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CHIARA NERI, T1zIANA PONTILLO
(Cagliari University)

THE ASCETIC WHOM THE GODS WORSHIP:
CONSERVATIVE UNORTHODOX MEDITATIVE
TRADITIONS IN THE VRATYAKANDA AND IN THE
SUTTAPITAKA®

Abstract

The article aims to examine the way in which Vratyas are considered in the
Vratyakanda of the Saunaka Atharvaveda Samhita, since it is one of the rare
works in Vedic literature to view them in a non-hostile manner. A novel com-
parison of the text will be made with Buddhist Pali Canon sources which may
serve to gain a better understanding of some of the aporias it contains. In par-
ticular, the present inquiry will try to single out the specific asceticism at stake
and thus concentrate on (1) the oneness and loneliness of Vratya and Buddhist
ascetics; (2) the motif of the gradual conquest of worlds (loka) as progres-
sively higher stages of ascetic achievement and (3) ascetics’ superiority with
respect to the gods. The emerging hypothesis is that the Vratyakanda may have
been an ancient vehicle for ascetic doctrines which then developed into both
Upanisadic and Buddhist thought (and probably into many other ascetic tradi-
tions) with their respective peculiarities.

1. The Vratyakanda as an exception

The common interpretations of the vratya phenomenon as an Ary-
an, non-brahmanic historical reality' often devote just a brief mention
to the XV book of the SS, i.e. to the book called Vratyakanda which
consists of 18 Paryayas written entirely in prose®. The book is in fact
unique among the sources on vratyas, since — with the exception of
another brief passage in JUB III 21 (see below, § 2.1) — is the only

*

All translations are by the authors, unless explicitly stated. This paper is the
result of a joint research work entirely discussed and shared by both authors. Just for
the sake of academic requirements §§ 2, 2.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 4, 4.1, 5 are attributed to
Chiara Neri, and §§ 1, 2.1, 2.2, 3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.2 to Tiziana Pontillo. We are deeply
grateful to Mark Allon, Frank Kohler, and Paola Rossi for their valuable comments on
the present work.

! See Bollée 1981; Falk 1986, but also the earliest pioneering works on this sub-
ject, such as Bloomfield 1899, Charpentier 1911, and Hauer 1927.

2 The contents of this book are only partly contained in the Paippalada [PS] recen-
sion, in PS 18.27-43.
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one in which the vratya figure is envisioned as a single ascetic (the
so-called ekavratyd), who is highly praised, rather than being object
of contempt.’ In the other works, especially in PB, JB, and BSS, the
matching plural vratyah clearly denotes a typical IE brotherhood®, out-
side the Brahmanical religious and social context®. How can this excep-
tion be explained?

The earliest seminal works on the Vratyakanda often considered the
protagonist of this book as “an idealization of the wandering religious
mendicant”. During the recent online symposium (2021) organised by
Dominik Wujastyk to discuss Johannes Bronkhorst’s Greater Magadha
(2007) hypothesis, 15 years after its first formulation, the convener
himself postulated the hypothesis that this text was fruit of a tentative
assimilation of the Magadhan culture into the Vedic sphere. Thus, Wu-
jastyk confirmed the extra-brahmanical context of the Vratyas and ex-
plained the discontinuous way in which the Vedic and Sanskrit sources
deal with the Vratyas within a purely “horizontal” pattern of transi-
tion from the heterodox Magadhan to the Vedic orthodox culture. Our
proposal is instead a so-to-say “vertical” reinterpretation of the vratya
phenomenon as a conservative historical reality. Such a proposal stems
from the hypothesis that there was a time when vratyas were neither

3 It is noteworthy that 40 out of the total 89 occurrences of the word vratya re-

corded in the Digital Corpus of Sanskrit [accessed February 2022] are included in the
Vratyakanda. The other occurrences appear in the Brahmanas, Kalpasttras, Mana-
va-Dharmasastra and Mahabharata. In the latter works, a vratya is a man belonging to
a wandering gang, a member of a co-operative group outside the Brahmanical order, or
a member of a low caste due to his birth, or even an outcast, because he did not comply
with the mandatory observances in the due time, especially the upandyana, i.e. the in-
vestiture with the sacred thread. Candotti, Pontillo (2015: 158) advance that an original
ethnic or cultural distinctive feature was being slowly transformed into a responsibly
committable sin. This plausibly happened against the background of the notion of uni-
versality of the $rauta-rules, according to which members of an unorthodox society
should however be inserted into the orthodox system by means of some well-conceived
ritual stratagem. As for a brief survey of these occurrences, see Pontillo, Dore 2016: 1-5
and bibliography there quoted.

4 See Falk 1986: 51-54; 2002; Selva 2019: Appendix I; Edholm 2021a: 17-19.

5 As is well known, there are no occurrences of the word vrdtya in the Rgveda but
only the cognate lexeme vrdta ‘multitude, troop, group, association’ which is ultimate-
ly linked with the IE. *wer- /*swer- “to tie, line up’. The term vrdtya might also have
derived from vrata- ‘command, observance’, which is ultimately linked with the IE.
*wer- ‘to say’ (Pokorny 1959: 1151; 1162). Mayrhofer (1986-2001: II, 575-576) is for
the first etymology, while Falk (1986: 17) combines both etymons and maintains that
vrédtya ‘member of a group’ is derived from vrata ‘group’, which is so called because its
leader adopts a certain ‘observational’ behaviour, i.e. one or more vratds. We are more
oriented to the etymology from vrdta- ‘group’ on the basis of Patafijali’s commentary
on Ast. 5.2.21 - see Candotti, Pontillo 2015: 165-166.
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despised nor marginalised. In our reconstructive working-hypothesis,
the Aryan culture that Bronkhorst (2007) singled out as distant from
the brahmanical one, i.e. the so-called “Magadha culture” may not nec-
essarily have originated in that Eastern area of continental India, but
rather it might merely have kept an Indo-Aryan pre-brahmanical cul-
ture alive. Our proposal for a change of perspective arises both from
the emphasis Bronkhorst put on the non-brahmanical matrix of several
important ancient Indian institutions, and from the postulation of “an
Indo-Aryan immigration to South Asia that preceded the coming of the
Rgveda Aryans” (Parpola 2003: 65). Thus, our aim is to reconstruct
the assumed common archetype of the Vratya and Magadhan culture.
Within this culture both the so-called heterodoxies and the Brahmanical
orthodoxy might have emerged later, and the latter might have margin-
alised the archetypal culture.

This pre-brahmanical culture might match with the “non-Vedic as-
cetic-renunciant (Sramana) traditions”, which Horsch 1966 identifies
with the ascetic gatha-literature (1966). Edholm (2021b: 36-42) recent-
ly considered this tradition as the matrix of what he calls “The Song of
the Wanderer”, i.e. a set of five aphoristic verses — gathas — composed
in the classical anu,s_tubh—élo{ca-metre, contained in the akhyana devoted
to the story of Rohita and Sunahsepa in the seventh book of the AB.
This Earlier Indo-Aryan culture might be well represented in both the
Atharvaveda and the Suttapitaka traditions, especially in their heritage
of ascetic doctrines: we will thus concentrate on three features of these
doctrines which seem to be shared by both these sources.

2. The oneness and loneliness of Vratya and Buddhist ascetics

Two of our recent articles (Neri, Pontillo 2015; 2016) were devot-
ed to the compound brahmabhiita conveying the sense of ‘to become
brahman’/‘to be brahman-like’®, which is attested both in Brahmanical
sources such as the Mahabharata [MBh] and the Bhagavadgita and
in several Suttapitaka passages. We also examined the phrase brdhma
bhavati meaning “to become the Brahman” occurring in the Upanisads
and crucially in the Vratyakanda. The compound brahmabhiita in the

¢  The second translation is based on Nirukta 3.16 (bhiitopama) and on

Mahabhasyadipika 1.3 1. 3 (bhiitasabda upamavaci). The past participle bhita com-
bines with a standard of comparison, also in phrases such as the Rgvedic meso bhiitah
“like a ram” listed in Nighantu 3.13 and labelled as bhiitopama in Nirukta 3.16. The
subject of comparison is described as though transformed into its standard. On the
multiple option of translations of the compound ending in bhiita, see also Schopen 149-
151. We are also thankful to Frank Koéhler for drawing our attention to this latter article.
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Pali sources is used as an epithet of the Buddha, the arahats and anyone
who reaches a certain spiritual goal. As explained in the commentari-
al Pali literature, the compound brahmabhiita means setthabhiita, i.e.
‘who has become excellent’, a title used for people who have reached a
special status because of their qualities and merits (Neri, Pontillo 2016:
136-145). A similar honorific status, as we will see in the next para-
graph, is indirectly attributed to the Vratya in SS XV 1.3.

2.1. The unique Vratya: his loneliness and pre-eminence

A second feature shared by SS XV and some Pali sources which we
intend to consider here is the emphasis placed on the condition of the
solitary ascetic, wandering alone, whose epithets are indeed commonly
reserved for kings and leaders in general. The ascetic is even capable
of exerting a strong influence on a god, namely Prajapati, who in turn
seems to engender the ascetic himself as the One, even though this birth
is not overtly explained. Let us read the whole first Paryaya, which
largely matches PS XVIII 27 (see Kim 2021: 750-751).

vratya asid iyamdna eva sd prajdpatim sam airayat. sa prajapati
suvdrpam atmann apasyat tat prdjanayat. tad ékam abhavat tal lalamam ab-
havat tan mahad abhavat taj jyestham abhavat tad brahmabhavat
tat tapo 'bhavat tat satyam abhavat téna prdjayata. so vardhata sa mahdn
abhavat sd mahadevo "bhavat. sa devanam isam pdry ait sa isano "bhavat. sa
ekavratyo® "bhavat sa dhanur ddatta tad evéndradhanith. nilam asyodaram®

7 Tt is noteworthy that the incipit of PS XVIII 27.1a is even more solemn: vratyo
vavedam agra asid ‘in the beginning indeed this universe was the Vratya’.

8 We interpret ekavratyd- as a karmadharaya compound, i.e. ‘the vratya who is
one’, in the sense of ‘the lone /unique/pre-eminent vrdtya’. As for the Skt. use of eka-X
(see also ekadeva, ekarsi, ekaraj) in the sense of “the one who is the X kot é€oyév”, i.e.
“the one who becomes the paragon of the other people designated as X see Kershaw
(1997: 26-28) where a new etymology for Thor’s name Einheri as “the paragon of
the warriors” from Germ. *ai-na- (< IE. *oi-no- > Lat. u-nu- cf. *ai-ka > Skt. eka) +
Germ. heri < IE. *korios) is advanced. The accent on the final syllable complies with
the general Ast. rule on compounding accentuation, i.e. Ast. VI 1.223 samasasya [antah
120 udattah 159] ‘The final syllable of a compound is high-pitched’. Therefore, we
consider this compound as being formed according to the same pattern of ekavira- ‘the
lone hero’/ ‘the paragon of the heroes’, epithet of Indra in RV X 103.1. On the feature
of being éka- attributed to Indra see Edholm 2021b: 43.

This genitive pronoun asya had been interpreted by Whitney and Lanman (1905:
773) as a neuter form, referred to the neuter dhdnus ‘bow’ mentioned in the previous
verse, and intended as the rainbow, commonly called “Indra’s bow”. However, they
explained that ‘its (asya) might equally well be “his”.” We have ultimately preferred this
second option, because this pair of attributes nila and I6hita, precisely agreeing with
udara ‘belly’ and prstha ‘back’ respectively, might refer to the masculine sd ekavratyad.
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[6hitam prstham. nilenaivaprivam bhrdtrvyam prornoti I6hitena dvisantam
vidhyati — iti brahmavadino vadanti. (SS XV 1)

‘1. There was a Vratya, just wandering; he put Prajapati in motion. 2. He,
Prajapati, saw gold in himself; he engendered that. 3. That became the One;
that became marked; that became great; that became pre-eminent; that be-
came brahman; that became fdpas; that became reality, he came into exist-
ence by means of this. 4. He grew, he became great, he became the Great
God (mahadeva). 5. He reached the lordship of the gods; he became the Lord
(iSana). 6. He became the unique Vratya, he took a bow: this was right Indra’s
bow. 7. His belly is dark blue, his back is red. 8. With that which is dark blue he
envelops a rival; with that which is red he injures the one whom he hates — this
is what say those who speak of the brahman’.

