt on some parts of van Buitenen’s analysis. 
According to van Buitenen, Maitrayanlya Upanisad 1.2-5.2 existed originally 
as a separate text that was later incorporated into another text, the result 
being the Maitrayanlya Upanisad as we know it. The inserted portion con-
sists essentially of two parts: the Brhadratha Instruction, which is “obviously 
Buddhistic in tone” (van Buitenen 1962, 78), and the Valakhilya Instruction, 
“of proto-Samkhyan provenance” (80). According to van Buitenen, neither 
of these fits naturally into the framework of what he has called the Vulgate.

While this may be true of the Brhadratha Instruction, it is much less 
clear in the case of the Valakhilya Instruction. This portion of the text 
(2.3-3.2, omitting what van Buitenen regards as still later interpolations) 
starts with Prajapati being asked to explain brahman-knowledge (brahma- 
vidya). More specifically, he is asked to explain why this body (sarira), which 
is without intelligence, is furnished with a foundation (pratisthapita), acquires 
intelligence (cetana), and finally, who sets it into motion (pracodayita). Pra-
japati’s basic answer is that it is he, Prajapati, seeing everything (yisvaksa), 
who as Purusa enters into each body: “This intelligent being furnishes a 
foundation to the body, so that it has intelligence, and he sets the body in 
motion” (2.4)

Next, Prajapati’s creation is described in more detail. Prajapati created 
many beings, but saw that they remained unconscious like stones and
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without breath like tree trunks. Thereupon, having made himself as the 
wind, he entered them. He did not enter as one. He divided himself into five. 
These five are further specified in what van Buitenen regards as a later in-
sertion : they are the five breaths, prana, apana, samana, udana, and vyana. 
Finally this Prajapati, who has entered the body, is declared to be atman, 
and when he is in the body, he is called bhutatman, “ the incarnate self.”

Though some of these formulations sound more recent, the doctrine of 
the Valakhilya section taken as a whole is similar to traditional speculations 
about Prajapati in the Agnicayana. Let me illustrate this with the help of 
references to the Satapatha Brahmana. Prajapati is mortal and immortal: 
his body (Sarlra) is mortal and his breaths (pranah) are immortal (10.1.4.1). 
His five breaths—prana, apana, vyana, udana, and samana—are the five 
layers of the altar (10.1.4.2-6). Thereby these parts of him become immortal.

Elsewhere it is said that the breaths departed from Prajapati after he 
had created. Hence some of the bricks are called prattabhrt, “ supporters of 
breath” (8.1.1.3). Specific bricks, thus animated, are further identified with 
the five breaths (8.1.3.6). When Prajapati wants to become everything, he 
becomes breath, in particular that breath which blows here, viz., the wind, 
which manifests his sight (drsti) (11.1.6.17). The breath that went out of him 
is the wind (7.1.2.5; similarly 6.2.2.11, 8.3.4.11 and 15). In 6.3.1.12, Prajapati 
is supplied as the subject for the Vajasaneyi Samhita 11.1: “Harnessing first 
the mind (manas).” Prajapati is also the meter of the mind (8.5.2.3). Without 
Prajapati there is no firm foundation; he is the foundation(pratistha) (7.1.2.1- 
2). Lastly, for the connections with atman and brahman and their intelligence 
aspects, I need merely refer to 10.6.3.1-2 from the Agnirahasya, already 
quoted (above, page 68).

Some of these similarities are not literal and verbal, which might dis-
please a philologist. However, notwithstanding the demands of lower and 
higher textual criticism (van Buitenen, 14), one should be allowed to do some 
thinking. I am not interested in trying to show that any parts of the Satapatha 
Brahmana are also constituents of the text of the Maitrayanlya Upanisad. 
What is clear from these similarities, however, is that the Valakhilya Instruc-
tion, in spite of apparent proto-Samkhyan features, fits quite naturally in a 
treatise on the brahman-ritual of the Agnicayana. Just as Maitrayanlya 
Upanisad 1.1 and 6.33, the Valakhilya Instruction exhibits features that 
belong to the complex of traditional interpretations of the Agnicayana. 
Therefore, different parts of the Maitrayanlya Upanisad fit together much 
better than van Buitenen has made us believe. And finally, the plurality of 
animated bricks is just as undeniable as the plurality of animated bodies, 
so why could the pluralistic philosophy of the Samkhya not be directly 
grafted upon the bricks of the fire altar?

If van Buitenen has gone too far in his dissecting activity, the blame 
should not primarily go to him but to his uncritical acceptance of philology, 
and to philology itself. He unhesitatingly accepts its credo: “From the point
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of view of style and composition the Valakhilya Story constitutes a separate 
and independent text. It is prima facie evident that whenever two instructions 
by different persons in different circumstances are found together in one text, 
at least one of them, and probably both, existed independently before it, or 
they were combined; we cannot assume that SM (the Southern MaitrSyani) 
had one author who wrote up the entire text as an original composition” 
(73).

This looks straightforward, but only at first sight. After a little reflection 
it becomes absurd. Homer has told the stories of many heroes, each of them 
given to a great deal of speech-making. Does this imply that we should postu-
late the prior existence of independent Achilles and Hector Instructions? 
And should we assume that there were originally separate texts dealing with 
Alyosha, Father Zossima, Albertine, and Baron de Charlus that Dostoyevsky 
and Proust have put together?

The famous German phenomenologist of religion, Rudolf Otto, has 
attempted to give more credence to his phenomenology by erecting it on the 
solid foundation of the science of philology. With such scholarly aids he has 
attempted to show that the Bhagavad Gita was derived from an original 
t/r-Gita, to which materials from eight different lost treatises were subse-
quently added. But even philologists cannot all be deceived. Emile Senart 
noted in the introduction to his translation of the G ita : “Efforts have been 
made to distinguish pieces of different origin; attempts that are ephemeral 
as well as arbitrary.” I have elsewhere drawn attention to the absurdities 
that have resulted from the uncritical application of these allegedly scientific 
methods to the text of the Yogastttra (Staal 1975,86-91). The moral is simple. 
Philology has to be used, but with caution.
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