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The Path in Heaven

Michael Witzel”

It was nearly 90 years ago that a certain Fritz Bonsens (alias Alfred Hillebrandt), in a pamphlet entitled,

Die Gétter des Rgveda: Eine euhemeristische Skizze,' attacked the method of explaining the mythology
of the Veda by "nature mythology," a method advocated by Miiller, Roth, Kuhn, Bergaigne, Bloomfield
and Hillebrandt. Bonsens begins by saying:

Once Indra was a great king, just as there still are kings today in India...
and he ends with:

...The Rgveda knows nothing of natural phenomena that have become gods, it knows only of

human beings.?

Since the time of Bonsens, scholars have developed other methods for interpreting Vedic mythology,>
most notably the structural method. Yet, I think that the importance of night sky phenomena in Vedic
mythology has not been sufficiently appreciated—although F. B. J. Kuiper is a notable exception here.* In
the following pages I will try to describe some aspects of Vedic mythology, and I hope that this will result

neither in a "euhemeristic sketch," nor in a new "nature mythology."®

We know that the sky is the domain of the Vedic gods and that men hope to go to heaven (for a well-
defined period).® Heaven is called dyduh. The day-time sky is illuminated by the sun (siirya-), which is
also called svar "light, sun" or svargd- lokd- "the shining world," as it is usually translated. It is well
known that the Rgvedic Indians attached great importance to certain major phenomena of the sky:” the
rising of the sun, preceded by the dawn (usds), the progress of the moon through the constellations
(ndksatra-), and also to the progress of the months and the seasons (rtti-) of the year. The importance of

the first appearance of the dawn of the New Year has also been studied, ® but it is less well known that
the Indo-Iranians and the (Rg)vedic Aryans observed many other phenomena of the day-time sky and the

night sky, for example the daily rising (and setting) of the sun during the year.®

It is impossible to speak here of all the problems posed by the movements of the sun and the moon, of the
solstices (the vistivat), and of the observations that one made regarding the sun during the noon hour, at

sunrise and at sunset.!® I would like to focus here on another aspect of the night sky: that of the
movement of the stars in general (well described by the hymn RV 1.105) 11 and, in particular, that of the
Milky Way. 2

While dyduh represents the bright day-time sky and also that of the night sky (according to RV 1.105.10,

cf. n. 9 and Kirfel, Kosmographie, p. 34), the sense of svdr is ambiguous. This word can mean "sun," and
"illuminated sky" as well as "the brilliant paradise (of the gods)" at the firmament (ndka) of the sky. In the

same way, svargd- (lokd) means the paradise (of light).! The connotation of light/brilliance of these
words is contained in their roots *dieu-, *sh2uel(g)-, but the expression svargd- lokd- which literally
means "shining world, shining space," in fact means—when one reviews the Vedic passages—the Milky

Way. 14

The Milky Way "moves towards the east"!® or "a little bit towards the east and towards the north."'°
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That means, unlike the sun and the moon, it moves apasalavi (in the counter-clockwise direction), as one
can observe for one of its stars during the course of the year.

It is generally said that the svar-, the heavens, is "situated above" (the earth and the intermediate space);
one thinks obviously of the sky during the day (RV 7.60.3, etc.) and of the nocturnal heaven (the dyduh)
when one observes the stars and the moon.!” This heaven as a "height," its position at the very top of the
sky, is furthermore attested above the Pole of the sky, an axis around which the Big Dipper turns, which
is visible in the latitude of India during only a part of the year.'® The data that I present here are
calculated for the Vedic period (ca. 1500-1000 BCE).!?

The svarga- lokd-, the Milky Way, moves in this "up above" position. One can read in the Jaiminiya
Brahmana (JB 2.298 paragraph 156): pratipam iva vai svargo lokah "partially against the flow, the
luminous world (moves)." Even more clear are the parallel texts: TS 7.5.7.4, JB 1.85, PB 6.7.10, KS 33.7
pratikiildm iva hitds svargo lokdh "in fact, from this point, the luminous world (becomes moves) partially
against the flow," i.e. from the initial moment of gavdm ayana, of the winter solstice.?? The counter-
current movement is opposite to that of the sun. Similarly, a given star "sinks" below the pole, and then

goes up, against the flow, towards the pole.?!

The sun must receive the aid of ritual during the period when it marches northwards (uttarayana, see
Figure 3b.) Just as the agnihotra daily ensures the sunrise, the gavam ayana ensures the passage of two
critical moments: the winter and summer solstices, on mahdvrata and visiivat days.?? The Milky Way is
continuous (samtata-): JB 1.85 samtata iva vai svargo lokah "In truth the shining world is almost
continuous." It forms a cord (tantu-).23 The relationship of the tantu cord with the sacrificial ground is
evident, already in AV 12.2.38 = PS 17.31.8

upastarir dkaro lokam etdm

urth prathatam dsamah svargdh
tdsmim chrayatai mahisdh suparno
devd enam devdtabhyah prdyacchan

"You have strewn (the ceremonial straw: barhis), you have created this world; may the shining
(world), without equal, stretch widely! On this (world) will alight the majestic eagle. May the

gods offer it to the deities." 2%

The Milky Way is identified here with the straw, which stretches between the terrestrial world (the

garhapatya fire), the celestial world (ahavaniya) and the lunar world (dak$in&gni).25 These examples26
suffice to demonstrate that there is a Vedic notion of the Milky Way, a notion that has up to now been

almost ignored.?”

II

The svargd- lokd- "shining world, Milky Way" is practically absent in the Rgveda: the first occurrences
appear in the Atharvaveda, Saunaka and Paippalada. In the RV, svargd- is attested only once, in an
addition to the hymn of Purtravas and Urvasi: 10.95.18 svargd u tvdm api madayase "You also, you will

rejoice in the shining (world)."%® What, then, does the RV call the Milky Way?

It is remarkable that mythologists have not recognized?? this phenomenon, which is very much visible in
the Indian sky in autumn, winter and springtime (but sometimes also during the monsoon). I think that
the Rgvedic name for the Milky Way is Sarasvati, etymologically "the possessor of many ponds." It is a
suitable designation.30 Like many other peoples the Indian see a river in this celestial phenomenon; such
is also the case in post-Vedic literature, where svar-nadi and svarganga "celestial Ganga" are two
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common names for it.3!

If we consider the Vedic passages where Sarasvatl is mentioned, we will quickly see that she is a

3

terrestrial river,3? a goddess governing the fecundity of women,>? but also that she is the object of

descriptions which are considerably less banal. She descends from the mountains (from the Himalayas)
but equally from the "high heavens:" RV 5.43.11 d no divé brhatdh parvatdd d, sdrasvati yajatd gantu
yajiidm "May, from the high heavens, from the mountain, Sarasvati, worthy of sacrifice, come to our
sacrifice!" One may recall here that, according to F. B. J. Kuiper, the rock, the mountain is the primordial

mount which, turned round and inverted during the night, is situated in the nocturnal sky.>3*

The proximity of the goddess Raka, who helps in the formation of the embryo and in childbirth, indicates
that Sarasvati cannot be merely a river: RV 5.42.12 vrisnah pdtnir nadyah ... | sarasvati brhaddivéta raka,
dasasyantir varivasyatu subhrdh "May the rivers, the wives of the bull... Sarasvati of the high heavens
and Raka, splendid ones, be agreeable and cause us to succeed!" RV hymn 6.61 is clearer (cf. verses 1, 3,
5, 6, 14); one can see that the idea of a goddess is crossed with that of a river "with wheels of gold"
(hiranyavartani, verse 7): "She has filled the terrestrial (spaces) and the broad intermediate space"
(apaprusi pdrthivany urt rdjo antdriksam, verse 11). In verse 12 we have, more clearly: trisadhdstha
saptdadhatuh, panca jatda vardhdyanti "She has three stays, she is made up of seven elements (tributaries?
-- RV 10.75), she increases the five peoples." Coming from the sky, she thus crosses the aerial space and
runs over the earth with her seven sisters (the rivers of the Panjab).

One can see clearly from all of this that Sarasvati is more than a simple terrestrial river. This is also the
place to cite a famous passage from the AV 6.89.3, which should be compared with RV 7.36.6. One will
read there:

ahdm mitram varundm
ahdm ha devi sdrasvati
mdhyam tva mdadhyam bhimya, ubhdv dntau sam asyatam

"Towards you, for me Mitra and Varuna, for me the goddess Sarasvati, for me the center of the
earth—may they throw together the two confines (of the earth / of the Sarasvati)."

We shall see that Sarasvati, the Milky Way, appears one time at the center, another time at the confines
of the earth (at the horizon): at these points, the Milky Way seems to touch the earth during the night
(for several hours, if need be), see Figures 1 and 4.

II1

Let us put aside for a moment the Milky Way, and consider several aspects of the Vedic concept of
paradise—in the heavens or in the land of the god Yama.

It is well known?° that the life of those who have attained the heavens is very agreeable (RV 9.113): with
a perfect body, to which even limbs lost in battle have been restored, the pitr are seated beneath a tree
(asvattha, supalasa) with shadowing leaves and drink madhu (AV 5.4.3, 18.4.3) or play at dice
(VadhB.).36 This paradise is situated in the sky, which has three3” levels: SB 9.2.3.26 "From the earth, I
shall rise to the aerial space, from the aerial space to the sky (divam), from the sky, from the back of the
firmament (divé, ndkasya prsthdt) to the light (svar, joytir agam)." It is situated above the Big Dipper (RV
10.82.2. Paradise is identical with the palace of the king Yama, but it can be distinct from that of the
gods.38

| AY
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How is it possible to ascend to paradise? Even the gods were not there at the beginning of the world.
They attained the heavens by ascending to them through ritual; 3 the Asuras and the Sadhyas wanted to
do likewise, but they failed (see TS 7.2.1.3). The Brahmans and the Ksatriyas are expected to do the
same. However, the means of reaching the heavens are numerous: sacrifice, ascetic austerities (tapas) in
all their forms, the ritual at full moon and new moon, knowledge, mystical formulas (brahman-), the
knowledge of the samvatsara (the year). More important are the special sacrifice offered in the spring
and at the two solstices, and the long-term sacrifices, the sattra.*’ The Brahmana texts provide very

diverse lists of these means of accession to the heavens.*!