The scene opens on a solitary wanderer, called vratya, who with his
action of moving around seems to arouse and animate the god, but,
then, this god himself generates a sort of hiranyagarbhd- “the golden
egg”, the zero-level of the act of creation envisioned as an act of procre-
ation, which develops in the One, by means of which the vratya comes
into existence. It is in this “condition of oneness” that the embryo from
which the vratya develops is said to become the brdhman and is identi-
fied with satyd and tapas.

The sequence of the actions of being born and giving birth is almost
circular and not so far from what Renou has envisioned as a reversible
kinship scheme according to which ‘the gods produce their parents’ and
‘no genealogy is permanent’!’. The cosmic scenario resembles the in-
cipit of the renowned hymn RV X 121 which ends with a prayer to god
Prajapati (RV X 121.1ab): hiranyagarbhdah sam avartatagre bhutdsya
Jjatah patir eka asit “The golden embryo evolved in the beginning. Born
the lord of what came to be, he alone existed’ (tr. Jamison, Brereton
2014: 1593). But, unlike this Rgveda hymn, here the golden entity born
from the self of Prajapati turns into the neuter ékam (and not into a mas-
culine). Moreover, the other neuter singular nominatives in this sen-
tence play the role of predicative with respect to the neuter fdd, which

This pair might have hinted at a common epithet of god Siva, i.e. nilalohitd-. Indeed, the
term only appears as Siva’s epithet from the MBh onward, but it occurs once in RV X
85.28 with the meaning of ‘dark red’ referring to a garment stained by blood and in SS
IV 17.4, in the sense of ‘blue and red’ said of the fire (whose smoke is blue and whose
flame is red). Of course, our mterpretatlve choice was encouraged by the use of two
other common epithets for Siva in the previous sentences, namely mahadeva and i isana,
both already commonly occurring as Siva’s/Rudra’s names in the $S.
10" See e.g. Renou 1971: 78.
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indicates that which Prajapati engendered, and by means of which the
protagonist of the whole Paryaya comes into existence. Nonetheless,
this first series of predicatives, even though they are neuter, already
seem to hint at the masculine ekavratya. In particular jyesthd- as mas-
culine e.g. in PB XVII 4.1-2"" indicates the senior member in the vratya
brotherhood, the one who leaves for a vrdtya life (vrdatyam pravas-) and
performs the second of the four varieties of Vratyastomas.

The shift from the neuter pronoun #dd (third sentence) to the mas-
culine sd (fourth, fifth and sixth sentences) seems to closely follow the
evolution from embryo to living being, which results in the unspoken,
but implied birth of the ascetic vratya, who explicitly grows (avardhata)
and acquires the pre-eminence that makes him the “ekavratya”. The act
of taking possession of Indra’s bow once again reminds us of the wan-
dering ascetic-warrior figure of Rohita studied by Edholm (2021b) in
AB VII, who “grabbed his bow and arrows and escaped into the jungle,
where he roamed about for a whole year”. In fact, the ascetic behaviour
of the vrdtya is made even more clear in the following sentence, taken
from a passage which will be further discussed below (§ 4).

sa samvatsaram irdhvé tisthat tam deva abruvan vratya kim ni tisthasiti
(SS XV 3.1)

‘He stood erect one year; the gods said to him: Vratya, why do you stay
erect?’

Nevertheless, the act of taking Indra’s bow also shows clearly that
— albeit perhaps only for a limited time — the ekavratya is taking over
Indra’s role as lord of the gods, since “he is not identified with Indra, he
is just taking his place”, as emphasised by Dore (2016: 203).

This assumed competitive context, with no real boundary even be-
tween gods and human beings, might have been the inspiring back-
ground for the peculiar co-existence in the same text of god Indra’s
and Rudra’/Siva’s attributes, all referring to the ekavratyad. Indeed, he
takes possession of Indra’s bow, but is given at least a couple of the epi-
thets usually reserved for Atharvavedic Rudra/Siva, i.e. mahadevd and
isana. Thus, the ekavratyd might result as being the one who achieved
a pre-eminent position within the assumed competitive pattern based
on ascetic and warrior merits. In fact, at the beginning he is simply
called a vrd'lya, but he is then defined as mahddevd, isana, and finally

11 As for the typology of Vratyastoma-performers in Brahmanas and Kalpasiitras,

see Candotti, Pontillo 2015: 169-185.
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ekavratya. Dore (2015b: 35) maintains that “It is difficult to doubt that
this corresponds to the transfiguration of a man into a supreme deity”
and that this text “is not intended simply to replace the other myths of
creation, but rather, to indicate the path of the Vratya, who — by re-en-
acting and actualizing the creative process — assumes the role of Indra
and becomes the Ekavratya.”

2.2. Two other counterparts of the ekavratyd in the SS

At this point, a comparison with some verses of SS XI 5 where an-
other exceptional ascetic figure is mentioned could be most illustrative.
The figure in question is the brahmacarin who, once again, is at the
origin of the cosmogony of creation and closely connected to the brdh-
man. Indeed, several scholars have associated the brahmacarin with
the ekavratyd and with the Kesin from RV X 1362, and he is now com-
monly considered as a forerunner of the well-known later figure of the
renunciant'3. He was born from the brdhman, but in turn engenders the
brahman. Even though the “oneness” is not literally involved — i.e. the
stem éka- does not occur in this hymn — we assume that the notion of
“the gods who become unanimous” in him not only depicts the lordship
the ascetic obtains among the gods but rather meaningfully hints at the
oneness that the brahmacarin is capable of generating in himself by
means of his tdpas.

brahmacarisnéms carati rédast ubhé tasmin devih sdmmanaso bhavanti |

-] ,

piurvo jato brahmano brahmacari gharmdm vdsanas tapasod atisthat |

asmdj jatam brdahmanam brahma Jyestham devds ca sarve amptena sakim Il

[. : .] 4 4 r

brahmacari janayan brahmapo lokam prajapatim paramesthinam virajam |
gdrbho bhiitvamytasya yonav indro ha bhiitvasurams tatarha ||

[. : .] 4 ’ /4 r

brahmacart brahma bhrdjad bibharti tasmin deva adhi visve samotah (SS
XI15.1;5;7;24)

‘The Brahmacarin goes moving through both heaven and earth, in him
the gods become unanimous. [...] Born as first from the brahman, the

12 See e.g. Bloomfield 1899: 94; Hauer 1927: 324; Heesterman 1964: 25; Dore
2015a. On the Kes$in’s extraneousness to the Vedic context see e.g. Crangle 1994: 30-
31

13 Kaelber (1981: 78) is persuaded that “the brahmacarin’s career is in large mea-
sure a forerunner and legitimizing model for the initially ‘heterodox’ practices of ascet-

ics”. See now Edholm 2021b: 44.



96 CHIARA NERI, TIZIANA PONTILLO

Brahmacarin, clothing himself with the gharmd', stood up with tdpas; from
him was born the brahmana, the pre-eminent brahman, and all the gods to-
gether with immortality. [...] The Brahmacarin engendering the brdhman, the
waters, the world, Prajapati, Paramesthin, the virgj; after becoming an embryo
in the womb of immortality, after becoming Indra, has crushed the Asuras. [...]
The Brahmacarin bears the shining brahman. In this all the gods are woven’.

Wandering is confirmed as one of the most typical activities per-
formed by the ascetic figure: the initial pun on the verbal base car- also
provides a clue about the meaning of the name itself, which seems to
explain the essence of the brahmacarin as “the one who carries the
brahman around” in his wanderings®. But it is precisely this intimate
connection between the ascetic and the brdhman that is apparently at
the origin of both his divine condition and the unanimousness of the
gods within him, especially in terms of all his vital functions as deities.
Let us recall the importance of the reference to the ékam at the begin-
ning of the Vratyakanda. This notion also seems to be documented by
the renowned RV X 129, where tdd ékam is placed beyond the oppo-
sitions, beyond every kind of polarity, and before the creation of the
multiplicity of the empirical world by linguistic means.

nd mriyir asid amytam na tarhi nd rdtryd dhna asit praketah | anid avatam
svadhaya tad ékam tasmad dhanyan na pardh kim candsa (RV X 129.2)

‘At that time, there was neither death nor non-death, nor was there a dis-
tinguishing mark of day and night. That one breathed by itself, without wind.
There was nothing else besides this’.

Indeed, unlike most modern interpreters's, there is no need to assume
that this RV hymn postulates the existence of a cosmogonic principle

4 je. practicing the observance of the hot-drink (gharmd-), which is a crucial
observance within the framework of the vr@tyahood. See e.g. SS IV 11.6 (very close to
PS 111 25.6": yéna devih svar aruruhiir hitva $ariram amytasya nabhim | téna gesma
sukrtdsya lokam gharmdsya vraténa tapasd yasasyavah ‘May we go to the world of
merit, desiring glory, by means of the observance of the gharma-, by means of aus-
terities, by means of which the gods, after quitting the body, ascended to heaven, to
the navel of immortality’. As explained by Selva (2019: 374), “This stanza explicitly
describes the vratins ' path consisting of the gharmasya vrata as modelled after that of
the gods (devdh), possibly as a spiritual path (“having abandoned the body”), and as
aiming at the world of merit (sukrtdsya lokam) [...]”. See also Selva 2019: 392-397.

15 See Neri, Pontillo 2015: 157-164.

16 A handy list of scholars in favour of this interpretation can also be found in Sor-
essi (1987: 92). More recently Maggi (2006: 1020) translated the second hemistich as
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called the “One”. An exception is Soressi, who questioned the analysis
of ékam in RV X 129.2 as a neuter noun (1987: 91-94). What is note-
worthy is in fact the contrast between oneness and multiplicity both in
this Rgvedic hymn and in SS XV 1. It is tempting to glimpse the very
first step in the future Upanisadic philosophy in the emphasis placed on
the oneness of the ascetic and in this imagery of the one which, in our
opinion, is pure breath, detached from the empirical multiplicity of the
perceptible world'". In other words, tdd ékam as ‘something breathing
by itself, without wind’!® in the Vratyakanda might have been a very
first insight towards the Upanisadic purpose of the reductio ad unum
and towards the Atman doctrine. This text could poetically hint at the
principle according to which the ascetic could attain immortality, if he
were able to remain as that One, without developing into the multiplic-
ity of the perceptible world. This could happen if the several “gods in
him become unanimous”, if the several perceptions and the other vital
functions remain concentrated within him, and do not expand into the
outside world due to their being attracted by the latter'®. He could thus
become the “unique” god.

Thus, through the cross-reference to these other two quoted Vedic
passages RV X 129 and SS XI 5 — both included in sources which Par-
pola (1983, 2012) considers to be evidence of the earliest Indo-Aryan
culture (i.e. older than the family books of the Rgveda), the ekavratya

follows: “Respirava senza vento, autonomamente, quell’unica cosa; di altro da questa,
di 1a da questa niente ¢ stato”. Cf. tr. Jurewicz (2010: 46): “That One was breathing
breathlessly. With its own will. there was nothing else beyond it”; tr. Jamison and Br-
ereton (2014: 1608) “That One breathed without wind by its independent will. There
existed nothing else beyond that”.

17" As emphasised by Zysk (2007: 105) precisely on the basis of this RV hymn,
“Already from the time of the Rgveda [...], there is evidence that the ancient Indians
conceived the wind in nature and the breath in living beings to be one and the same
thing, imbued with special life-giving powers.” This is explicitly stated in $S XI 4.1:
vato ha prand ucyate ‘the wind, indeed, is called breath’ and the identification between
wind and breath also occurs in SS V 9.7 in a series of correspondences between macro-
cosmic and microcosmic elements.

18 Jurewicz (2010: 47) notices that “The breathless breath” is different from “the
breath known from everyday life experience”, it “embraces all potential oppositions
of the future world”.