Among these rituals one can rise to "the shining world," "paradise" by means of the following activities: 2

one climbs the axis that leads to the gods;43 one employs the symbols of the rotating (heavens) for
example in a ritual which employs a "swing;"44 the rituals called sattra (long-term ritual) and the

yatsattra (ritual "pilgrimage") are particularly important.*°

Through these "sessions" one hopes to obtain livestock, wealth, children: the common desires of the
Veda; however, the sattras have the peculiar feature of not ceasing until their objective (utthana, udrc,
tirtha) has been achieved. For example, the objective will not be achieved unless 100 cows become a
thousand, "because that world there (the heavens, asau lokah) is worth a thousand" (TS 7.2.4; or equally:
"is located at a height of a thousand cows").*® Even if one achieves this goal, one does not stay away,
especially if it is a matter of the celestial world: TS 7.3.10.3-4 ydd imdm lokdm nd pratyavaréheyur ud va
mddyeyur ydjamanah prd va miyeran "If they did not came back down into our world, the sacrificers
would go mad or would perish."*” Among the sattras certain are characterised as "pilgrimages along the

Sarasvati;" these are the yatsattra.*8

\"

Today, the Sarsuti is a river to the east of the Panjab, situated to the northwest of Delhi and often called
Ghaggar in our atlases. In the Vedic period it must have been a considerably more important river, as we
are led to assume by the arid bed that skirts the Indus as far as the Rann of Kacch: the Nara and the
Hakra.*® The modern Sarsuti and Chautang—the Vedic Sarasvati and Drsadvati—form the borders of the
Kuruksetra, a toponomy that one encounters neither in the Rgveda nor the AV. But in the time of the YV
(MS, KS and TS) Sambhitas, Kuruksetra (see Figure 2) is the sacred territory: devayajanam—the sacrificial
ground of the gods.°? It is also the battlefield of the Mahabharata.

Let us read one of the texts that describe the sattra on the banks of the Sarasvati (and of the Drsadvati,
cf. paragraph VIII below): JB II 297 (paragraph 156) sqq: 1

The consecration [diksa] is performed at the place where the Sarasvati disappears [into the
desert sands]. They proceed with the consecration on the southern shore [of the Sarasvati]...
Each day they go as far as they have been able to throw the samya [the yoke-pin]. These

throws of the Samya constitute genuine strides towards the shining world.?2

In JB 2.298 one can read that every day, during these rituals, they make progress from the southwest to
the northeast, then to the north, in the direction of the current of the Sarasvati, arriving finally at the
"source" (or at the "escape," at the "Plaksa Prasravana"), passing from the southern shore to the northern
shore of the river. In total they cover the distance that the arrow of a Nisada can cover (= approximately
150 metres). Following the sacrifice one performs the avabhrtha, a final bath, with the waters which flow
from the source of the river (in the Himalayas). Very often the yatsattra leads to death: the Kesin

Darbhya "disappeared" at the Plaksa Prasravana (JB 2.299 paragraph 157). One should in fact "achieve"

53

one's goal—the reward of the ritual, whether it is paradise or a thousand cows, > or in order to be cured
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of an illness®*—because that is where one becomes invisible (adrsya PB 12.9.4) and it is from there that
no one returns, as the many examples contained in the Jaiminiya Brahmana show, where the texts speak
of a ritual "without return" (anavasarga-).°® This is not surprising, because this is the "stairway" that
goes towards the shining world (PB 12.9.2 eso va etad dveh sopanam yad diksa "This, in truth, the
entrance [diksa] is the stairway of the sky").

This "stairway to the heavens" that leads to paradise, the svargd-lokd-, seems in fact to be more than a
pious wish of the sacrificers. It is based in reality. The spatial situation of this pilgrimage is, I believe,
very significant: one begins the ritual when the Sarasvati disappears into the desert, at a distance of
approximately 200 kilometres to the west of Delhi, and one goes in the direction of the source—located
far away in the Himalayas—there where the Yamuna also escapes from the mountains. The Brahmana
texts often indicate that one must perform the sacrifice at Sarasvati, if that is not possible, at Drsadvat],
if not there, at the confluence of the two, if not there, at the Sindhu (the Indus, in the Panjab), if not
there, at the Ganga and finally, at Yamuna.®® There is a gradual slide from the northwest of India to the
east. That is why, at the end of the pilgrimage, one carries out a bath in the pure water which springs
from the Himalayas in the northeast.®’ This bath is also one of the elements necessary to reach the
heavens (see JB 2.302 paragraph 158, RV 10.136.5 = PS 5.38 dsvasah pavitré abhi suddtah ... apo diviydh
"the (horses) who are washed at the point of purification... divine waters" = "the waters from the
heavens," of Yamuna and Sarasvati).’® One can see that the pilgrimage is not only a ritual act: the
particular space covered on the earth is at the same time a reflection, a symbol of the heavenly journey,
of the cosmic journey of the soul of the dead. Here is a remarkable parallel to what one can observe in

Nubian texts where the dead follow the path from the south to the north along the heavenly Nile. 59

Thus, these pilgrimages consist of an earthly action (vyiha-) which has a reflection, a counterpart in the

sky (pratima).®? The sattras®! and ritual in general allow for the creation of a different cosmos, a "second

world," a "world created by action" (krtaloka- see AB 4.6) in heaven. 62

This reflection of the earthly situation in the cosmos becomes clear, if we consider the Yamuna and the
Sarasvati as terrestrial reflections of the two arms of the Milky Way—an interpretation that I shall
attempt to prove.®3 Since the ritual begins in the place where the Sarasvati disappears into the sands of
the Rajasthan desert, and since it ends in a "final bath" at the origin of the Sarasvati, at the source itself,
the Plaksa Prasravana—in such a way that the sacrl sacrificers climb "from one step of the staircase to
the other"—one will see easily that the Sarasvati and Yamuna rivers become the Milky Way, the "shining
world," the "heavens."%* In this ritual one goes therefore to the final point (where Sarasvati vanishes into
the sands) along the southern shore of the river, progressing each day a few dozen metres to the east,%°
and then to the north (towards the Himalayas and the source of the Sarasvati).®® Since the ritual begins
in winter,%” the progression corresponds to the movement of the western tip of the Milky Way (near to
the Aquila constellation), which shifts daily, a bit above the pole, rising slowly from the east towards the
south, then from there descending to disappear finally in the west in the month of July. This tip of the
Milky Way will not reappear in the morning until December, before sunrise; at the winter solstice, one of
the two branches of this eastern part of the Milky Way is distinctly visible (see Figure 3a).

In the morning—an important moment to begin the sacrifice—when the stars are still visible, one turns to
the east, for example to perform the agnihotra sacrifice which is intended to cause the sun to rise. In

winter®® one can observe at this moment a characteristic phenomenon: in the east, near the constellation
that in our astronomy is called Aquila, the Milky Way divides into two branches (two streams) which form

u69

the "doorway to the heavens as described in the SB. In the ritual, one turns towards the northeast,

because "in this direction one finds the doorway to the heavens" (SB 6.6.2.4), (see Figure 3c). This
doorway appears before sunrise during the several weeks that precede the winter solstice.”? In passing
by this "doorway" and rising towards the east and the north along the length of the Sarasvati—the
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terrestrial reflection of the Milky Way—one rises also along the Milky Way, a new portion of which
becomes visible in the east and northeast each morning. One goes against the current of the Sarasvati—
and also "against the current" of the Milky Way—since the latter is in the morning at its highest point,
almost the zenith, in May and June, before falling again towards the southeast, the south and the
southwest in autumn (when the "doorway" is no longer visible in the morning).

The ascent is therefore the path of the gods, and the descent that of the manes, the "fathers," the
devaydna and the pitryana.”’ During its ascension the Milky Way requires the gavam ayana ritual,’? in
the course of which the sacrificers use this movement to "go to the heavens." The ending point of this
sacrificial pilgrimage is the Plaksa Prasravana tree, the source of the Sarasvati as the name itself implies.
This tree is at the same time the center of the world’3 and of the heavens, the axis mundi, in the JUB
(4.26.12: plaksasya prasravanasya pradesamatrad udak tat prthivyai madhyam) and the VadhPiS (divo

madhyam).74

In fact, the final bath—the end of the sacrifice—takes place in the Yamuna, which lies to the east of the
Plaksa Prasravana. It is at this point, in summer, that one sees to the north in the morning, the Milky
Way, which crowns the eastern edge of the sky (see Figure 4).

76 come "from on

Another terrestrial reflection of this celestial situation: the Sarasvati’® and the Yamuna
high," from the Himalayas, and flow to the west and to the east respectively (see Figure 5). Through the
Yamuna, which corresponds to the "eastern branch" of the Milky Way, one returns to the earth.”” It is
necessary to travel by this river if one does not wish to remain in the heavens, at the zenith, or to
disappear with the movement of the Milky Way below the horizon, to the southwest, then to the

southeast, into the region of the pitrs.’8

VI

If these observations are correct there are several conclusions to be drawn from them, with ramifications
of varying importance to Indian and Indo-Iranian cosmology.

a) Pilgrimage and suicide

We have uncovered the first pilgrimage along a sacred river, in this case, it is the most holy of rivers.
Later, in the Mahabharata, there will be many sacred tirthas on the shores of the Sarasvati and other
rivers.”? One spot sacred to all is that of the triveni at Prayaga/ Allahabad, where the Yamuna, the
Ganges, and the celestial river merge invisibly. As we know, the Ganges falls from the heavens onto the
head of Siva and, from a celestial river (svarnadi, etc.), is transformed into a terrestrial stream.®? We
have already seen that the Yamuna is the "shining world," the "heavens," "paradise." The Milky Way—as
it is seen each night—falls from the heavens onto the earth in one or in two rivers, for example on
December evenings (see Figure 6).

In the northern part of India a similar scenario can be reconstructed for the Yamuna, the Ganges (and
also the Brahmaputra?). Prayaga interests us for another reason: it is, in fact, at the confluence of the
Yamuna and the Ganges that one commits suicide by hurling oneself into the river from the top of a tree.
By performing this act at this place one attains paradise immediately.®! All of this is reminiscent of the
pilgrimage, the yatsattra, on the shores of the Sarasvati: as from the top of the Triplaksa tree alongside
the Yamuna, it is at the Plaksa Prasravana that one attains one's objective or that one becomes "invisible"
to the eyes of humans, as is said in the PB.82 The Prayaga then represents the "invisible descent" of the
celestial river, the Milky Way, which from the sky becomes a terrestrial river, visible to all: the Yamuna
and the Ganges. One comes back from heaven—in symbolic form —by descending from the "invisible
tree" (the axis mundi) into the waters of the river. This movement is exactly parallel to the path of the
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soul into the world of rebirth: a descent from heaven along the Milky Way (and the Yamuna), as has been

already mentioned, cf. n. 47 and 71.83

Going further in this direction, we arrive at a large number of questions concerning the "geography" and
the nomenclature of the waters of heaven and their links to the terrestrial rivers.8* This question has not
yet been satisfactorily resolved, but it is clear that the ancient Indians, as well as the ancient Iranians,
had a very precise idea of the movement and of the position of the Milky Way.85 These observations are
confirmed by a number of Iranian facts, where we find once again several of the elements that we

discussed above:®° the Milky Way is the celestial river Rapha (= Rasd).

b) Av. Vourukasa and handu

The "defective" material of the Avesta contains several passages which reflect a cosmological system
similar to that of the Veda. To the "shining world" of the Indians (svarga- loka-, Sarasvati) corresponds
the "lake"—or, better, the "sheet of water"—of the zraiiah- Vourukasa- "the one who possesses wide
bays," just as the Sarasvati has many ponds.®* The Vourukasa is described as "shining" (bami-).%° Just as

the Plaksa is situated at the center of the earth and of the sky, a vispd.bis- ("all-healing")86 tree marks
the center of the zraiiah Vourukasa. An eagle (or falcon)®” dwells there: "The divine eagle remains in the
world without equal," as says the AV (cf. footnote 24 above). The eagle is called Sarasvat in the RV:
1.164.52 divydm suparndm vayasam brhdntam, apdm gdrbham darsatdm ésadhinam...sdrasvantam "The
divine eagle, the superior bird, the embryo of the waters and of the plants, pleasant to look at, ....
Sarasvat."®8 The river that falls from the heavens and the mountains to the earth is, as in the Vedas, a

river and a goddess: Aroduui Sira Anahita "the prospering one, brave, immaculate,"8?

who grants
children as does Sarasvati. Sometimes this river is called the Rapha (Ved. Rasa) and once the Vapvhi
(Ved. *Vasvi), which is conflated with the ocean encircling the world. The Vedic Rasa is described fairly
clearly in RV 10.108 and JB 2.440. In the RV, the dog Sarama, sent by the gods to seek out the cows of
the Panis, runs to the end of the world, to the points of inflexion, that is to say to the "critical points"
(paritakmya)®° near the waters of the Rasa; leaping over the Rasa, she sketches the edges of the heavens
(pari divé dntan ... pdtanti, verse 5). In the JB, the hiding place of the Panis lies on an island of the Rasa:
the island formed by the two rivers of the Milky Way, which do not separate except in the Aquila
constellation. The JB says: esda ha vai sa Rasa yaisarvak samudrasya vapayati (+var dayati)®! "It is the
(well known) Rasa that, turned at this point, goes towards the water of the ocean." Like the Avestan
Ranha, the Rasa comes from the (celestial) samudra towards us (arvak), towards the terrestrial world. 92
It is interesting to note here that the gods, before sending Sarama, had first sent an eagle, who, in the
Milky Way, brings to mind the eagle of the AV.

The ocean, the river at the edges of the world, is also called the Vourukasa, but it is never referred to as
Sarasvati in Vedic, only as samudra (and Rasa).?? In Avestan one still finds the eastern and western
handu (Y. 57.29: usastaire handuud... daosastaire), which are not the sapta sindhu of the Veda (or the
hapta hendu of V. 1.18). Y.10.104 is sufficiently clear: Mitra seizes the liar on the western hendu and on
the eastern handu,94 at the mouth of the Rapha, at the center of the world, which corresponds to the
Atharvavedic terminology (6.89.3: mddhyam bhumya ubhdv dntau).

We can thus posit a quasi-identification of the Vedic and Avestan concepts of the nocturnal heavens and

the celestial rivers.?°

c) The xvaranah-

These considerations are not without relevance to another extremely interesting problem in Iranian
mythology: that of the xvaronah- "majesty (of kings)," "glory," that sits upon kings and sometimes goes to
hide in the Vourukasa river ("lake"). In Vedic, the corresponding word, which would be *svarnas, does
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not exist; we do, however, find svarnara- in a half dozen passages. This word denotes a pond, or the
source of Soma, situated in the firmament (as Liiders has already remarked).’® According to Kuiper,?’
this is the kosa ("barrel") at the nocturnal solstice, which is tipped by Varuna to make water fall,
including the water of the rains. I think that this overwhelming glow represented by xvarenah- is situated
at the zenith, and that during the night it appears above the northernmost point of the Milky Way, near
the North Pole (naka), where—so says an Upanisad—the world of the Brahman lies, and from where one

can see the turning of the two wheels, that of the day and that of the night.98

d) The sindhus of the RV

The idea of a celestial river, well known among many peoples, is very important for a correct
interpretation of the RV. One recalls immediately the theory of Liders, which posited that there are

streams, lakes or oceans above the visible heavens.?? One can find several passages to uphold this
theory, such as RV 3.22.3: dgne divé drnam dcha jigasy dcha deva tucise dhisnya yé | yd rocané pardstat
stryasya yd cavdstad upatisthanta dpah "O Agni, you go towards the flood of the heavens; you have
spoken with the gods.../ (you go) towards the waters, the ones that are in the luminous space on the
other side of the sun, and towards those that lie above the sun on this side here" (cf. also divé drna- in
8.26.17). Among other passages one will note the much discussed pada from RV 2.28.4: vdyo nd paptt
raghuyd pdrijman "Like birds, they (the celestial rivers) fly rapidly on (their) course." As Bartholomae

noticed, pdrijman is a compound of the words pdri jmdn "around (us) on the earth."190 That is a perfect

||101

description of the rivers, or the "branches of the Milky Way, which turns around the celestial pole

and occasionally forms a horizontal river near the horizon, 192

or even two rivers interrupted by the earth
at the horizon (seen from the northern part of India or from Iran): the eastern and western

sindhu/hendu/samudra of the RV and the Avesta (see Figure 7).

e) The celestial mountain

The idea of the Milky Way also has consequences for the interpretation of the role of Varuna and of the
"place of Rta." We know that Varuna goes in the evening into his watery dwelling (RV 2.38.8) in the
Sindhu (7.87.16). Kuiper has demonstrated that this god, at the zenith of the nocturnal sky, holds the
asvattha tree by the roots, i.e., with the branches pointing downwards (see Figure 11).103 stinl following
Kuiper's analysis, the primordial mountain (giri-) should be similarly inverted during the night, and be

situated in the nocturnal sky.'%% But this remains more difficult for us to understand.

When the (nocturnal, "false" or "rock") sky'%° ascends above the North Pole (ndka, the "stone"!%9), its
base, the gigantic mountain, %7 follows it, without our being able to verify it, since it disappears with the
night in the Northwest. It is thus situated in winter in the eastern heavens, where we have already seen
Plaksa Prasravana situated; this is the source (or the "trunk") of the Sarasvati and of the Yamuna which
rise behind this cosmic mountain, and its "remainder," visible on the horizon at the moment of sunrise, is
replaced by the giri of day: the Himavant, which is often called simply giri, uttara- giri.

During the night, the Rta is situated, according to Kuiper, in the mountain, in the firmament (naka) near

the North Pole. 108 Many other Vedic images and concepts are related to the notion of the Milky Way and
its movement, as also to its diurnal counterpart, the sun and its daily movement. It is enough to recall
here the devayana and the pitryana.