1 While the emptiness contained in the cosmic egg, as a space which hides the
embryo, the becoming/developing principle is more fecund than the embryo itself, and
it is definitely the place (i.e., the cause) of the potentiality of the caused effect: RV X
129.3 tama dsit tamasa gulham dagre ‘praketam salilam sarvam a idam | tuchyénabhy
dpihitam ydd dsit tapasas tan mahindjdyatatkam “Originally there was darkness hidden
in the darkness. This universe was an indistinct wave. Then by the power of heat the one
was born, the becoming principle hidden by the emptiness’.
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appears to plausibly be the individual human/divine transfiguration of
the One (ékam) which on the universal level subsumes all the cosmic
elements (fire, sun, sky, waters etc.). On the microcosmic plane, this
ascetic is able to re-absorb all his vital functions (sight, speech, hear-
ing etc.), as a great achievement of his self-control?. This conception
was already singled out by Fuji (1989: 1002-1) with reference to Prana/
Vayu envisioned as samvarga ‘gatherer’ in both JUB III 1-2 and CU IV
3. Thus, it is really fascinating to find the following passage in JUB III
20-21 precisely with reference to the ekavratya.

[...]1 guhasi devo sy upavasy [...] sambhiir devo si sam aham bhiiyasam
abhiitir asy abhiiyasam bhiitir asi bhityasam. [...] sa vayum aha yat purastad
vasi ‘ndro raja bhiito vasi. yad daksinato vasisano bhiito vasi. yat pascad vasi
varuno raja bhiito vasi. yad uttarato vasi somo raja bhiito vasi yad uparistad
avavasi prajapatir bhiito 'vavasi. vratyo i ekavratyo 'navasrsto devanam bi-
lam apyadhah. (JUB III 20-21)

“You are in secret, you are a god, you are blowing; [...] you are a god com-
ing into existence; may I come into existence. You are existence, may I exist.
He said to Vayu: “When you blow from the front, you blow as king Indra.
When you blow from the South, you are is@ana. When you blow from behind,
you are king Varuna. When you blow from the North, you are king Soma.
When you blow from above, you are Prajapati. You are the Ekavratya, you are

299

not dismissed: you closed the opening of the Gods™”.

In this Samavedic text it is clear that this wind represents the sin-
gle individuality as a synonym of atman, but it is envisioned as prana
‘vital air, wind’?!. By taking advantage of the fact that the protagonist
of this final achievement is precisely called ekavratya in the JUB, we

2 The daivah parimarah in KU II 12-14, which explains “the dying around of the
powers”, i.e. the cyclical death and rebirth of the faculties of perception (often called
devas), might have been inspired by the same belief, as a counterpart of the cycle of
cosmic powers i.e. of the deities, in accordance with Bodewitz’s interpretation (2002:
38 fn. 129).

2l See also JB I1 221, where a puzzling sentence seems to be a sort of commentary
on the $S passage about the Ekavratya or its reinterpretation in the plural (a group of
vratyas instead of one): [...] divya vai vratya vratyam adhavayan budhena sthapatina.
ta ete ekavratyam archann imam vaiva yo ’yam pavata isanam va devam ‘The divine
vratyas ran the vratya expedition with Budha as their sthapati. They targeted on the
ekavratyd-position that is, on the [God] who purifies or on the Lord’. See Candotti,
Pontillo 2015: 28-30. This seems to represent a concrete expedition of vratyas aiming
at attaining the divine status, but at the same time it might have been a powerful im-
age of the plurality of vital functions and deities which are reabsorbed in the unique
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wish to advance here that a similar incipient doctrine based on a high
conception of the ascetic life might also have to be recognised in the
Vratyakanda, assuming in essence a backdating of the doctrine for the
attainment of immortality singled out in the Samavedic tradition by Fuji
(1989) and Bodewitz (1986).

To sum up, oneness, wandering and asceticism are emphasised in the
Vratyakanda as the preferred conditions for gaining a kind of excellence
that even makes the ascetic similar to the sun roaming in the sky for one
year. That is why this crucial notion of oneness linked to the ekavratya
figure might have to be compared with that of the ekavrt, who appears
in particular in one of the hymns devoted to the solar figure of Rohita in
SS XIII 4. The gods once again are somehow “unified” in him.

tam iddm nigatam sahah sd esd éka ekavid éka evad || eté asmin devi ekavrto
bhavanti || kirtis ca ydsas cambhas ca nabhas ca brahmanavarcasim cannam
cannadyam ca || ya etam devam ekavitam véda || na dvitiyo na tmyas caturtho
napy ucyate || na paiicamé na sasthah saptamé ndpy ucyate || nastamé nd nav-
amé dasamo napy ucyate || sa sarvasmai vi pasyati ydc ca pranadti ydac ca nd ||
[20-21 = 12-13] (SS XIII 4.12-21)

‘12. This power has entered him, he is this one, dwelling in one place?,
one only. 13. These gods in him become dwelling in one place. 14. Fame,

ekavratyd, who is the wind, the breath, the atman who attains the divine status, the
Indra-like status.

2 There are only other two occurrences of the upapadasamasa ekavyt in the SS, in
a hymn which is unfortunately not so easy to interpret: Whitney’s translation is ‘simple’
— in line with the grammaticalised Skt. use of -vf#- as forming numerical adjectives
such as rivrt- ‘threefold, consisting in three parts’. Our proposal, i.e. “dwelling in only
one place”, seems to be more fitting to the context. See $S VIII 9.25-26: k6 nii gaiih
ka ekarsih kim u dhdama ka asisah | yaksam prthivyam ekavid ekartith katamé nii sah ||
eko gatir éka ekarsir ékam dhamaikadhdsisah | yaksam prthivyam ekavid ekartur nti
ricyate “Who is now the cow? Who is the seer who is alone? What is the establishment?
What are the blessings? The Yaksa dwells in only one place on the earth. Which is now
the season which is alone? Only one is the cow, only one is the seer who is alone, only
one the establishment, in only one way are the blessings. The Yaksa dwells in only one
place on the earth. The season which is alone does not go beyond’. Moreover, to the best
of our knowledge, there are two other Vedic occurrences, in which the stem éka- occurs
three times, and once again the proposed translation seems to be suitable. See Tait-
tiriya-Samhita V 2.3.7: ékacitikam cinvita trtiyam cinvands ekadhd vai suvargé lokds.
ekavitaiva suvargdm lokdam eti ‘He who piles [a fire] for a third time should pile it in
one layer; the world of heaven is in only one way; indeed he goes to the world of heaven
by something dwelling in only one place’; SBM XIII 2.1.5 ([....] ékottard juhoty ekavrd
vai svargo loka ekadhaivainam svargam lokdam [...] ‘He makes oblations in increasing
numbers of one: indeed the world of heaven is something dwelling in only one place; he
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glory, water, cloud-mass and brahman’s splendour and nourishment and good
food. 15. Who knows this god [as] that dwelling in one place, 16. not second,
nor third, nor even fourth is called, 17. nor fifth, nor sixth, nor even seventh
is called, 18. nor eighth, nor ninth, nor even tenth is called; he distinguishes
between those that breathe and those that do not’.

The solar figure “as a prototypical solitary wanderer”, often used
alongside the heroic imagery, might have been another image of the
self who attains immortality by asceticism, by realizing the oneness
of all the perceptual faculties in himself by means of the tapas. This
is described within a framework in which ascetic virtues seem to be
closely connected with the access to a pre-eminent position in the uni-
verse and perhaps to leadership in the human world. His free roaming
in all directions seems in fact to embody the result of his asceticism,
which translates into the acquisition of a high position in relation to
all other beings. But, in our opinion, what stands out in this passage
— as it does in the other two passages from the SS analysed above, i.e.
SS XV 1 and XI 5 — is the capability of a single individual to create a
unanimous unity of other beings. This may perhaps be an image of the
creation of unity within oneself, if plurality is indeed to be understood,
as proposed, as the totality of the individual faculties themselves. This
hypothesis might open the way to a reinterpretation of the Vratyakanda
in a completely different key from any of those used to date.

2.3. The solitary Buddhist ascetic ideal

The Pali sources also spotlight the figure of the solitary ascetic. How-
ever, there are several important differences because, as we have just
seen, the neuter ekdm in the Vedic text is the embryo through which the
vratya comes into existence, even though the masculine ekavratyd is
also mentioned as an ascetic. In the Canon eka is a masculine pronoun,
which frequently designates a person, a solitary ascetic; but in the use
of this pronoun we find the same striving towards an “absolute dimen-
sion” as is found in many suttas. In the Kali-sutta, for example, a lay

causes him (i.e. the sacrificer) to reach the heaven in only one way’. Elsewhere, ekavrt
is commonly interpreted as ‘single’, but the spatial dimension seems to be confirmed
in the most ancient occurrences. See SBM III 6.3.14 (grhitvd prastardm ekavid bar-
hi stynati ‘after taking his sacrificial seat, he spreads a single-layer of altar grass’) and
Katyayana-Srautasiitra, where an ekavrtstaranam, i.e. a single spreading of sacrificial
grass, is mentioned twice (VIII 2.28 and VIII 7.13). Of course the deverbal nominal
stem vrt- could also derive from vr- ‘to cover’, and not only from vrt- ‘to turn, to live’
and this detail makes the interpretation of our upapadasamasa even more uncertain.
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woman asks the Venerable Mahakaccana to explain the following sen-
tence spoken by the Buddha:

atthassa pattim hadayassa santim | jetvana senam piyasdata-ripam | eko
"ham jhayt sukham anubodhim | tasma janena na karomi sakkhim | sakkhi na
sampajjati kenaci me ti. (A'V 46).

‘Having conquered the army of the pleasant and agreeable, | Meditating
alone, I discovered the bliss, | The attainment of the goal, the peace of heart.
| Therefore, I don’t form intimate ties with people, | Nor does intimacy with
anyone get a chance with me’. (tr. Bodhi 2012: 1370)

The Buddha points out that by meditating alone, in a solitary way
(eka), he discovers bliss (sukha) and achieves peace of heart and its
purpose, namely the awakening. He utters this last sentence with refer-
ence to Mara’s daughters who wanted to seduce him, so that the refer-
ence to the solitary condition underlines the need for an effort that must
be made without distractions and in solitude. Also interesting is the use
of “warrior lexicon”, such as for example the verb jayati ‘to conquer’
and the word sena, ‘army’. The general meaning of the above-quoted
sentence is to emphasise the Buddha’s incorruptibility and the freedom
from ties (especially sensual ones) that often characterises the ascetic.
The meditative practices (here the use of kasinas) play a particular role
in this context because later, in the Kali-sutta itself, Mahakaccana will
explain them to Ka/i (more on this below).

Another well-known example of this use of eka connected with the
solitary ascetic condition is mentioned in the famous, and probably
very ancient section from the Suttanipata, the Khaggavisana-sutta (Sn
vv. 35-75)%. In this passage with 41 stanzas the virtue of living as re-
nouncer is revealed: the whole section is a sort of hymn to the solitary
research for the Awakening, traditionally and ideally attributed to a Pac-
cekabuddhas or Pratyekabuddhas® (see Jones 2014: 165). This solitary
path could be compared to a solitary rhinoceros or his horn. In fact,
each stanza, except v. 45, ends with the sentence: ‘one should live soli-
tary as a rhinoceros horn’ (eko care khaggavisanakappo)®.

3 Other ancient versions of this text also exist in GandharT (see Salomon, Glass

2000) and in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit in the Mahavastu (Mhv 1 357-9).

2 For more information on the figure of the Paccekabuddha in the Pali literature
see Malalasekera 1899-1973, s.v. Pacceka Buddha.

% According to Thanissaro Bhikkhu 2013: “The refrain in this sutta is a subject
of controversy. The text literally says, ‘Wander alone like a «sword-horn»’, which is
the Pali term for rhinoceros. The commentary, however, insists that this term refers
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The term eka itself is commented on as follows:

eko ti pabbajjasankhatena eko adutiyatthena eko tanhapahanena eko ekan-
tavigatakileso ti eko eko paccekasambodhim abhisambuddhoti eko. (Pj 11 [1
64]).

‘Alone consisting in the going forth; alone in the sense of being compan-
ionless; alone through the abandoning of craving; alone by being entirely rid
of defilements; and alone by having awakened to pacceka enlightenment’. (tr.
Bodhi 2017: 419-420).