) Other considerations

During the gavam ayana the sun makes its path each day returning a little bit more towards the north, or
it moves on a plane more to the north than the ecliptic. At the winter solstice it is furthest south, at the
summer solstice to the north. The Milky Way is oriented in the opposite direction.!?® Each night, in
winter, the Milky Way ascends to reach the North Pole, the residence of Varuna and the gods (in the sky).
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But, at the same moment, the sun moves (during the day and the half-invisible path during the night)

from east to west, then returning from west to east (below the earth). At the winter solstice, the Milky

Way, like the sun, starts to "go north." 1?0

This means that at the moment of sunrise, the sun follows (in an approximately) opposite direction!!! to
that of the Milky Way.!'? During the night, they pass on different sides. Hence, the opposition
North/South is justified: the gods are in the north, Agni in the south!!3 (see Figures 8 and 9). The
nocturnal sky has two "halves": a northern half, which is situated "up high" (where we find the two ocean
"halves," or the eastern and western samudra, sindhu or hendu, § b., § d.), and a southern half, which is
situated to the "low" (in the southwest, Agni and the pitr). Because daksina- is always the opposite of
uttara- and because the regions of the pitr and of Yama are not below but in the heights (in the sky), the
expressions "north" mean "up above" cf. Skt. uttara- and av. Upara (apaxebra-).!'* With the descent of
the Milky Way, the region of the pitrs and of Yama will be the south even if it is "up above": Skr. daksina-/
adhara- Av. abara-. This development is very clear in Iranian: the north is the region of the *daeuua- (the
ancient *daiua-: Ved. devd-), and the south is the residence of Yima, who widened the three worlds in a

southern direction (stanza 2).11°

VII

We return now to our point of departure: the pilgrimage along the terrestrial Sarasvati. We shall read for
this purpose another text, where we will find once again many of the elements already mentioned,
namely PB 25.10.116 "They proceed to the consecration at the spot where the Sarasvati disappears. (1)
...The adhvaryu throws the samya (yoke-pin). Where it falls, there is the garhapatya (fire). (4) ...It is the
"march of Mitra and Varuna."!!7 (9) ...With this (ritual) Mitra and Varuna conquered these worlds. Mitra
and Varuna, they are the day and the night: Mitra is the day, Varuna the night. (10) ...With the Sarasvati
the gods propped up the sun. She could not support (the sun). She slipped. That is why she is slightly
hunchbacked. 18 They propped it up with the Brhati (a metre). (11) ...They (the sacrificers) progress
upstream (on the Sarasvati). It is not possible to attain (the objective) when (one follows) the direction of
the river.

(12) ...The objective is reached only when the progression along the Sarasvati is accomplished. Where

one can see the water springs forth, there is the Plaksa Prasravana. After the sattra, one must perform

the final bath in the Yamuna."!!?

The same text (PB 25.10) speaks in verse (15) of the "march" (yana) and adds: "During forty-four
mornings (beginning of the ritual at dawn), one progresses a horse ride forward, one thus goes
(everywhere on horseback)." 120 In comparison, the distance covered each day by throwing the samya
and by walking, seems ridiculous (approximately 150 m.). Hence the question: why is such a distance too
short to reach the source of the Sarasvatl, a distance of approximately 200 km? I think the ritual is a
symbolic action, and the measurement of the distance by "horseback" can symbolize a celestial
measurement: the Milky Way, which has a "horseback," the two samudra of Varuna, seen above ground.
We find ourselves confronted by a problem that awaits clarification, as can be seen by the fact that,
during the four months (beginning of the pilgrimage in December to March-April), in India at a latitude of
30 degrees, one cannot reach, on horseback, further than the Himalayas, and not even the slopes of the
Himalayas, which are (as the crow flies) 200 km. from the "disappearing" of the Sarasvati. The distance
of forty-four days, or forty-four gallops of a horse, '*! does not allow one to exceed 100 kilometers to the
north. Such a measurement also makes no sense for a ritual action in which one makes progress by
throwing a samya. That which is possible, on the other hand, is that one can say that the Sarasvati goes
beyond the Himalayas (or Mount Meru), up to the source which is at the North Pole.
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We are no doubt in the presence of a measurement taken from the heavens: the daily course of the Milky
Way ascends above the horizon each day in winter, by approximately 1-2 degrees, which amounts, in
round numbers, to 40 days until the summer solstice, cf. ]B 3.239.

According to JB 2.301, the sattra must be finished by the start of the hot season, which corresponds to
March-April in the ancient calendar. Then, according to the same text, one advances towards the
Yamuna. The distance by the route along the course of the Sarasvati, beginning at its "disappearance"
and then toward the northeast, does not take even forty-four days: one must calculate 600 km. from the

point where the Sarasvati disappears. 122

The movement from the Sarasvatl to the Yamuna is given more clearly in another passage of the
yatsattra, which describes the passage: "From the karapacana onwards, they move from the southern to
the northern shore of the Sarasvati."!%3 (karapacana signifies perhaps a locality. Bartholomae considered
the pakva- of the yiipa or of the ajyasthali, thus a mobile altar; Caland considered a locality named kara-).
After this passage to the northern shore, the pilgrimage goes from the southwest to the northeast and
then to the north, towards the source of the Sarasvati, and from there "passes" towards the Yamuna, thus
in a southeastern direction, from where one takes the final bath, cf. infra.

The obscure name of a star, or more likely, the nocturnal residence of a god or an rsi, is found in JB 2.299
(paragraph 156): at the source of the Sarasvati lies the Plaksa Prasravana, from where one can see the

Trisaptanaksatra "three times seven stars" (= the 7 stars of the Big Dipper + 2 groups of 7). 124

The text specifies: "All those who start the sattra on the Sarasvati (and who perform it well) will go up to
the light (i.e. in paradise), unless those who during the sattra are (mistakenly) considered evil, who,
themselves, become 'invisible' (adrsya-) at the Prasravana. That is where he becomes invisible to

men." 125

This disappearance from the eyes of men could be accomplished through a ritual suicide in the Yamuna.

The texts are silent on this subject, as always on the subject of violence and the fate of victims.'26 But

those who are killed during the sattra go automatically to the heavens. In consequence, the one who Kkills

himself in the Yamuna (i.e. the Milky Way, the shining world) should himself also go to the heavens.'?”

This region exhibits other astounding properties: it is in the Sai$ava of the Sarasvati (an arm of the river)
that the one named Cyavana was rejuvenated. 28 This word is derived from sisu- "baby" and recalls the
pond of the Apsaras in the Kuruksetra, where the son of Puriuravas and Urvasi was born; it recalls also
the role of the birds (identified with the Apsaras of Puriravas in SB 11.5.1.11) in the Indo-Iranian
representation of the human cycle of rebirth.'?? The Kuruksetra region, i.e. "the island in the Rasa," "the
doorway to the heavens" is therefore a land where it is equally possible to be rejuvenated and to be

reborn. 130

VIII

In conclusion, we can state:

1. The sattras on the shores of the Sarasvati are a reflection, a symbol of the path used by the gods,
the rsi and the souls in the heavens to travel to this "shining world" visible in the nocturnal sky.

2. Up there (uttara-, upara-), in the firmament of the heavens, and above the Milky Way, lies the
residence of the gods and also (later on) the world of the Brahman, from which one who has been
delivered can see "the two wheels of the day and the night," i.e. the sun and the Milky Way.

3. The doorway of this world is to the northeast, at the spot where the bifurcation of the Milky Way
(in the Aquila constellation) becomes visible on winter mornings, around the time of the solstice.
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4. The ascension that proceeds slowly and by stages, symbolized by the pilgrimage along the shores
of the Sarasvati, corresponds to the upward movement of the "doorway" of the Milky Way, which
is visible from winter into summertime. This movement in the direction opposite to that of the
stars (and also of the particular stars visible in the Milky Way), this movement of the Milky Way—
conceived of as a river—in its entirety, is advanced by the sacrifice of the gavam ayana, which
culminates at the time of the two solstices, i.e. on the vistivat day in summer and the mahavrata
day in winter.

5. In June and in July, at the summer solstice, when the sun reaches its highest point, the "doorway"
of the Milky Way disappears to the west.

6. This "doorway" must therefore be situated "up above" the earth, and must be moving towards the
east, where it reappears in the winter during the morning hours. This movement corresponds to
the path of the ancestors, the pitrs.

7. This concept is the basis of a number of cosmological and religious notions in Iran and in India.
The territory between the Sarasvati and the Drsadvati becomes the vedi of the gods and of men,
the place where the centre of the earth and of the heavens is situated, the axis mundi: at Plaksa
Prasravana at the foot of the Himalayas. This concept also lies behind the post-Vedic Meru
(Sumeru), recognizable in the Hara (berezaiti) of the Avesta and the giri/asman of the RV. If one

lets one's imagination roam, 13!

one can apply these ideas to the region of the Amu Darya (the
Oxus), or even of the Volga (Gr. Rha < *Raha) and of the Dniepr, the Borysthénes of the Scythians

(Herodotus 4.20, 26), see Figure 13.

8. The movement of the nocturnal sky is fostered by rites like the Agnihotra, the Agnistoma of
springtime, the gavam ayana, or other sattras, including the yatsattra on the banks of the
Sarasvati, which have as their objective the achievement of immortality and attainment to the
heavens.

IX

I hope that I have sufficiently demonstrated how important the observation of the night sky is to our
comprehension of Vedic and Avestan texts. We should note that specialists in Vedic mythology and ritual
have not been attentive to this phenomenon, perhaps because it is not as easily observed in the West as
in the Near East or in India.

In the past few decades many explanations have been proposed for Vedic mythology. I think that it is
necessary to ask whether the Vedic man did not think on the origin and end of his existence, on his life
after death, 32 and, as a result, on one of the paths of access to the heavens, to paradise, which I have
attempted to describe.

This ritual activity,'®3 counterbalanced by faith in an automatic rebirth—in one's great-grandson—after

34

an indeterminate period in Yama's paradise,1 is, in my opinion, a fundamental concern of the Vedic

man. 13°

Key to Abbreviations

AB Aitareya Brahmana
ABORI Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute
Ai. Gr. Altindische Grammatik
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AO Acta Orientalia

ApSS Apastamba Srauta Siitra

ASS Asvalayana Srauta Sitra

AV Atharvaveda

BhP Bhagavata Purana

BSS Baudhayana Srauta Siitra

ChU Chandogya Upanisad

DB The Behistun Inscription

IF Indogermanische Forschungen

IIJ Indo-Iranian Journal

JB Jaiminiya Brahmana

JBRAS Journal of the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society
JUB Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana

KB Kausitaki Brahmana

KpS Kapisthala Samhita

KS Katha Sambhita or Kathakam

KSS Katyayana Srauta Siitra

KU Kausitaki Upanisad

KZ Kuhns Zeitschrift (Zeitschrift fur vergleichende Sprachforschung)
LSS Latyayana Srauta Siitra

Mbh Mahabharata

MS Maitrayani Samhita

MSS Minchener Studien zur Sprachwissenschaft

PB Parficavim$a Brahmana

PS Paippalada Samhita

PS(K) Paippalada Samhita (Kashmirian version)

RV Rgveda

SB Satapatha Brahmana

SSS Sankhayana Srauta Siitra

TB Taittiriya Brahmana

TS Taittiriya Samhita

VadhB Vadhitla Brahmana

VadhPiS Vadhula Pitrmedha Sutra

VS Vajasaneyi Samhita

WZKM Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde des Morgenlandes
Y Yasna

Yt Yasht (Yast)

YV Yajurveda

ZDMG Zeitschrift der Deutschen morgenlandischen Gesellschaft
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Figure 1. The movement of the Milky Way during the night and during the year.
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Figure 2. The Kuruksetra, in the eastern Punjab and modern Haryana.
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Figure 3a. The Milky Way visible in the Kuruksetra, in the morning, before sunrise, ca. 1000 BC.




Fig. 3 b. Le cours annuel du soleil. Notez la position du

péle Nord pour le Kuruksetra (30°).

Figure 3b. The annual course of the sun. Note the position of the North Pole for the Kuruksetra (30°).
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Fig. 3 c. La "porte" de la Voie Lactée,

vue vers la fin de janvier dans le Kuruksetra, ca. 1000 a.C.

Figure 3c. The "door" of the Milky Way, seen towards the end of January in the Kuruksetra, ca. 1000 BC.
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Figure 4. The Milky Way, seen towards the North, in the morning in summer or in the evening in winter.
Figure 5. The rivers of the Kuruksetra.
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Figure 6. The two branches of the Milky Way and its reflections on earth: Sarasvati/Drsadvati, Sarasvati/Yamuna, etc.
Figure 7. The two sindhu of the nocturnal sky, seen in December, in the morning.



Les riviéres célestes coulant du ciel nocturne,

Fig. 8.
pendant les saisons ou pendant les heures de la nuit ;
1 = décembre, 2 = mars, 3 = juin, 4 = septembre.
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Fig. 9. La montagne du ciel nocturne, vue en décembre, le soir.

Figure 8. The celestial rivers flowing from the nocturnal sky, during the seasons or during the hours of the night; 1 =
December, 2 = March, 3 = June, 4 = September.
Figure 9. The mountain of the nocturnal sky, seen in December, in the evening.
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Figure 10. The mountain of the nocturnal sky, visible on December 22 at 6 a.m., in the Kuruksetra, ca. 1000 BC.
Figure 12. The wheels of day and night according to the Upanisad.
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Fig. 13. Les riviéres indo-iraniennes.

Figure 11. Vedic India during day and night.
Figure 13. The Indo-Iranian rivers.



Table

Dates des levers héliaques et des couchers cosmiques d-‘.;l étoiles brillantes
en 1501, 1001 et 501 av, J.~C. par 30° de latitude nord

Nom d'étoile Magnitude Lever héliaque Coucher cosmique Particularités

1501 av. J.-C. 1001 501 1501 1001 50i

1. a Arietis {Hamal) 2.00 le 17 mars 27-3 6=4 13-10 23-10 2-11 ~— 1'équinoxe vernal

2. a Aurigae {Capella) 0.05 le ter avril 1=k 21-4 28-10 7-11 17-11

3. La Plélade le 21 avril 1-5 10-5 17-11 27-11 7-12

4, a Tauri (Aldebaran) 0.78v2) le 8 mai 18-5 28-5 k=12 14-12 24-12 — le solstice d'hiver

5. a Geminorum (Castor) 1.58 le 30 mai 9-6 19-6 29-12 5-1 15-1

6. y Orionis (Bellatrix) 1.64 le 2 Juin 12-6 22-6 1-1 11-1 21-1 — le solstice o‘été

7. 1 Geminorum 3.89 le 18 juin 28-6 8-7 24-12 4-1 141 — le solstice d'é€té
- — le solstice d'hiver &

8. a Canis Mlnoris (Procyon) 0.37 le 24 juin k=7 14-7 30-12 9-1 19-1 g\‘

9. a Canls Maloris (Sirius) -1.43 le 28 juin 8-7 18-7  3-t 13-1 23-1

10. 8 Cancri 3.76 le 6 juillet 16-7 26~7 11-1 21-1 31-1 ~

11. € Leonis (Asad Australis) 2.99 le 6 juillet 16-7 26-7 11-1 21-1 31-1

12. & Canis Maioris (Wezea) 1.85 le 16 juillet 26-7 5-8 21-1 31-1 10-2

13. a Leonis (Regulus) 1.36 le 17 juillet 27-7 6-8 22-1 1-2 -2

14, a Carinae (Canopus) -0.72 le 17 aodt 27-8 6-9 22-2 4-3 14-3

15. y Corvi (Minkar) 2.59 le 22 aoit 1-9 11-9 27-2 9-3 19-3 — 1'équinoxe vernal

16. o Boatl; (Arcturus) -0.06 le 29 aoilt 8-9 18-9 6-3 16-3 26-3 —— 1'équinoxe vernal

17. a Virginis (Spica) O.SIvz) le 6 septembre 16-9 26-9 14-3 24-3 1-4 — 1'équinoxe d'automne

18, o Librae (Zubenelgenubi) 2.76 le ler octobre 11-10 21-10 8-4 18-4 28-4

19. & Serpentlis 3.80 le 26 septembre 6-10 26-10 3-4 13-4 23-4 — |'équinoxe d'automne

20. y Centauri (Menkent) 2.17 le 25 septembre 5-10 15-10 2-4  12-4 22-4 — i'équinoxe d'automne

Table (suite)

Nom d'étolle Magnitude Lever héljagque Coucher cosmlique

1501 av. J.-C. 1001 501 1501 100t 501

21. n Herculis 3.46 le 26 septembre 5-10 15-10  3-4 13-4 23-4 -~ 1'&quinoxe d'automne

22, y Scorpil 4,02 le 10 octobre 20-10 30-10 17-4 27-4 7-5

23, a Scorpil (Antares) 0.86"2) le 23 octobre  2~11 12-11 30-4 10-5 20-§

2k, a Lyrae (Vega) 0.04 le 27 octobre  6-11 16=11  4=-5 14-5 24-§

25. & Cygni 2.87 le 15 novembre 25-11 5§-12 23-5 3-6 13-6

26. y Sagittaril (Alnasr) 2.97 le 19 novembre 29-11 9-12 27-5 7-6 17-6

27. ¢ Aquilae (Dheneb) 2.99 le 2) novembre 1-12 11-12 29-5 9-6 19-6 — le solstice d'été

28. ¢ Pegasi (nif) 2.3 le 31 décembre 10-1 20-1 8-7 18-7 28-7 g
29. B Aquaril (Sadaleuud) 2.86 le & janvier =1 241 12-7 22-7 1-8 @
30. y Cassiopelae (cin) vz) le 7 janvier 17-1 27 15-7 25-7 4-8

31. 8 Pegasl (Scheat) VZ) le 13 janvier 23-1 2-2  21-7 31-7 10-8

32. B Andromedae (Mirach) 2.02 le 12 février 22-2 4-3 20-8 30-8 9-9 .

33. a Piscls Australis (Fomalhaut) 1.16 le 17 février 27-2 9-3 25-8 4-9 14-9

34. y Persei 2.91 Ve 21 février 3-3 13-3 28-8 7-9 17-9

1. Nous avons tenu compte de la précession générale en longitudes, mals
des étoiles. Toutes les dates sont en calendrier grégorien!
2. L'abréviation v veut dire: &toile variable.

nous avons négligé la nutation et le mouvement propre

Pour établir la table nous avons consulté: - Erplanatory Supplement to The Astronomical Ephemeris and The American
Ephemeris and Nautical Almanac, London (Her Majesty's Stationery Office), 1977".
= W.M. Smart, Textbook on Spherical Aetronomy, 6th ed. rev. by R.M. Green,
Cambridge - London - New York - Melbourne (Cambridge University Press), 1979 (repr.)

table preparde par M. P. Nieskens,Leiden.

Table. Dates of heliacal risings and cosmic settings of 34 bright stars in 1501, 1001 and 501 BC, at 30° north latitude.

Notes

*

Wales Research Professor of Sanskrit (Emeritus), Department of South Asian Studies, Harvard University,
www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~witzel/mwpage.htm.