Thus, this is the celebration of the solitary way, which is character-
ised by walking away from the world, abandoning social life and all
its attachments®. In short, even in this case, we are faced with a lonely
spiritual path leading to unity (pacceka). Edholm (2021b) proposed an
interesting analysis of these Suttanipata verses in connection with other
gatha-verses also found in Vedic, Brahmanic and Jaina literature. He
claims that these types of verses belong to a common ideal of the re-
nouncer and share a common background documented by the so-called
gatha literature dating back to the earlier (semi-)nomadic phase of In-
do-Aryan tribes?’.

not to the animal but to its horn, for the Indian rhinoceros, unlike the African, has only
one horn. Still, some scholars have noted that while the Indian rhinoceros is a solitary
animal, rhinoceros’ horns don’t wander, and that in other verses in the Pali canon, the
phrase ‘wander alone like...’ takes a person or an animal, not an animal part, for its ob-
ject. Thus, for example, in Dhp 329 (repeated below), one is told to ‘wander alone like
a king renouncing his kingdom, like the elephant in the Matanga woods, his herd’. It’s
possible that the rhinoceros was chosen here as an example of solitary wandering both
because of its habits and because of its unusual single horn. However, in a translation,
it’s necessary to choose one reading over the other. Thus, because wandering ‘like a
rhinoceros’ sounds more natural than wandering ‘like a horn’, I have chosen the former
rendering. Keep in mind, though, that the singularity of the rhinoceros’ horn reinforces
the image”. For a subsequent interesting analysis and discussion particularly of the
expression khaggavisanakappo see Jones 2014. In his opinion this compound may be
considered either as having a deliberately ambiguous meaning of a rhinoceros and its
horn, or as a single expression simply meaning ‘rhinoceros’.

26 On the importance of wandering in the forests for the Paccekabuddhas, see also
Bailey, Mabbett 2003: 166.

27 According to Olivelle (2007: 176-177), also quoted by Edholm (2021: 42), this
literature played a crucial role in the transformation of the figure of renunciant in the 1st
millennium BCE, and according to “the Song of the Wanderer echoes the earlier (semi-)
nomadism of Indo-Aryan tribes, who would alternate between life on the move (yoga
‘the yoke, harnessing’, war and raiding) and the peaceful, settled life (ksema)”. For a
comparative analysis of this compound see also Neri, Pontillo 2019a, 2019b.
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Moreover, returning to the above-mentioned Khaggavisana-sutta,
several conditions are mentioned and some precisely refer to solitary
asceticism and to meditative practices, for example, in verse 42:

catuddiso appatigho ca hoti, santussamano itaritarena
parissayanam sahita achambhi, eko care khaggavisanakappo.

‘One is a man of four quarters and not hostile, being pleased with whatever
comes one way. A fearless bearer of dangers one should wander solitary as a
rhinoceros horn.” (tr. Norman 1984: 5).

In this stanza, beyond the solitary wanderings (eka care) of the as-
cetic, the imagery of the catuddisa ‘the one who dwells in the four
directions’*® emerges, which according to the Suttanipata commentary
indicates the brahmavihara practice:

bhante catuddisa ti imassa ko attho ti. catusu disasu katthaci bhayam va
cittutraso va amhakam n’atthi, maharaja ti. bhante tumhakam tam bhayam
kimkarana na hoti ti. maharaja, mettam bhavema karunam muditam upekkham
bhavema, tena no tam bhayam na hoti ti vatva utthayasand attano vasatim
agamamsu. (Pj 11 [1 87])

‘What, does this mean, Bhante, “at home in the four directions?” — “We
have no fear or anxiety anywhere in the four directions, great king”. — “How is
it, Bhante, that you have no fear?” — “Great king, we develop loving-kindness,
compassion, altruistic joy, and equanimity. Hence we have no fear.””” (tr. Bodhi
2017: 445).

And later the text adds:

tattha catuddiso ti catusu disasu yathdasukhavihari, ekam disam pharitva
viharati ti adina va nayena brahmaviharabhavanapharita catasso disa assa
santi ti pi catuddiso. (Pj 11 [I 88])

‘Then catuddisa (lit. ‘whose directions are four’) means that he is one who
happily abides in [all] the four directions. catuddisa is also the one whose four
directions have been pervaded by the development/the meditative practices of

2 Bodhi (2017: 162) translated these verses thus: ‘At home in the four directions,
unrepelled, | Contented with anything whatsoever, | Enduring obstacles, fearless, One
should live alone like a rhinoceros horn’.
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the divine abodes (brahmavihara) according to the method which begins with

LRI

“he abides having pervaded a direction”.

So, the eka condition is connected to the meditative effort in the spatial
dimension associated with the ancient practice of the brahmaviharas,
which are pre-Buddhist, being part of a common old Indian back-
ground?. The reference to these four directions and the use of the com-
pound catuddisa might at the same time have been referring to “the
Vedic ideal of the king as a conqueror of the four directions of space
(digvijaya)” (see Edholm 2021b: 53). This feature — which we will also
find below, § 3.1, in SS XV 14 — could be even further evidence of the
common matrix of the ascetic wanders.

The word eka is also at the core of the etymology of the name of
the renowned ascetic figure of the Paccekabuddha to whom the
Khaggavisana-sutta is commonly attributed®’. The Paccekabuddha is
one who achieves the Awakening but does not become a perfect Bud-
dha (sammd-sambuddha), because he lacks the ability (or the will) to
preach the Dhamma to others. He is described as a solitary ascetic, fre-
quently silent or of frugal speech, which is why scholars have often
likened him to a muni who is considered as a counterpart of the ancient
Kesin in RV X 136 (see e.g. Wiltshire 1990: 295) and often compared
with the Vratya and the Brahmacarin (see above fn. 12).

By using a comparative analysis of these ascetic figures to identify
the cultural milieu to which the Buddha belongs, Whiltshire (1990:
XII-XII; XVI) envisions the notion of muni as “a blanket concept for
an ‘enlightened’ being” and formulates the hypothesis that this repre-
sents “a proto-Buddha figure who antedated the distinction between
sammasambuddha and paccekabuddha™'. In such a reconstructed
framework, he asserts (1990: 293) that the paccekabuddha should doc-
ument a common ascetic tradition out of which the Sramanic Move-
ments of Buddhism and Jainism emerged.

Since the Ekavratya and the Buddha share several features in com-
mon, namely asceticism, wandering, oneness and loneliness, as well as
the goal of becoming Brahma and thus an excellent and unique person,
we are also persuaded that in the early period of the Indo-Aryan society,

% Harvey 2001: 247: “Actually the scriptures acknowledge that brahmavihara
practice does not originate within the Buddhist tradition.” Indeed at least three out of
the four brahmaviharas, namely maitri, karunya and upeksa, are present in the later
Upanisads, in the MBh, in the yoga-siitra and in the Jaina literature, even with some
peculiar differences (see Whiltshire 1990: 241-272).

30 See e.g. Bronkhorst 1993: 98; Polak 2011: 163-164.

31 See also King 1980: 30; Gombrich 1996: 98.
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a prototypical figure of ascetic might have existed before those depicted
in the Vedic and Pali sources. As we search for the “fossils” of this as-
sumed earliest ascetic tradition, we are trying to draw a plausible por-
trait of this prototype, in particular aiming to trace some possible bases
of meditative proto-practices.

3. Asceticism: the gradual conquest of the worlds (loka)

Another intriguing part of the Vratyakanda which has proved par-
ticularly interesting for our comparative and reconstructive purposes is
the series of Paryayas 13-17. The circumscribed aspects of the actions
performed by the Vratya (often subject to the so-called “Vedic identifi-
cations” on several levels) that here are compared with some matching
features of Buddhist ascetics in the Pali literature seem to document
characteristic traits of very ancient ascetic practices. All result as be-
ing measurable in the gradual progress they warrant, and they are con-
sequently materialised in the conquest of successive worlds to which
merits progressively give access.

We will concentrate on Paryaya 13 at the end of this chapter, because
it is one of the most puzzling passages in the Vratyakanda and we hope
that the present inquiry will be able to shed some light on the doubts
that have crept into its interpretation. Paryaya 14 lists the several direc-
tions pursued by the Vratya in his wandering and recalls the catuddisa
(Pali) solitary wandering ascetic analysed above in § 2.3. Paryayas 15-
17 pay special attention to the breath of the Vratya ascetic, identified
with several entities of the cosmos that might allude to an embryonic
method of concentration on the kasinas — as we will see below in § 3.4.

3.1. The directions of the Vratya s wanderings

We have just seen the significance of the Pali image of the catuddisa
ascetic, which seems to overlap the digvijaya’s striving towards the
conquest of the four directions®2. In §S XV 14 the complex image of the
movements of the Vratya in the four directions and then towards other
destinations is regularly followed by the description of an analogous
movement on the part of divine beings and the mention of a specific hu-
man faculty or a ritual element to which they resort. As a consequence,
even though the typical verbal base for ascetics is used to denote his
wandering, i.e. vi-cal-/vi-car-, the overall scenario is that of a com-
plex military campaign that ends in triumph, and he is envisioned as a

32 As for these cosmographical directions see Rossi’s contribution in the present

volume.



106 CHIARA NERI, TIZIANA PONTILLO

leader/winner more than as a penitent ascetic. And a third naturalistic
interpretation of the multiple travelling of the ekavratyd seems to be on
the horizon: his movements might represent the translation of the sun
into celestial space. Let us read the first sentence:

sa yat pracim disam anu vydacalan marutam sardho bhiutvanuvyacalan
mano ‘nnadam krtva. manasannadénannam atti ya evam véda. (SS XV 14 1)

‘When he (i.e. the Vratya) wandered toward the eastern direction, the troop
of Maruts, after coming into existence, wandered, after making the mind their
food-eater (i.e., according to a popular Vedic imagery “their leader”). The one
who is aware of this, eats with mind that is a food-eater’.

The other eleven sentences of this Paryaya follow the same pattern,
as shown in the following chart:

Number of the | DIRECTION GOD WHO LEADER
Sentence in SS | dis FOLLOWS HIM | (food-eater)
XV 14: (anu vydcalan) | annada
2 Southern Indra strength (bdla)
3 Western King Varuna waters (ap pl.)
4 Northern King Soma offering (@huti)
5 the fixed (dh- Visnu Viraj metre
ruva) direction,
i.e. probably the
nadir®
6 cattle (pasu pl.) | Rudra herbs
(6sadhi pl.)
7 ancestors King Yama the call svadha
(pitr pl.)
8 men Agni the exclamation
(manusya pl.) svaha
9 upward quarter | Brhaspati the exclamation
(iirdhva) vasat
10 gods (deva pl.) | I$ana anger (manyu)
11 offspring (prajd) | Prajapati breath (prand)

3 See Bodewitz 2000: 187.
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12 intermediate Paramesthin Brdahman
directions (an-
tardesa pl.)

On the one hand, the names of single gods or the group of Maruts
who follow the Vratya in his wanderings seem to create the image of
a kind of king’s retinue or a troop of soldiers following their leader
on a long and complex campaign. On the other, their electing one of
their faculties or choosing one of the important elements of the ritual
as their leader suggests a progressive reliance on the different potential
(bodily or ritual) elements at their disposal, one after the other, in an as-
cetic practice aimed at self-control. This seems to be a gradual exercise
which finds its point of arrival in deferring themselves to the leadership
of Brahman.

3.2. Great attention to the breathing

Three Paryayas are even devoted to the breath of the Vratya ascetic,
a breath which is one and manifold at the same time. It is identified in
seven different ways, first of all with the prana and then with several
entities of the cosmos, namely fire, sun, moon, wind, waters, cattle and
all the creatures, in the usual repetitive style so commonly found in the
prose sections of the Atharvaveda.

Zysk (2007: 107) already noted the deep understanding of the life-
breath documented in these passages of the SS, which in his opinion
derived from “early experiments with asceticism and meditation”. He
interprets this particular Vratya skill as “knowledge and practice of the
special ascetic technique of pranayama or breath-control”.

tasya vratyasya. saptd pranah saptapanah sapta vyandh. tasya vratyasya,
Y6 'sya prathamdh prand iirdhvé namaydam sé agnih. (SS XV 15.1-3)

‘1. Of that Vratya, 2. there are seven inhaling, seven exhaling, and seven
circulating breaths*. 3. Of that Vratya, his first inhaling breath, upward by
name, is this fire’.

3 Zysk (2007: 107) interprets these three kinds of breath as “inhalation, exha-
lation, and retention” and as “the three fundamental activities in the ascetic practice
of breath-control”. In our opinion, the notion of retention here i.e. a plain reference to
pranayama as “holding, controlling, or regulating one’s breath” (Kaelber 1989: 58)
cannot be mandatorily assumed, since the passage seems to simply offer an analysis
of breathing activity. Of course, there could be other $S passages which might hint at
the technique of breath-retention. For instance, Zysk (1993: 202) also interprets prané-
na tiryan pranati in SS X 8.19, which literally means “by breath he breathes crosswise”
as “retains his breath” and explicitly comments on the relevant verse by saying that it
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The other six sentences of this Paryaya follow the same pattern. After
the repeated genitive (tdsya vratyasya), the sequence of prands quali-
fied by their progressive ordinal number (from the second to seventh)
are mentioned with a specific name for each breath, indicating one of
their important features, such as the direction each breath follows, and
the relevant identification with a cosmic element or cattle or offspring,
as shown in the following chart:

SPECIFIC |DIRECTION// IDENTIFICA-
PRANA NAME TION
SSXV |tdsya dvitiya pratidho nama sun (adityah)
15.4 vratyasya ‘pushed forward’ by
name
SS XV ” trtiya abhyiidho nama moon (can-
15.5 ‘pushed toward’ by | dramah)
name
SS XV ” caturtha vibhiir nama ‘all-per- | wind
15.6 vading’ by name (pavamanah)
SS XV ” paiicamd yénir nama ‘matrix’ | waters (ap pl.)
15.7 by name
SS XV ” sastha privé nama ‘dear’ by | cattle (pasii pl.)
15.8 name
SS XV ” saptamd aparimita ‘unlim- offspring
15.9 ited’ (praja pl.)

The next chart shows a further seven identifications between the
apanas and several important phases of the sacrificial time which are
listed in 16. The pattern is similar to that of the previous Paryaya, but
there is no specific name for each breath. The chapter opens with the
following sentence:

tasya vratyasya. y6 sya prathamé ‘pandh sa paurnamast (SS XV 16.1)

‘Of that Vratya, his first exhaling breath is the day of full moon’.

involves a form of breath control”. In our opiniop, at least the phrase pranam runaddhi
repeated twice — once preceded by negation in SS X 10.54-55 actually means “retains
the breath”.
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SPECIFIC | IDENTIFICATION
APANA
SS XV 16.2 |tdsya vratyasya | dvitiya the eighth day after full
moon (dstaka)
SSXV 16.3 ” tritya the night of full moon
(amavasya)
SS XV 16.4 ”? caturtha faith (Sraddha)
SS XV 16.5 ” paficamad consecration (diksa)
SS XV 16.6 ” sastd veneration (yajid)
SS XV 16.7 ” saptamad magnificent gifts
(daksina pl.)

Finally, a further seven vyanas are identified with a partially classic
list of the future Brahmanical cosmology that encompasses both its spa-
tial and its temporal dimensions. The first sentence is as follows:

tasya vrdtyasya | y6 sya prathamé vyandh séyam bhiimih || (SS XV 17.1)

‘Of that Vratya, his first circulating breath is the earth’.

The other six identifications are listed in the following chart:

SPECIFIC IDENTIFICATION
VYANA

SSXV17.2 tasya dvitiya atmosphere (antdriksa)

vratyasya

SS XV 17.3 ” trtiva sky (div)

SSXV 174 ” caturtha asterisms (ndksatra pl.)

SS XV 17.5 ” parnicamd seasons (rfu pl.)

SS XV 17.6 ” sastd combinations of seasons

(artava)
SS XV 17.7 ” saptama year (samvatsard)

Even though they are so repetitive and one might almost say enu-
merative, the significant attention these three chapters pay to breath is
hard to overestimate, just as it is equally interesting to note the great
effort that has been made to match each of the seven breaths with a
cosmic or sacrificial entity®. This is especially striking when one con-
siders the fact the number of breaths identified with the seven Rsis

3 According to Zysk (2007: 107) the twenty-one identifications of breath “deal
with anatomy and physiology, worship and ritual, and macrocosmic correspondences”.
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(prana va rsayas) in SBM VI 1.1.1 are most significantly also seven®.
In the latter text, the vital airs are considered against a complex cos-
mogonic and mythic background. Indra is placed as the breath in the
middle (VI 1.1.2: sa yo yam madhye pranah. esa evéndras) of the other
six. He kindled the other breaths, but all together they created seven
separate persons (purusa), who once again were transformed into one
person made of those seven persons (VI 1.1.3: etan sapta piirusan ékam
purusam akurvan), who is identified with god Prajapati (VI 1.1.5: sa
eva puirusah prajapatir abhavat). It seems that the purpose is to capture
the unity in the multiplicity, as if one were trying to find the original
cause of the universe in the breath of life, which is also recognised as
being the basis of the multiplicity of the human universe through a prac-
tice of distinctive attention and ability to concentrate on a single point
where the plurality merges. It is noteworthy that in the famous SS hymn
devoted to Prana, the final prayer in SS XI 4.26 clearly hints at another
unique element (see above) from which everything originates, namely
the embryo of waters — mentioned in RV X 121: prana ma mdat paryavr
to nd mad anyé bhavisyasi | apam garbham iva jivase prana badhnami
tva mayi ‘O breath, do not turn away from me*’, do not become other
than me! Like the embryo of waters, to life, o breath, I bind you to me’.

Furthermore, the doubt arises that this lengthy identification of three
times seven breaths in SS XV 15-17 might be comparable with the so-
called frisaptiya hymn, i.e. the very first hymn of this Samhita, in par-
ticular with §S I 1.1, where the Vedic student wishes that the Lord of
Speech (vacaspati) would put the powers of “the three times seven that
go around wearing all the shapes” (vé trisaptah pariyanti visva riipani
bibhratah) into his body, on the first day of his Vedic instruction. A
fascinating interpretation of these twenty-one items was advanced by
Whitney (Whitney, Lanman 1905: 2) and endorsed and explained with
detailed argumentation by Thieme (1985): they might refer to the list of
the abstract forms (@krti) of the linguistic sounds, made up of 8 vowels

3¢ Seven as the number of breaths also occurs in JB II 225: [...] athaita nadam va

odatinam ity usnihda bhajanam arbhave pavamane kriyante. tas saptaksarapada bha-
vanti. sapta prandah. pranair eva tat samrdhyamand yanti. pranesu pratitisthanti ‘Now,
these verses nadam va odatinam (RV VIII 69.2) etc. which are shared by the Usnih me-
tre are recited during the Pavamana stotra sacred to the Rbhus. Their quarters are made
of seven syllables, seven are the breaths, they become successful due to the breaths.
They establish themselves in the breaths’.

37 The verbal base of this imperative (pary-a-vrt-) seems to at least partially de-
note an idea opposite to that of the upapadasamasa ekavrd analysed above and which
we have chosen to translate as “dwelling in only one place”.
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(a, i, u, 1, e o, ai, au)®, 4 semivowels (y, , [, v), 5 occlusives (k, ¢, ¢,
t, p)*, 4 spirants (8, s, s, h)*. By contrast, the hypothesis that even in
SS XV 15-17 the three times seven breaths might have hinted at these
twenty-one linguistic sounds as phonic emissions of breath clashes with
the fact that there the twenty-one items are explicitly divided into three
groups classified as prand, apand, and vyanda, a classification that, at
least at first sight, is less suitable to the categories of phonemes men-
tioned above*'.

3.3. The worlds conquered by the host of the vratya

Following this survey of the selected series of Paryayas (XV 13-17)
analysed in the present chapter — which are all devoted to quite clear
features of the ascetic vratya’s life — we will try to re-interpret the first
Paryaya (XV 13) of the singled-out series. If we take into serious con-
sideration that §S XV 13, which indeed does not include an overt refer-
ence to the asceticism, might however have presupposed the topic of as-
ceticism, the general meaning could become less obscure than is gener-
ally evaluated. As is well known, Paryayas 10-13 deal with the context
of hospitality. As Gonda (1975: 306) explains, this section “describes

3 Vowel length was disregarded; / might have been considered as a sort of allo-
phone of  (Thieme 1985: 563).

¥ Each occlusive might have represented another four sounds, i.e. the matching
aspirated voiceless, non-aspirated voiced, aspirated voiced, and nasal sounds (Thieme
1985: 563).

4 The student would therefore have hoped to obtain the ability to memorise, pro-
nounce and enunciate correctly what he was beginning to study (Thieme 1985: 560-1).
This interpretation could be well tuned to the following verses, especially the prayer
addressed to the Lord of Speech to ensure that the student is not deprived of what has
heard (SS I 1.4: ma Sruténa vi radhisi). Nonetheless, faced with the hypothesis that this
passage might be a piece of evidence for the origins of Sanskrit phonetics, Deshpande
(1997: 34) noticed that “It is not clear that all the classes of sounds listed by him in
order to arrive at the number twenty-one were definitely recognized by the ancient
phoneticians in India” and in particular he demonstrates that at least the category of the
semivowels was not commonly recognised and it was instead proposed by an innova-
tive scholar coming from the North-eastern region of Magadha, i.e. Hrasva Mandikeya,
as explicitly mentioned in Aditareya-Aranyaka 111 2.1. Of course, Deshpande’s argument
is decisive in shedding light on the origins of phonetics in ancient India, but it does not
invalidate the hypothesis that SS I 1 may have alluded to a list of twenty-one sounds,
whatever the subclasses within that number were.

41 Vice versa a doubt that the number twenty-one in SS I 1 could vaguely allude
to the breaths as catalogued in $S XV 15-17 and divided into groups of seven as also
attested in SBM VI 1.1, cannot be entirely excluded. This may however perhaps be a
more technical reference to the breath that becomes sound through the phonic appara-
tus, as intuited by Whitney and well explained by Thieme. However, in both texts the
main focus might have been a specific training in how to use breathing or language.



112 CHIARA NERI, TIZIANA PONTILLO

the prospect of blessings held out to a king who receives a vratya as
his guest”. These blessings do not really resemble pure gifts. They are
instead personal achievements of what one could call coveted fruit for
one’s own merit at the end of existence. In SS XV 11 the host, by virtue
of the hospitality that he offers to the vratya, gains possession of the
paths which go to the gods (devayana: v. 3), of waters (4p: v. 4), of what
is dear (priya: v. 6), of will (vdsa: v. 8), of pleasure (nikama: v. 10),
and realizes the longer breath (prandm [...] varsiyamsam kurute: v. 5).
Moreover, if he performs an oblation after receiving permission from
the vratya (vrégzenétisrs,to Jjuhoti: SS XV 12.4; 7; 8), he foreknows the
path which goes to the ancestors and to the gods (pra pitryanam panth
am janati pra devayanam: SS XV 12.5) and a valid resting-place is left
over in this world for him (pdry asyasmiml loka ayatanam Sisyate: SS
XV 12.7). Especially significant in this other series of chapters (SS XV
10-13) is the last one, where the same scheme of sentence is used five
times: the first one is as follows:

tad yasyaivam vidvan vratya ékam ratrim dtithir grhé vdsati | yé prthivyam
puinya lokas tan eva ténava rundhe || (SS XV 13.1)

‘Now, the one in the house of whom a thus-knowing Vratya stays one night
as a guest, obtains, by means of this, the meritorious worlds on the earth’.

The other four sentences speak about somebody who hosts the vratya
for a progressively higher number of nights and thanks to this hospital-
ity respectively obtains progressively higher worlds.