This article is the text of a lecture originally presented on December 16, 1983, organized with the help of I'ERA 94 of Centre
national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), Paris. It was subsequently published as "Sur le chemin du ciel," Bulletin d'Etudes
indiennes (BEI) 2 (1984): 213-279, and is reprinted here in English translation by permission of the author. Michael Witzel



translated the main text of this article from the original French, but the translation of the notes, along with the manual entry of
the non-Unicode Sanskrit characters throughout the article, was provided by Gregory Haynes. Although many errors were
subsequently corrected by Witzel (in June, 2024), any remaining inaccuracies are the responsibility of G. Haynes. The appended
"Key to Abbreviations" was contributed by Nataliya Yanchevskaya of Princeton University. <

1 This essay, published in Breslau in 1894, was in fact directed against the "medieval" interpretation of the RV by Pischel and
Geldner, in their Vedische Studien I-III (Stuttgart, 1889-1892). <

2 A point of view in favor in contemporary India, it seems. See the review of a work on this trend by W. Rau, IIJ 21, 1979, p. 281;
and Proceedings of the 31st International Congress of Human Sciences in Asia and North Africa. Tokyo-Kyoto (ed. T. Yamamoto,
Tokyo, 1984), p. 534. <

3 Roughly parallel to the theories of ethnologists, who sometimes followed the ideas of Indianists (in the 19th century) or linguists
(in the 20th century). <

4 See Kuiper's books Varuna and Vidisaka (Amsterdam 1979); Ancient Indian Cosmogony (Delhi 1983), abbreviated here AIC; The
Bliss of Asa (IIJ, 1964), and also Schrapel, Der Avestische Kalender und sein Verhdltnis zum vedischen Kalender (Bonn, 1961).
We should note that specialists in Vedic mythology and ritual have not been attentive to this phenomenon, perhaps because it is
not as easily observed in the West as in the Near East or in India. <

5 In the past few decades many explanations have been proposed for Vedic mythology. I think that it is necessary to ask whether
the Vedic man did not think on the origin and end of his existence, on his life after death, and, as a result, on one of the paths of
access to the heavens, to paradise, which I have attempted to describe. «

6 RV 9.113,10.14-15, 10.154, AV 6.18, 18.2 ff. In certain cases it is said a "third of life;" cf. TS 2.6.13, KS 15.13, ChU (Chandogya
Upanisad) 7.26.2. <

7 For details of these phenomena see H. Oldenberg, Die Religion des Veda, 4th ed., Stuttgart, 1923; A. B. Keith, The Religion and
Philosophy of the Veda and Upanishads, Cambridge, Mass., 1925; L. Renou, Religions of Ancient India (Jordan Lectures 1951),
London, 1953; Jaan Puhvel, Comparative Mythology, Baltimore, 1987; ]J. Gonda, Die Religionen Indiens I. Veda und alterer
Hinduismus, Stuttgart, 1960; Jan C. Heesterman, The Broken World of Sacrifice, Chicago, 1993. <

8 In particular, Keith, RA VI; see also H. Wagenvoort, The journey of the souls of the dead to the Isles of the Blessed (Verh. Kon.
Ned. Ak. v. Wet., Afd. Lett., N.R. vol. 67.2., Amsterdam, 1970). <

9 We should note the study of G. J. Held in ZDMG 104, 1954, pp. 77-96. I would also like to refer to a future article on the problem
of rebirth in the Veda ("Rebirth"); cf. also TS 6.5.3.3, KS 28.2, KpS 44.2 (tasmad samvatsaram jyotir upary-upari carati) and JB
2.25-26 (§ 117). <

10 In particular, the question of forty days (see below, n. 120), the period of the dyumna (see previously H.W. Bodewitz, Jaiminiya
Brahmana 1, 1-65 (Translation and commentary), Leiden, 1973, p. 32 sq.), the intercalary "month" ("thirteenth month"), the
names of certain constellations (with even a "dolphin," JB § 194), the problem of planets (graha?), shooting stars (MS 1.1.6:
124.2), Sirius and Orion (cf. B. Forssman, KZ 82, 1968, pp. 37-65). It is impossible to address all these problems here; I plan to
discuss some of them in collaboration with M. P. Nieskens. «

11 This hymn offers some safe interpretations: it describes the rising of the moon (1), of the seven stars of the Big Dipper (9 ami
yé saptd rasmdyah), the setting of the five stars called uksan- (perhaps the nakatra hasta, cf. Kirfel, Kosmographie, p. 139;
another interpretation in C. Kiehnle, Vedisch uks und uks /vaks, Wiesbaden, 1979, p. 82 ff.; cf. A. Scherer, Die Gestirnnamen bei
den indogermanischen Vélkern, Heidelberg, 1953, s.v. "Ochse"), which were in the middle of the high sky (10 am{ yé pdricoksdno
mddhye tasthir mahé divdh); and the position of the "well-winged" who are "sitting in the middle of the sky" on the (way) rising
to the heaven, and who "keep out of the way of the wolf coming across the juvenile waters" (11 suparnd etd asate mddhya
arédhane divdh / té sedhanti pathé vikam tdrantam yahvdtir apdh): perhaps this "wolf" (near our Scorpio) is located in the
branch of the Milky Way at the time of sunrise (12). In the Milky Way, we also find the Eagle (singular!), and very close to the
"gate," cf. RV 3.7.7 and infra n. 69. See also "the walk of the high sky": divé bhraté gati (RV 1.71.2). <

12 On the Milky Way and the myths related to it in India, the Near East, Greece, etc., see M. Witzel, "Sur le chemin du ciel,"
Bulletin des Etudes Indiennes 2 (1984): 213-79. For other areas and for comparative evidence, see M. Witzel, The Origins of the
World's Mythologies, New York, 2012. <

13 Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, Strassburg, 1897, p. 10 and Kuiper, AIC, p. 75. <

14 Cf. Atharvaveda Samhita (AV) 18.2.31 and PS (Paippalada Samhita) 18.2.31; note the form drabdha saptd rasmayah ... svargam

. drohanti "the seven beams of light started towards the sky" (arohanti is found in Paippaldda Samhita, but the Saunaka

Samhita has rodhantim). Cf. the detailed interpretation of the starry heavens given in the Atharvaveda (by P. Thieme); cf. also
the notes of the Atharvaveda edition of Whitney-Lanman. <

15 RV 10.136.1; KU 1.4; TS 7.5.7.4 = MS 4.7.5:99.1. <
16 AV 6.89.3, 13.2.30; JB 1.85, 2.298 = PB 6.7.10, 6.7.11; SB 6.6.2.4. <
17 Therefore samvatsaro vdi svargo lokdh MS 4.67: 90.1. <

18 Due to precession, the celestial North Pole is today in the Little Dipper, but between 2000 and 1000 BCE, it was between it and
the Dragon. In about 1800 BCE, the position of the pole was defined by three remarkable stars of the Little Dipper and the
Dragon, which formed a triangle (cf. R. Muller, Der Himmel uber den Menschen der Steinzeit, Berlin-New York, 1970, p. 137).
On these phenomena, as on other facts of astronomy, we can read "Astronomy with the Naked Eye," by A.F. Aveni, in his work
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Sky watchers of Ancient Mexico, Austin (Texas), 1980, pp. 48-132. Most of the data in this article is calculated for 20 degrees of
northern latitude (location of Yucatan, the Mayan territory), but they are better suited to the confrontation of Vedic facts (Delhi
and Kuruksetra are located at approximately 30 degrees North latitude) than our maps, which are calculated for approximately
50 degrees north latitude. This study is of extreme value for the assessment of Vedic (and Iranian) phenomena. <

19 The maps are drawn for 30 degrees north latitude (Delhi, the Southern Panjab, Sistan, and also Basra, Cairo). Under our
latitudes (about 50 degrees North), we can see a portion of the night sky above the North Pole greater than at 30 degrees North.
The Big Dipper is visible in our regions all year round, but not in India. Nowadays it is visible roughly from January to April and
from July to October (cf. SB 13.8.1.9, Mbh III 11855). The date of heliacal rising of a star depends on the elevation from the
equator; it varies about one to two days for one degree. Finally, today, because of the precession, the constellations have a
position more Western by 42 degrees compared to that of Vedic times. Concretely, the Pleiades rise earlier today than at the
time Vedic (ca. 1000 BCE). «

20 pratipam iva vai svargo lokah "partially against the flow, the luminous world (moves)" JB 2.298: 288.8; pratikuldm iva hitds
svargo lokdh "in fact, from this point, the luminous world (becomes moves) partially against the flow" (i.e. from the initial
moment of gavam ayana, of the winter solstice) TS 7.5.7.4, JB 1.85, PB 6.7.10, KS 33.7. The counter-current movement is
opposite to that of the sun. Similarly, a given star "sinks" below the pole, and then goes up, against the flow, towards the pole,
cf. TS 5.4.1.4 tasmad pracinani ca praticinani ca ndaksatrany a vartante. <

21 Cf.]JB 2.298 et KS 33.7 cited above. «

22 It is impossible to discuss this ritual here. I am happy to indicate the treatment given by TS 7.5, KS 33-34.5, PB 4-5.10 (cf. KB
19.3). We will also notice that the hotar, seated on a swing, is balanced from east to west: an image of the movement of the
Milky Way (ApSS 21.17.13, AA 1.2.4, SSS 17.18). This movement differs from the annual movement of the sun: northeast to
southeast to north. But the two "tails" of the Milky Way, including in particular the "gate" (cf. n. 69), is not found in the east (or
west) only at the solstices, in the morning (or evening, respectively). They contribute to the movement of the sun during the
night (cf. n. 118), and on its return to the east, between the waters of the Milky Way. <

23 The idea of the cord is very important to Vedic ritual and mythology; see "Rebirth." The Milky Way was considered by the
Mayans like an umbilical cord, cf. Aveni, op.cit., p. 97; for a ritual reflection of this conception, see below n. 25. The Vedic
Indians also describe an umbilical cord between the earth and the sky (the sun), and compare it with that which connects man to
his ancestors, up there, in the paradise of the gods or Yama; cf. note 60. <