SS XV in the house of whom a he obtains the meritorious
13.2 thus-knowing Vratya stays worlds in the atmosphere...
two nights as a guest (dvitiya | (vé ‘ntdrikse piinya lokah)
ratri)
SS XV ...three nights... (t7tiyd ratri) | ... the meritorious worlds
13.3 in the sky... (yé divi punya
lokdal)
SS XV ...four nights... (caturthi ... the meritorious worlds
13.4 ratri) of meritorious people... (yé
punyanam punya lokah)
SS XV ...unlimited nights...(aparim- | ... meritorious worlds, truly
13.5 ita ratri) unlimited. .. (vd evaparimitih
puinya lokah)
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As is self-evident, the one who conquers successive worlds (loka)
is not the guest, i.e. the vratya but the host. His merits depend on the
hospitality he ensures to the vratya but the guest-host relationship is
not so-clear. The hymn gradually passes from the limited world that is
gained and close to the human protagonists, to worlds that are further
away, up to worlds without boundaries, where the spatial dimension
might have overlapped the temporal one. But above all, in this hymn
where the vratya is extolled several times as vidvan, i.e. as a wise man
who is aware of this and that, it is tempting to interpret this passage as
explaining that it is the help of such a master/teacher that enables the
host to reach an even higher status. In other words, we advance the
hypothesis that the successive worlds attained are indeed progressively
higher sapiential (and perhaps even meditative — see below) stages. The
term punya identifies a condition offered as a reward for an action of
hospitality and which is realized at different, increasing, cosmic levels
until it reaches an absolute and ‘unlimited’ state in terms of time and
space (dparimita ratri, aparimitah punya lokas)”. A comparable se-
quence of lokas described as matching with several steps in a meritori-
ous progressively higher pattern occurs in KU, where the final goal is
to sit on Brahman’s throne:

sa etam devayanam panthanam apadyagnilokam agacchati. sa vayulokam
sa adityalokam sa varunalokam sa indralokam sa prajapatilokam sa brah-
malokam. [...] sa esa visukrto viduskrto brahma vidvan brahmaivabhipraiti.
[...] sa agacchati vicaksanam asandim. [...] tasmin brahmdste. tam itthamvit
padenaivagna arohati. (KU I 3-5)

‘ After taking the path to the gods, he reaches the world of Agni, of Vayu, of
Aditya, of Varuna, of Prajapati, of Brahman. [...] This man, who abandoned
merits and demerits, who is a knower of Brahman enters upon Brahman. [...]
He arrives at the throne called vicaksana. [...] On that throne sits Brahman.
Knowing thus he ascends it in front with one foot’.

In this case, it is clear that the wanderer is indeed a deceased man,
one among those who depart from this world, who go to the moon (KU
1 2: ye vai ke casmal lokat prayanti candramasam evat e sarve gac-
chanti). The subject is self-evidently eschatological: but this text pre-

4 Analogously the dparimita lokd is mentioned in the paiicaudana-sava hymn

in SS IX 5.22ab = PS XVI 99.8ab associated with the ‘unlimited sacrifice’ (dparimita
yajiia SS IX 5.21cd = PS XVI 99.7cd; SS IX 5.22 = PS XVI 99.8ab), both gained by
the one who offers the ajd pdricaudana.
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supposes that the progress made on earth is preparatory for the afterlife,
when the worlds achieved by merit will be enjoyed. The merit acquired
is characterised by a specific striving towards wisdom and self-control,
culminating in the final self-consciousness of being a temporary entity
whose self is the same self of all the beings, who is also the Brahman
himself.

rtur asmi [...] sambhiito [...] bhiitasya bhiitasyatma. bhiitasya bhitasya
tvam atmasi. Yat tvam asi so "ham asmiti (KU I 6)

‘I am a season. [...] I was born [...] as the self of every being. You are the
self of every being. I am what you are.’®.

At the heart of this reflection on the conquest of successive worlds
seems to be the universal search for what is permanent, i.e. what en-
dures beyond material change including death. The doctrine that emerg-
es from these Vedic passages seems to turn to breath/wind as that al-
most imperceptible element which passes from one place to another
and is evidently the discrimen between life and death. Significantly the
moon imagined as the place where the deceased men are directed is
said to swell up in the waxing fortnight because of their breaths: fesam
pranaih pirvapaksa apyayate. (KU 1 2). In our opinion this is the doc-
trine which started emerging in the Vratyakanda.

3.4. Breath and kasinas: Theravdada meditative techniques

The characteristic traits of ancient ascetic practices we have just
analysed in SS XV 13-17 share some features with some meditative
techniques described in the Early Buddhist texts, and perhaps with
other historical forms of ascetic or meditative training, such as the
pranayama which has been overtly developed in the practice of yoga.
Here, we are prompted to only consider the early Buddhist meditation
tradition merely because we have singled out other shared ascetic no-
tions conveyed by cognate expressions (analysed above and in some of
our other articles) in the Vedic and Pali canons. However, we assume

4 The following sentences in KU I 6 are devoted to explaining what the phrase
‘brahman is truth (satyam)’ means. This is done by means of a popular etymology,
which distinguishes between tyam, i.e. deities and pranas (i.e. microcosmic deities) on
the one hand, and sat, on the other, i.e. everything else. Brahman encompasses both.
It is noteworthy that we have found an analogous distinction “between all that breathe
and those that do not” in $S XIII 4.21 (see above § 1.1.1) referring to the object of an
extraordinary knowledge.
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that the forms of meditation described in this text could have been de-
veloped and used in different ways in other Indian traditions as well.
First of all, the complex identification of the types of breath with
the natural elements explained in the Vratyakanda seems to be cognate
with the tangled Buddhist system of meditative supports called kasinas
(in scr. krtsna-). These are natural elements and objects (frequently
coloured disks) used to develop the concentration and meditative ab-
sorptions (jhdanas)*. The practice consists in focusing on one of these
objects until, after closing one’s eyes, a mental image is retained. The
kasinas par excellence are generally: earth (pathavi), water (apo), air
or wind (vayo), fire (tejo), yellow (pita), red (lohita), blue (nila), white
(odata), enclosed space or hole (@kasa) and consciousness (vifiniana).
The use of kasinas is widely explained in the Visuddhimagga (see chap-
ters IV and V), but they are also mentioned in the Pali Canon, although
only briefly*. One of the more complete formulas is the Kasina-suttam:

dasa yimani bhikkhave kasinayatanani. katamani dasa? pathavikasinam
eko sanjanati uddham adho tiriyam advayam appamanam. apokasinam eko
sanjandti...pe... tejokasinam eko sanjanati... vayokasinam eko saiijanati...
nilakasinam eko sanjanati... pitakasinam eko sanjanati... lohitakasinam eko
sanjanati... odatakasinam eko sanjandti... akdasakasinam eko safijanati...
vifiiianakasinam eko sanijanati uddham adho tiriyam advayam appamanam.
Imani kho bhikkhave dasa kasinayatanani. (A'V 60)

‘Bhikkhu there are ten kasina bases. What ten? One person perceives the
earth kasina above, below, across, undivided, measureless. One person per-
ceives the water kasina... the fire kasina... the air kasina.. the blue kasina...
the yellow kasina.. the red kasina... the white kasina... the space...the con-
sciousness kasina above, below, across, undivided, measureless. These are the
ten kasina bases’. (tr. Bodhi 2012: 1380).

In brief the kasinas are the four elements, the four colours, the space
and consciousness in the Pali suttas or the bright light in some other
texts. In the Visuddhimagga we also find an explicit description of how
each kasina is constructed.

»  The earth kasina is made from clay which has a colour similar to
the rising sun (see Vism 123) — the earth matches the first vyana-
identification in SS XV 17.1 and the sun, the second prana-
identification in SS XV 15.2.

4 Asregards the method of producing jhanas by kasinas see also King 1980: 43ff.
4 E.g.see AV 46-48, M 1I 14; D III 268, 290; Nett. 89, etc.
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»  The water kasina is made by filling a bowl with clean water (see
Vism V 170) — waters are the element matching the fifth prana-
identification in §S XV 15.7.

* The fire kasina is a flame of a specially prepared fireplace (see
Vism V 171) — fire is the element matching the first prana-
identification in SS XV 15.3.

* The air kasina can be grasped by observing the activity of the
wind (see Vism V 172) — and this element is the same in the
fourth prana-identification in SS XV 15.6.

*  The light kasina is produced when the light of the sun or the
moon passes through a hole in a wall or circle thrown on the
ground, etc. (Vism V 174) — the sun and the moon are the ele-
ments matching the second and third prana-identifications in SS
XV 15.4-5.

If one assumes that the attention to breath in the SS is a trace of an
ascetic process of the reabsorption of vital functions as a great achieve-
ment of the ascetic’s meditative practice, the way in which SS XV 15-
17 identifies the twenty-one breaths with the natural elements might
have stemmed from the same proto-pattern of meditation. For instance,
in §S XV 15 the seven forms of prana are identified with fire, sun,
moon, wind, waters, cattle and offspring; in §S XV 17 the sevenfold
vyana is identified w1th other spatial/temporal elements, namely earth,
atmosphere, sky, asterisms, seasons, combinations of seasons and years
(see above § 3.2).

Beyond these scattered affinities, it is undisputable that there is a
shared focus on breathing. Thus, the Vratyakanda devotes an important
space to the topic of breathing, classified into three categories, namely
prand, apand and vyand, i.e. inhaling, exhaling, and circulating breath.
In the Pali Canon the word pana (Skt. prana) is not used in the sense of
a “special breath”, but rather to designate a “living being or creature”*.
In fact, the notion of breath is preferably conveyed by the word apana
and this is central to the meditation technique of mindful breathing or
andapana-sati, e.g. Anapanasati-sutta (MN n. 118), Anapanasamyutta
(SN n. 54), Mahasatipatthana-sutta (DN n. 22), Satipatthana-sutta
(MN n. 10), the Maharahulovada-sutta (MN n. 62) and Kayagatasati-
sutta (MN n. 119). There are numerous studies on mindfulness of
breathing and let us not forget the importance of this practice within the
Pali Canon where it is considered a very powerful meditation technique

46

See PED s.v. pana.
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that leads the four satipatthanas to their completion’. This technique is
also connected to the jhanas, for example in the S V 317ff the anapana-
sati and the jhanas are used in order to reach the nirodha-samapatti, or
the achievement of cessations, the last stage before the nibbana. This
practice is used on different occasions and also for diverse purposes,
for example, a part from the field of meditation, the anapana-sati is
prescribed as a remedy for mental confusion (A Il 449: cetaso vik-
khepassa pahanaya anapanassati bhavetabba ‘mindfulness of breath-
ing is to be developed for abandoning mental confusion’).
Mindfulness of breathing is also the base for the contemplation of the
body (kayanupassana) and the main part of the typical formula is e.g.:

kathani ca bhikkhave bhikkhu kaye kayanupasst viharati idha bhikkhave bhik-
khu aranniagato va rukkhamiilagato va sunindagaragato va nisidati, pallankam
abhujitva, ujum kayam panidhdya, parimukham satim upatthapetva. so sato
va assasati, sato passasati. digham va assasanto digham assasami ti pajanati,
digham va passasanto digham passasami ti pajanati, rassam va assasanto
‘rassam assasami'ti pajandti, rassam va passasanto ‘rassam passasamiti
pajanati. [...] M 156)

‘And how, bhikkhus, does a bhikkhu abide contemplating the body as a
body? Here a bhikkhu, gone to the forest or to the root of a tree or to an empty
hut, sits down; having folded his legs crosswise, set his body erect, and estab-
lished mindfulness in front of him, ever mindful he breathes in, mindful he
breathes out. Breathing in long, he understands: “I breathe in long”; or breath-
ing out long, he understands: “I breathe out long”. Breathing in short, he under-
stands: “I breathe in short”; or breathing out short, he understands: “I breathe
out short”. [...].” (tr. Bodhi 1995: 145-146).

The passage is quite long and includes emotional (piti and sukha) and
mental elements (citta sankhara) etc. It is obvious that it is impossible
to make a close comparison between this kind of Buddhist passages and
the Vratyakanda’s way of dealing with breath, however, the fact that
both traditions do not always concentrate on breath-control, focusing
instead on breathing and its analysis is in our opinion of crucial impor-
tance. In the Vedic texts analysed above (§ 2.1), we have advanced the
hypothesis that breath is at the origin of the multiplicity of the percepti-
ble world, and that the purpose of catching the unity in the multiplicity

4 SV 331: evam bhavito kho Ananda anapanasamadhi evam bhaulikato cattaro

satipatthane paripireti ‘It is, Ananda, when concentration by mindfulness of breathing
is developed and cultivated in this way that it fulfils the four establishments of mindful-
ness’. (tr. Bodhi 2000: 1782).
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might have been at the core of the manifold classification of twenty-one
breaths (§ 3.2). An analogous search for the unity in the multiplicity is
well documented in the Buddhist mindfulness breathing practice, which
should lead the practitioners to achieve a unified mind, and in order to
activate this process one must develop a practice of mindfulness.

tasmatiha, bhikkhave, dhammesu dhammanupasst tasmim samaye bhikkhu
viharati atapt sampajano satimda vineyya loke abhijjhadomanassam. (M 111 85)

‘That is why on that occasion a bhikkhu abides contemplating mind-objects
as mind-objects, ardent, fully aware and mindful having put away covetous-
ness and grief for the world.” (tr. Bodhi 1995: 946).