24 The identity of the stars of the Eagle is doubtful, but cf. note 69, on the Milky Way gate, below. According to SB 12.2.3.7, the
year of sattra is the Eagle; AV 10.8.13 describes the wings of the celestial hamsa (sahasrahnyd-); we read devayana- in the PS(K)
version. Cf. note 70. <

25 The vedi extends between the fires garhapatya (the earth) and ahavaniya (the sun, the sky), has the shape of an elongated
trapezoid, whose sides are concave: [diagram placeholder]. This position between "earth" and "sky" is symbolic of the Milky
Way. According to the same schema, the Kuruksetra is the devayagjana (n. 50), and the doab of Ganga and Yamuna is called
antarvedi—cf. ApSS 4.5.1. <

Ouest 1 o Est
26 RV 1.154.5-6 is also very interesting: padé paramé refers to the Milky Way, and gdvo bhirisrngah at dawn, or at the
extremities of the Milky Way? «

27 The Milky Way is only rarely mentioned in works that deal with Vedic mythology; and when it is mentioned, it is only very
incidentally: cf. Weber, Abh. der Preuss. Academy Wissenschaften, Berlin, 1893, p. 84 (Aryaman's Way) and Festgruss an R.v.
Roth, Stuttgart, 1893, p.138 (see Whitney's remark on AV 18.2.31); Hillebrandt, Vedische Mythologie. Breslau, 1927-1929, I, p.
383 and II, p. 359; on the Rasa, Whitney - AV 4.2.5; Griswold, The Religion of the Rigveda, London, 1923, p. 284; Aufrecht,
ZDMG 13, 1859, p. 498; Hertel, Die awest. Herrschafts- u. Siegesfeuer, Leipzig, 1931, p. 15, 51, 119.— Liders (Varuna,
Gottingen, 1951-1959) has observed the "river of milk" (and other pleasant drinks), but has not come to the conclusion that
svarga- loka- = Sarasvati = Milky Way, cf. Varuna 1II, p. 351 ff. We find absolutely nothing on the Milky Way in the
aforementioned book (n. 11) by Scherer: Die Gestirnnamen bei den indogerm. Vélkern. None of these philologists observed the
importance of the movement of the Milky Way (during each night and during the year), with the exception of Schrapel, loc. laud.,
n. 14. <

28 The original dimension of this hymn, which has eighteen stanzas in the RV, is uncertain. According to SB 11.5.1.10, it is "the
hymn with fifteen stanzas." <

29 With a few exceptions: Hertel, Hillebrandt, etc. (see above n. 27). <
30 Cf. P. Thieme, Der Fremdling im Rgveda, Leipzig, 1938, pp. 110-116; Kuiper, AIC, p. 155; at AV 18.4.8 is found sdrasvati stirya

"Sun-Sarasvati." <
31 Cf. Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, p. 83; the Vedic term is particularly sindhu (cf. the name Indus: Sindhu, cf. Thieme, in ZDMG
110, 1960, p. 301 sqq. = "sindhu of the gods"; nadi is rare in this sense. <

32 RV 7.36.6, 7.95 (27 stanzas); AV 6.89, 18.3, etc.; cf. Kuiper, AIC, p. 145 sqq. <
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33 RV 2.41.17,10.184.2, etc. For Av. Areduul Stra Anahita, see below note 89. <

34 AIC, pp. 35 sq., 78, 80, etc. (cf. n. 73). On the course of the sun, we will read JUB 4.5.1: after lying down, he is asmasu "in the
stones." This passage offers a good description of divine activities in relation with the sun during the twenty-four hours of the
day. MS (3.11.3: 144.5) says: patdm no asvina diva, pahi ndktam sarasvati (cf. also VS, KS, TB); how can we explain the link
between Sarasvati and the night? <

35 See the description in Kirfel, Kosmographie, p. 43; and Kuiper, AIC, pp. 68 and 82 ("The bliss of Asa"). «
36 Cf. the edition and commentary by Caland, AO 4, 1926, p. 198 (§ 91). «

37 This is indeed the post Rgvedic idea. In the RV, we talk about the third sky, but we do not make a distinction between the three
levels, cf. Kuiper, AIC, p. 44 and VaV, p. 38. We find the pradyauh (AV 18.2.48), various loka (JB § 143), the varsman (KS 36.6),
supreme sky. In the Avesta, the supreme paradise (i.e. light) is superimposed on the three others (Vistasp Yt., 63). <

38 But it corresponds to the heaven of Varuna (Kuiper, AIC, pp. 82-3. The kingdom of Yama is often placed in the southern region,
in hells; it is a relatively recent idea, which developed from of the opposition North = uttara- "above": South = X, etc. <

39 RV 10.63.10 devdnam ydtha yugé prathamé ... ékam agnim ... yajidir divam aruruhth "As in the first age... the gods, alone
Agni, they mounted to the heavens by means of sacrifices;" see also SB 1.7.1.5, TB 1.7.4, KS 9.6, etc. On the idea that all of the
gods are not in the sky, cf. AB 3.21, PB 5.4, 8.2, ASS 5.6, etc. <

40 Cf. Kuiper, VaV, p. 242 sqq.; and TS 7.2.1. <
41 TS 7.1.4,7.25,7.4.6. <

42 Cf. JB 2.302: lokanam punyatamo yam ... saptarsaya ardhnuvan. In the Avesta, the hapta srauuo (plur. acc.) are another
constellation, probably the Pleiades (the Krttikah in India). At 30 degrees of northern latitude, the Big Dipper is visible
throughout the year; in the South, only for part of the year, see n. 19. <

43 On the path that leads to the gods, cf. RV 10.2.7, 10.14.2, 10.15.14. 10.30.1, 10.51.2; this path is not safe (RV 3.54.5); the gods
have closed the sky: SB 1.6.2.1, TS 6.5.3.1. AB 3.42. <

44 Symbol of the movement of the sun (cf. RV 1.164.2 and 12), which we encountered among many peoples: for example, among
the Mexicans, four men, their legs tied with ropes to a pole, stood drop and go down, turning around this pole (see the month of
September in the UNESCO calendar for 1984). About a path to the ends of the earth, to the paradise of Yama, cf. RV 10.114.10.

)

45 See Hillebrandt, Ritualliteratur. Strassburg, 1897, p. 154 ff. (on the yatsattra, p. 158 ff.) and Heesterman, "Vratya and
Sacrifice," II] 6, 1962, p. 1-37. <

46 AB 2.17: sahasrasvine va itah svargo lokah; KB 8.9 speaks of twelve days. <

47 Cf. AB 4.21.4 and Schrapel, op.cit., p. 33. See also TS 7.3.4, 7.4.4.3, 7.5.4.1, 7.5.8.4, PB 4.6.17 and SB 4.5.8.11, TS 7.1.7.4, ]B
1.87 (§ 11). I can only mention in passing the relationship between the Milky Way, the tantu of man (cf. n. 23 and 60), and
procreation, relationship evident for Sarasvatl and Av. Areduui Stura Anahita (see.Yt. 5, and also Yt. 4.65). Note that in the
Avesta the Frauuasi carry the embryo (or possibly the soul?) of men living and unborn paitii.apem: against the flow. <

48 B 2.297 sqq., PB 25.10-13, TS 7.2.1.3-4; cf. KS 33-34, AB 2.19, BSS 16, 29-30, ApSS 23.11.4-13.15, $SS 13.29, ASS 12.6, KSS
24.5.25-41, LSS 10.15-19.4; et JB 2.339. <

49 See Ecology and archeology of W. India (ed. D.P. Agrawal and M.B. Pande), Delhi, 1977. The problem of locating the Vedic
Sarasvatl is famous. In the period of Middle Vedic texts (the Brahmanas), it is no longer, as in the RV, a majestic river, but it is
lost in the sands of the desert (vinasana and upamajjana: see below). The two branches of the celestial Sarasvati, the Milky Way,
represent this vinasana well, as we can see on a star map. M. I. Khan's book, Sarasvati in Sanskrit Literature (Ghaziabad, 1978),
gives many facts (Veda, Puranas, and some passages from classical literature), but not of adequate interpretation. The author
conceives Sarasvatl as a goddess and an earthly river. Its interpretation is very dependent on that of exegetes like Sayana,
Mahidhara, and the Indianists of the 19th century; he offers a fanciful discussion (p. 12 ff.) on the Sarasvatl in a geological
period where there was a sea in place of the Rajasthan, etc. <

50 It is notable that the natural appearance of Kuruksetra does not meet the requirements of the Vedic sacrificial ground. It
presents a slope from the northeast towards southwest (gradual, between approximately 200 m at its exit of Siwalik, and 85 m.,
near Thanesar), while the texts prescribe a slope from the west to the east or the northeast: VadhB (cf. Caland, AO 4, p. 198):
sarve lokesudak prag eva paran priya "All the worlds, to the north, to the east (and) even to the west, are pleasing." The north is
doubtless superior—cf. TS 2.4.6-7.1, SB 2.2.3.2, 3.1.2.10. See also the ritual position which is given to the northeast in the
yatsattra that we already mentioned. For this passage of the Vadhila Brahmana, one can also think of the "worlds" that have a
connection to orientation, that is north = gods, south = pitr, west = men (or the world of the Brahman, ChU 3.11.6), east =
animals (or Indra, see SB 6.5.1.5 etc.) —cf. SB 2.2.3.2. For the role of devayajana, cf. TS 2.1.3.1; SB 1.4.1.10. See also AB 3.42
(the gods are to the north). «