It is hard to label this search under “universal categories” and do not
assume that it depends on a shared matrix with the above-mentioned
Vedic text.

3.5. The worlds conquered by jhanas

I3

SS XV 13.1-5 (§ 3.3) presents some peculiar elements that can be
compared with the meditative absorptions or jhanas (Skt. dhyana).
They are described in the Buddhist sources as four progressive states
called riapajhana (form-jhana), and four additional meditative attain-
ments called aripa (formless jhana). The riapajhanas are characterised
by an ifer from the concrete to the abstract. According to an ideal pattern
they start with the acquisition of some constituents ‘material’ (aniga), i.e.
applied and sustained thought (vitakkha and vicara), joy (piti), happiness
(sukha), and then some of them are gradually abandoned and the only
anga surviving in the fourth jhana is equanimity (upekkha). In this pro-
gression, from the second jhana onward, some canonical passages and
the Visuddhimagga also reveal the presence of another constituent: con-
centration on one point (ekaggatd). This means that during this process
the mind is concentrated and focused only on one object, it is unified, and
this aspect could be a possible consonance with the idea of unification
emerging in the above-mentioned passages of the SBM VI 1.1.1 com-
pared with SS XV 1 and XI 5. In any case all this meditative progression
allows the attainment of the highest immaterial spheres such as those of
non-existence and of neither perception nor non-perception.

Furthermore, the common characteristic of these meditative absorp-
tions is that they correspond to some abodes/worlds (loka), which are
reached during meditation and after death*.

4 Gunaratana (1980: 160; see also 232-233) schematises the correspondences

between jhana and loka in the following way: “Those who have practiced the first
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In SS XV 13 (see above § 3.3) the sequence of the benefits obtained
in hosting a Vratya started from “the meritorious worlds on the earth”
gained by hosting the Vratya for one night, proceeding towards several
other progressively higher lokas (atmosphere, sky, worlds of meritori-
ous people), up to the truly unlimited world. Although the names of the
worlds reached are different in the sequence of the eight jhanas, the
powerful concept of a progression of states that become increasingly
subtler is found in both passages. The starting point is a concrete ele-
ment, the earth, which in the Buddhist meditative states appears in the
previously-mentioned relevant kasina, up to a dimension called infinite
space (akdasanaricayatana), infinite consciousness (vifinanarncayatana),
nothingness (akificanifiayatana) and neither perception nor non-percep-
tion (nevasannianasanndayatana). It is self-evident that the Buddhist pat-
tern of the eight jhanas that match eight progressively higher lokas is
definitely more elaborate and encompasses more sophisticated states,
but it is striking that the latter step in SS XV 13.5 consists of aparimitah
puinya lokas “unlimited meritorious worlds”.

Moreover, it is very significant that the worlds attained through the
Buddhist jhanas are Brahma’s abodes, and the achievement of Brah-
man’s throne is the final achievement in KU I 3.5 (compared with SS
XV 131in § 3.3).

3.6. The Vratyakanda as a Vedic proto-source for the meditative prac-
tices

Numerous scholars have dedicated books and articles to investigat-
ing the origin of Buddhist meditation*: here we will focus our atten-
tion mainly on an interpretative proposal advanced by Wynne (2007),

jhanas to a minor degree are reborn in the realm of the retinue of Brahma (brahma-pari-
sajja), those who have practiced it to a moderate degree are reborn in the realm of the
ministers of Brahma (brahmapurohita), and those who have practiced it to a superior
degree are reborn in the realm of the great Brahma (mahabrahma). Similarly, prac-
ticing the second jhanas to a minor degree brings rebirth in the realm of minor luster
(parittabha), to a moderate degree rebirth in the realm of infinite luster (appamanabha),
and to a superior degree in the realm of radiant luster (@bhassara). [...] Beyond the
fine material sphere lie the immaterial realms (aripavacarabhiimi). These are four in
number — the base of boundless space, the base of boundless consciousness, the base
of nothingness and the base of neither perception nor non-perception. As should be
evident, these are the realms of rebirth for those who, without having broken the fetters
that bind them to samsara, achieve and master the four immaterial jhanas”. Gethin
1997 made an interesting analysis of these jhanas, lokas in the Abhidhamma texts, in
which he shows how the Abhidhamma texts offer many parallel between the psycho-
logical and the cosmological order.

4 See e.g. Nakamura 1979, King 1980, Schmithausen 1981, Griffiths 1983,
Bronkhorst 1993, Vetter 1988, Bucknell 1993; 2019, Cousins 1996, Polak 2011.
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since his assertion that formless meditation states have a Brahmanical
origin is particularly interesting for our inquiry. He points out that the
Buddha borrows (and modifies) his pattern of meditation from that of
two Brahmanical teachers Arada Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta® and
that the Brahmanical and Buddhist ways of meditation are both based
on the so-called process of “world dissolution”, i.e. a sort of reversal of
cosmogony, a process starting from the most concrete element, i.e. the
earth, and ending with the unlimited worlds. Wynne (2007: 37) claims:

“[...] because the parts of the world are equivalent to the parts of the person,
humans include everything within themselves. It is exactly this sort of think-
ing that underlies early Brahminic meditation. From this perspective, it is not
surprising that meditative states of consciousness were thought to be identical
to the subtle strata of the cosmos”.

In Wynne’s opinion (2007: 33ff.) the evidence of the Brahmanical
origin of this correspondence between meditation and cosmology is
found in some Brahmanical texts such as MBh XII 187.4, XII 228.13-
15, and XII 291.15, whose sequences of natural elements (earth, wind,
space, water, etc.) he interprets as the result of some meditative prac-
tices. Vice versa “There is no similar theoretical background to element
meditation in the early Buddhist texts, where the elements appear sim-
ply as suitable objects of meditation.” (Wynne 2007: 35). Thus, accord-
ing to Wynne, the Buddhist meditation map might have derived from
Brahmanical cosmology, possibly from some older sources dating back
to the Rgveda time. The process of “world dissolution” that Wynne
considers is the crucial idea of the Upanisads, where the multiplicity
inscribed in the human being, made of all his faculties of perception,
of action, etc., is merged into the unique atman and gradually dissolved
into the Brahman®'.

50 According to the well-known story of the Buddha, before his awakening, that

is when he was a Bodhisattva, he was extremely dedicated to extreme ascetic practices
and could be considered part of that great movement called sramana. A famous ac-
count tells of his training with two teachers Arada Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta (e.g.
Ariyapariyesand-sutta M 1 163-167) and that he was dedicated to extreme ascetism
(Mahasaccaka-sutta M 1 242-245). After rejecting the most severe practices, the Bud-
dha continued to practice and teach some peculiar types of meditation, and he could still
be defined as an ascetic (samana) in the sense of the Greek etymology of this term (Gr.
askétes, i.e., ‘the one who exercises’).

SI See Wynne (2007: 24): “In the early Brahminic literature, element meditation
is based on the principle that the yogin who wishes to attain union with brahman must
simulate the process of world dissolution in his meditative practice. Similar schemes of
element meditation are found in the early Buddhist literature, and some of these include
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Instead, our proposal does not consider the origin of the above-
mentioned map that matches meditation-cosmology as a Brahmanical
conception, but rather as an earlier Vedic pre-Brahmanical conception.
In fact, we have just advanced the hypothesis (§ 3.3) that SS XV 13
documents a background comparable to the renowned pattern of medi-
tative correspondences between jhanas and lokas and that the achieve-
ment of a certain benefit might have represented a mental state, i.e. the
possibility of existing in a given psycho-physical condition, ever less
belonging to the world of form. Thus, even if this SS passage does not
contain a specific reference to meditative practices — although the atten-
tion to breathing in the following Paryayas (SS XV 15-17) quite clearly
seems to be an ascetic element — the mentioned cosmological sequence
is similar to a meditative process that reaches specific lokas through
acquired merits. If we compare this gradual achievement with that of
the Buddhist meditative kasina-jhanas in the Buddhist path and even
with the meditative levels of the yoga-Brahmanical context®?, which
essentially depend on a progressive mental training generally led by a
teacher, it is quite natural to read the progressive conquest of worlds on
the part of the ekavratyd’s host as the effect of a teaching on the part
of his guest. In other words, SS XV 13 could be interpreted not only as
dealing with increasing merits, but also with a special training consist-
ing in a sort of proto-sequence of meditative absorption akin to that
described in the Buddhist meditative literature. Thus, this crucial rela-
tionship between cosmology and meditative patterns, might be traced
back to an archetypal pre-brahmanical ascetic tradition of which both
the gatha verses devoted to the renouncers and the Vratyakanda itself
could be exceptionally well-preserved evidence within the context of an
otherwise generalised damnatio memoriae of the Vratyas and of all the
non-brahmanical cultures.

4. The ascetic whom the gods worship

Another interesting aspect that binds the figure of the Vratya to that
of the Buddha is their relationship with the gods, who unexpectedly of-

the formless spheres. Because there is no doctrinal background for these lists in the
early Buddhist literature, it is more likely than not that they have been borrowed from
an early Brahminic source”.

52 Wynne (2007: 39-40) also draws a correspondence between some arupa jhanas
and some statements of Yajfiavalkya made in the BAU.
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ten pay homage to them and ultimately appear to be placed on a lower
level than theirs®.

4.1. Buddhist ascetics’ superiority to the gods

In the Pali Canon there are many passages in which the Buddha is
praised by the gods. First of all in the Ayacana Sutta, Brahma Sahampati
after his awakening asks the Buddha to teach the Dhamma. The god
even genuflects in front of the Buddha and begs him to teach:

atha kho ugato sahampati ekamsam uttardasangam karitva dakkhina-
Jjanu-mandalam pathaviyam nihantva yena bhagava tenarijalim panametva
bhagavantam etad avoca || desetu bhante bhagava dhammam desetu ugato
dhammam. || (S1137)

‘Brahma Sahampati arranging his upper robe over one shoulder, he genu-
flected his right knee on the ground, saluted the Blessed One with his hands
before his heart, and said to him: ‘Venerable, let the Blessed One teach the
Dhamma! Let the One-Well-Gone teach the Dhamma! [...]" (tr. Bodhi 2000:
232)

Homage by the god is very clear and the idea that the Buddha is able
to teach the Dhamma, something that Brahma Sahampati cannot do,
is amply emphasised. On other occasions the Buddha was explicitly
venerated by Sakka, the king of the god. In the Sattharavandanasutta,
when the gods ask Sakka which divinity he honours, he answers:

‘so idha sammasambuddho | asmim loke sadevake | anomanamam sattharam
| tam namassami matali. (S 1235)

‘The perfectly Enlightened One here | In this world with its devas | The
teacher of perfect name | He is the one whom I worship, Matali’. (tr. Bodhi
2000: 335)

This idea of the value of the Buddha’s teachings, especially in refer-
ence to meditative techniques, is underlined in other canonical passages
such as in the Sandha-sutta (A'V 323-327) where the Buddha describes

53 See Vassilkov 2015: 443: “We should probably take into account that the Bud-
dhism established its own hierarchy of great beings, men who surpassed the old gods,
due to their progress on the path to Nibbana/Nirvana: arahants (arhats), bodhisatt(v)
as, pratyekabuddhas / paccekabudhas etc. The ancient gods and demigods became, in
comparison with new superheroes, insignificant background figures”.
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and then teaches the gods Indra, Brahman and Pajapati some meditative
techniques® and they pay homage to him with these verses:

namo te purisdajanifia namo te purisuttama
yassa tenabhijanama yam pi nissaya jhayasrt ti. (A'V 325)

‘Homage to you, o thoroughbred person! | Homage to you, o supreme per-
son! | We ourselves do not understand. | What you meditate in dependence
on’>. (tr. Bodhi 2012: 1563)

This also shows that the Buddha’s teachings and his meditation are
so profound that they are not immediately understood even by the gods
that acknowledge his superiority and honour him.

4.2. Vratya ascetics’ superiority to the gods

We have already seen that, in the Vratyakanda, gods may be influ-
enced by the ekavratyd (8S XV 1.1), they may also be obsequious to-
ward him (SS XV 3.1) and follow him as a troop (SS XV 14.1-12). But
in SS XV 3 the gods are even presented as ekavrdtyd’s servants, namely
the ones running alongside his carriage, acting as his bodyguards.

tam dsandim vrdtya drohat. tasya devajandh pariskanda  dsant
samkalpéih prahayya3 visvani bhiitany upasadah || (SS XV 3.9-10)

‘The Vratya ascended that throne. Of him the legions of gods were the serv-
ants; decisions [were] the messengers; all beings the waiters.’

Moreover, the Vratya is explicitly placed in a hierarchical position of
clear superiority both to cosmic elements and to the gods. ‘Behind him

3% Polak (2011: 53) comments on these stanzas thus: “This verse confirms that the
author of the sutta was well aware of the paradoxical nature of the jhana of a thorough-
bred. Even the mighty devas are unable to understand the character of this state. I would
like to bring attention to the uniqueness of this verse. While the Brahmas of different
kinds often appear within the Canon, the presence of Indra (lit. Inda) and Pajapati is a
rarity. Apart from this stanza, Pajapati is very rarely mentioned in the Suttapitaka. The
presence of Indra is even more special. In the Vedas, Indra was a king of but in Buddhist
mythology, this role is occupied by Sakka”.

55 Bodhi translates the expression nissaya as “dependent on” and explains it
(Bodhi 2012: 1861 fn. 2210), in this way: “yassa te nabhijanama yampi nissayaya
jhayasi. See MN 22.36, 1 140: “When the devas with Indra, Brahma and Pajapati, search
for a monk thus liberated in mind, they do not find that on which the consciousness of
one who has thus attained is dependent. Why so? I say that one who has thus attained is

EIEL)

untraceable even in this very life’.



124 CHIARA NERI, TIZIANA PONTILLO

moved rta sand satya and sun and moon and stars’ (fam rtam ca satyam
ca siryas ca candras ca naksatrani canuvyacalan) according to SS XV
6.5. Several gods are defined as his attendants and archers in seven sen-
tences in SS XV 5. The following sentence shows the typical structure
of all these seven sentences:

tasmai pracya diso antardesad bhavam isvasam anusthataram akurvan |
(SSXV35.1)

‘For him (the Vratya) from the atmosphere of the eastern direction they
made Bhava archer and attendant’.

FROM THE ATMO- |HIS ARCHER (isvasa) AND
SPHERE (antardesat) of | ATTENDANT (anusthatr)

§S XV 5.2 |the southern direction the archer Sarva

SS XV 5.3 |the western direction the archer Pasupati

SS XV 5.4 |the northern direction the mighty god (ugra deva)
SS XV 5.5 | the fixed direction Rudra

SS XV 5.6 |the upward direction the great god (mahadeva)

SS XV 5.7 | the intermediate regions | I§ana

Thus, the Vratya is apparently presented as an ascetic whom the gods
worship. Nonetheless, if one considers all the aspects of the vrarya
ascetic picture surveyed here, it is hard to avoid drawing a compari-
son between this image of the ekavratya with his attendants and the
well-known similar representation of the king with his attendants in the
BAU. In the latter text the king is indeed the self in the state of sleep,
as a prefiguration of the ideal of salvation pursued, free to move around
keeping all his vital functions under control.

sa hovacajatasatruh yatralsa etat supto "bhiid yad esa vijiianamadyah purusas
tad esam prananam vynanena vijnanam adaya ya eso ‘ntdr hrdaya akasas
tasmiii chete. tani yada grhndty dtha haitat pirusah svdpiti nama. tad grhita
eva prano bhavati. grhl'tc'i vak. grhitam cdaksuh. grhitam Srotram. grhitam
mdnah. sa yatraitat svapnydya carati té hasya lokds. tad utéva mahardjoé bha-
vaty utéva mahabrahmandh. utévoccavacam nigacchati. sda ydtha maharajo
Janapadan grhitvda své janapadé yathakamam parivartetaivam evaisd etdt
pranan grhitva své Sarive yathakamam parivartate. (BAU 11 1.17-18)

‘Ajatasatru told him: “When this man was asleep, the Purusa which consists
of perception, taking possession of perception by means of the perception of
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these prands (pl., i.e., the senses), lies in that space which is within the heart.
While he keeps those (= the senses) under control, the Purusa is said to be
«sleeping». Then the prand (sg., i.e., the breath) is kept under control. Voice is
kept under control, sight is kept under control, hearing is kept under control,
thought is kept under control. His are the worlds in which he moves in a dream
state. He becomes a great king or a great brahmana. A high or low condition
touches him. Just as a great king, keeping the inhabitants of his region under
control, goes about in his region at will, so he, keeping his senses under con-
trol, moves around in his body at will”.’

So, if this doctrine, aimed at making the self as free as a leader who
dominates all his retinue, was, as it seems, already emerging in the SS,
the relationship between the ascetic and the gods may have been part of
an important ancient imagery. This of course does not revoke the status
of the ascetics thus described, who were probably held in the highest
regard in the contexts in which such doctrines circulated in nuce, with
probably no regard for divine figures who were such by birth and not
by merit.

Moreover, at the end of the just quoted BAU passage the several
macrocosmic, microcosmic and theological levels of the reading of
multiplicity of the self and the reductio ad unum of such a multiplicity
is poetically condensed, with reference to worlds, faculties of percep-
tions and gods.

sa ydthornavabhis tantunoccdred yatha agnéh ksudrd visphulinga vyuc-
cdranty evam evasmad atmdnah sarve prdndh sdrve lokah sarve devih sarvani
bhiitani vyticcaranti. tasyopanisat satydsya satydam iti. prand vai satydm tésam
esa satyam. (BAU 11 1.20).

Just as a spider ascends upwards following its web, just as small sparks
spring forth from a fire, so all the senses, all the worlds, all the gods, and all
beings spring forth from this self. Its secret identity (upanisad) is the reality of
reality (satya). Reality in fact consists of the senses and this self is the reality
of them.

5. Conclusions

The Vratyakanda contains several interesting features that are shared
by the Buddhist heterodox world (brahmabhiita, eka, etc.), as well as
some plausible traces of an assumed proto-sequence of meditative prac-
tices. The latter, on the one hand, loosely reminds us of the kasina-jhana
pattern and of the meritorious achievement of ‘other worlds’, and, on
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the other, consists of awareness of the breath and of the potential that
it develops when one is freed from the caging world of senses. This
seminal insight will be developed in different ways in the Upanisadic
speculations, in the vipassana meditative tradition in early Buddhist
texts as represented by the sutta texts of Pali Canon and later in a more
refined and precise manner in other Ancient and Medieval Indian medi-
tative traditions.

The gradual conquest of a higher status via knowledge and meditative
progress and the attribution of equal opportunities to gods and human
beings are at the core of both the Vratyakanda and Buddha’s teaching.
Both the attention paid to the breath and the ascetic doctrines targeted
on attaining immortality prove to be crucial points in the Vratya tradi-
tion, but they are not exclusive to the Atharvaveda. In fact, they seem to
be shared by other Samhitas, especially by the Samaveda Sakha, and by
the Buddhist Suttapitaka. It is thus plausible that these features consti-
tuted a shared archetype, in the sense of an undocumented layer of the
earliest Indo-Aryan thought, from which the Brahmanical and Buddhist
traditions later emerged (then slowly diverging from each other). These
features might not have been accepted in the Brahmanical orthodox
milieu and could have determined a crucial change and a consequent
marginalisation of these Indo-Aryan pre-brahmanical elements.

At the core of the evidence in the Vratyakanda seems to have been
the concentration on breath as something durable, almost impercepti-
ble, beyond the ties the faculties of perceptions generate in each indi-
vidual. The fact that this special notion seems to be documented in both
the unorthodox tradition — limitedly and preliminarily analysed here
through the meditative forms attested in the Pali Canon — and in the Ve-
dic sources — here only considered through the Vratyakanda — leads us
to assume that some embryonic form of meditation on breathing must
have been circulating in the Indo-Aryan world before the celebrated
Upanisadic doctrine on prana emerged and before the very concept of
orthodoxy came into being with the Srauta reform*. And this confirms

%6 In particular the following passage which contrasts what is endowed with a

fixed shape, i.e. faculties of perceptions and what is not, i.e. prana, might have been not
so distant from some sentences found in the Vratyakanda. See BAU 11 3.1-5: dvé vava
brahmano riipé miirtam caivamiirtam ca mdrtyam camytam ca sthitdm ca yac ca. [...]
athamiirtam vayus cantdarviksas caitad amytam. [...] ity adhidevatim. athadhyatmam.
idam evd miirtam yad anydt prandc ca yas caydm antar atmann akasa. etan martyam.
etat sthitam [...] etdsya madrtyasyaitdsya sthitisya [...] esd rdaso ydc cdksuh [...]
athamiirtam prands ca yas cayam antdr atmann akasah. etad amitam, [...] “Two in-
deed are the visible appearances of the Brahman, the one is endowed with a fixed shape
and the other is not, the one is mortal and the other is immortal, the one is stable and
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Gonda’s (1975: 295) statement, according to which “[...] Atharvanic
texts are most important as evidence of older Vedic thought [...] be-
cause they are the immediate harbingers of the oldest upanisad and as
such attest to the continuity of the ancient speculative reasonings and
reflections.”

All in all, the present tentative reconstruction of the pre-history of
meditative practices, through a fresh analysis of an obscure Atharvave-
dic text, leads us to reconsider the relative chronology for the origin of
the practice of awareness of breath with respect to the practice of the
Jhanas.
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individual body. This is immortal [...] .
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Katyayana-Srautasiitra: Text with English translation and notes,
ed. by Ganesh U. Thite. Delhi, 2006.

[Kausitakya-Upanisad)] see BAU.
Majjhima-Nikaya 1-111, ed. by V. Trenckner and R. Chalmers, 3
Vols, London, 1993-2004.

Mahabhasyadipika 1 of Bhartrhari, Fascicule IV, Ahnika I, crit.
ed. by Johannes Bronkhorst. Poona, 1987.

Nighantu, ed, by HM. Bhadkamkar, The Nirukta of Yaska (with
Nighantu) edited with Durga’s Commentary, (Bombay Sanskrit
and Prakrit Series, 73), Poona, 1985.

Nirukta see Nighantu

[Mahabharata]l The Mahabharata, ed. V.S. Sukthankar, S.K.
Belvalkar, P.L. Vaidya, 19 Vols. Poona, 1933-1971.

Paramatthajotika 11 (Sutta-nipata commentary), ed. by H.
Smith, 3 Vols., London 1916-1917.

[Pasicavimsa-Brahmana = Tandya-Mahabrahmana] The
Tandyamahabrahmana belonging to the Sama Veda with the
Commentary of Sayandcharya, 2 Vols. (The Kashi Sanskrit Se-
ries, 59), ed. by A. Ch. Sastri, and P. Sastri. Benares, 1935-1936.

Atharva-Veda Samhita. Paippalada Recension based on the ed.
by M. Witzel, Leiden 1989, and the ed. by D. Bhattacharya, The
Paippalada-Samhita of the Atharvaveda, Vol. 1, consisting of
the first 15 Kandas, Calcutta 1997, electronically ed. by Th.
Zehnder (Kandas 1-5) and A. Griffiths (Kandas 6-15) Leiden
1998-1999.  http://gretil sub.unigoettingen.de/gretil/corpustei/
transformations/html/sa_paippalAddasaMhitA.htm#dlel 7455
(accessed February 2022).

[Rgveda] Rgveda Samhita with the commentary of Sayanacarya,
4 Vols, ed. by N. S. Sontakke, Ch.G. Kashikar, Poona 1983
[1933-1951].

Samyutta-Nikaya, ed. by L. Feer, 5 Vols., London 1884-98.
Suttanipata, ed. by D. Andersen and H. Smith, London, 1990.

[Satapatha-Brahmana] The Satapatha-Brahmana in  the
Madhyandina-sakha with Extracts from the Commentaries of
Sayana, Harisvamin and Dvivedaganga, ed. by A. Weber, Vara-
nasi: Chowkhamba 1964 [1885].

[Saunaka-Atharvaveda Samhitd) Atharvavedasamhita  der
Saunakasakha. Eine neue Edition unter besonderer Beriicksi-
chtigung der Parallelstellen der Paippaladasamhita, Wiirzburg
https://www.phil.uni-wuerzburg.de/fileadmin/04080400/2021/
Anhang AVS Text 06.2021.pdf.
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[Taittiriya-Samhitd] Die Taittirtya-Samhita hrsg. by A.Weber,
Leipzig, 1872.
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