51 The passages cited are at JB 2.297-299, 2.301-302 (§§ 156-158). Note also parallel texts, all in PB 25.10-13, for this important
passage. <

52 This literal interpretation goes back to the AB. The samya here is still the simple peg with which one ties the oxen to the yoke,
and not the yoke. I thank J. C. Heesterman for this information. «

53 Cf.n.46. <
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54 yavat samdrava samyajita varttapa evatah kurvita "Whatever you spend on the river (the earthly Sarasvati), do it for the
[objective] which concerns the water," in other words, says the commentator: "the river (having been crossed)," thus for the rain,
fertility, health, or (cf. comm.) "for the water which flows (always)," thus paradise. JB 2.298 paragraph 156: 248.16-17. <

55 Cf. also SB 11.8.4.6 (tdto haivd sd utsasdda: the sattra of Kesin), with Eggeling's comment. «

56 SB 3.1.2.10 et 14.1.2.11 states it very clearly: one (says) that Kuruksetra is free from animals (vaiyaghrapada). Sacrifice must
be performed there. He who lives there where the divine Sarasvati (flows) towards the east (cf. n. 66): certainly this is the best
of sacrificial grounds (devasraisthiya). The order is the following: (1) Sarasvati, (2) Drsadvati, (3) at the confluence of the two,
(4) Sindhu/Indus, (5) Ganga, and finally at the Yamuna. <

57 For the water of the Sarasvati (on which one must carry out avabhrtha, see $SS 13.29.8-9): Ganga or Yamuna, flowing from the
Plaksa Prasravana, could well be a substitute; and note that the texts in question state one must "touch the Ganges" (garngam
dpy abhyupeyat; cf. PB 12.9.7, 25.11.1; JB 2.298 paragraph 156). <

58 The AV describes the first bath since "birth" (i.e. after a birth on this earth) and expresses the wish that this bath be the vehicle
to the future divine world, as, after the yatsattra, by the avabhrtha; this final bath transforms the yajamana, from a semi-divine
person into a normal man (cf. Heesterman, IIJ 6, 1962, p. 19), who wishes to live his "hundred years," cf. PB 4.6.19 and n. 47. <

59 Cf. A. Erman, Die Religion der Aegypter, Leipzig, 1934, p. 122. <

60 Cf. also SB 6.7.2.11; KB 10.5; AB 3.31, 5.7 (Kathakala at the place of the sacrifice: vyiiha-). At the center of the sacrificial
ground is the @havaniya fire; that represents Yama (SB 9.5.2.15). We shall note that the tantu rope (cf. n. 23) is very important in
the ritual and its mythology. For the double significance of a terrestrial and mythical object, cf. Bodewitz (note 10 above, p. 29).

o

61 And of all the ritual, obviously, cf. AB 4.6, JB 2.297. <

62 See, in particular, Oldenberg, Vorwissenschaftliche Wissenschaft, Gottingen, 1919; Schayer, "Die Weltanschauung der
Brahmana-Texte," Rocznik Orientalistyczny 11, 1924, p. 57 ff.; Witzel, On Magical Thought, Leiden, 1979. <

63 And the cosmic center of the earth, cf. note 80. «

64 See also the interpretation of SB 12.2.1, where the sattra is equivalent to a crossing of the ocean; the first and last days are
tirtha "fords;" the middle day (visuvat "summer solstice") is an island, which is visible in the Milky Way, on the eastern horizon,
in the constellation Gemini. <

65 It is difficult to imagine this practice. The Sarasvati is 180 km long. at least (Imperial Gazetteer of India 22, p. 97), or 600 km
(from the Himalayas to the confluence of the Naiwal). <

66 At this junction flows the "divine" Sarasvati to the northeast (cf. SB 3.1.2.11, in n. 56 and PB 25.10.16; devi ya praci pravrtta);
cf. JB 2.297 paragraph 156. 248.18. See below, section VII on the significance of the movement towards north and east; see also
note 114. <

67 On the winter and summer solstices, cf. SB 1.6.1.19 (the two gateways, dvara, § IV) of the year, went to the bright sky." SB
1.6.1.19 says that these two gates are spring (vasanta) and winter (hemanta). <

68 The Aquila constellation, from November to April (before sunrise in the morning). <

69 SB 6.6.2.4 tasyd sd dvdr bhdvati "this (direction) becomes its doorway." Which is called devadvara-, cf. ChU 8.6.5; JUB 1.5.1,
4.26.1; or the doorway to the luminous world (svarga). At SB 6.6.3.1-7, which corresponds to TS 6.3.3.5-10, one can read that
the adhvaryu brings (all the priests) from the south to the north and from the west to the east (ydd vdi daksinatah pturvdbhyam
digbhyam uttaram pracim ca digadm abhivartdyati, 6.6.3.1; see in particular TS 6.3.4.4 and 6.3.5.2), so that he can achieve the
heavens (etdd dsmad uttardtah svargd u loko, sd vai tam lokdm ... ndksatra "from here, the shining world is situated in this
direction [towards the north]; certainly it means (idam eva vai tan naksatram) a group of fixed stars." «

70 At about 42-47° NL, we can observe the "gate" (bifurcation) of the Milky Way in the east, during several weeks before the
winter solstice. At 30° NL, the observations are less clear; the bifurcation is beyond the horizon. The AB 3.42 passage (yo
‘dhyuttarato 'vagad uddisam etdm ténopa yama devari chandasdadhigaccha astrebhyo vai devd udag udagai chandasapayan "He
who arrived at this northern direction, by this one, go to the gods; or: obtain the gods by means of the metres! In truth, the gods
fled to the north from the Asuras thanks to the metres") describes it approximately: near the end of the year, before sunrise, the
bifurcation of the Milky Way is visible at a northern position. The gods have abandoned the southwestern part (where Agni lives,
cf. infra n. 112; the region of the pitr, as well as that of Rudra and of Nirrti, cf. SB 1.2.1.5 and 6.6.3.6-7), and took refuge at the
Milky Way, i.e. to the north, or rather to the northeast of the visible hemisphere (see Figures 3, 4 and 6). <

71 This interpretation corresponds to Rgvedic facts, cf. RV 10.88.15 and 10.17.8 (Sarasvati with the pitr- in the same chariot).
Ashkun, a Kafir (Nuristani) language, retained dea wirecu "the way of the gods, the Milky Way" (Turner, A Comparative
Dictionary of the Indo-Aryan Languages, London, 1966, 6523).—Manichaeism knows the "column of Glory," "of light:" Parthian
bamistun. Opinions of late Vedic texts and different Upanisads present a new solution: the devaydna ends in the sun, the
pitryana in the moon, from where the souls must return to earth; for another devayana, cf. Thieme, Kleine Schriften, Wiesbaden,
1971, p. 95. Sarasvati also plays a role in the anvarambhaniyaisti, cf. Krick, Das Ritual der Feuergriindung, Wien, 1982, p. 496
sq.; see above n. 47. <

72 The gavam ayana "the walking of the cows" is one of the important rites (cf. already n. 22), which are linked to the course of
the year, and especially to its "critical moments," such as the agnihotra (daily), the darsa/paurnamasa- (semi-monthly),
caturmasya (three times a year), soma (once a year). The gavam ayana lasts for a whole year. This name was not explained by
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Caland (PB 4.1.1). There is a necessary correlation with the movement of the sun, which rises every day at a different place.
Usas, the Aurora (identified with a cow, gau) must appear 360 (or 365) times in a different place: these are the 365 gavah,
whose annual walk constitutes the gavam ayana. We will note that this rite is a "swim on the ocean of the year," cf. KS 33.5, TS
7.5.3, etc.. The ascension to heaven is done "with the luminous shine (of the stars)": jyotismata bhasa (KS 34.8). <

73 Kuruksetra is therefore the center, the madhyadesa, cf. AB 38.3: asyam ...madhyamayam...disi ye...Kurupafcalanam rajanah.
See Bosch, The Golden Germ, The Hague, 1960 and Kuiper, AIC, p. 32. «

74 Madras manuscript, No. R 4375 (StII 1, 1975, p. 89). See also VS 16.51: Rudra's weapon on the highest tree. On the plaksa, the
tree as the axis of the world, cf. Kuiper, AIC, p. 143 and Thieme, Kl. Schr. p. 84 sqq. On the function of the yupa, and in
particular its upper part, cf. TS 6.3.4.8. Nothing new at Bharadwaj, "Plaksa Prasravana," ABORI 58-59 (Diamond Jubilee
Volume), 1978, pp. 479-87. By establishing a sacrificial ground, the yagjamdna and the priest create for themselves a center of
the universe (cf. n. 25). There exists a monastery located "in the middle of the world," at vhumi-age-majhi (cf. Schlingloff, IF 72,
1967, p. 320—taken up by Eggermont, IIJ 14, 1972, p. 82). «

75 The celestial river is also called Sindhu (cf. Luders, Varuna I, p. 153); the celestial Sindhu is the mother of the earthly Sarasvati
(RV 7.36.6). <

76 We can speculate on the name of this river: an etymology from yam-, of the yamd : yami couple, is attractive. The suffix -una-
also appears in Varuna (cf. Hamp, IIJ 4, 1960, p. 64); the Yamuna would therefore be the "twin" of Sarasvati. <

77 In fact, one becomes mad if one does not step down from heaven, as has been mentioned earlier (n. 47). This explanation also
means that the heavenly river flows around the pole in two directions: towards the west (by the force accumulated up to the
autumn solstice due to the gavam ayana) and towards the east - because this force, from this moment on, has ceased to work,
and because the waters of the Milky Way reflow automatically. Therefore, JB 3.150 perhaps presents an exception: Uksna
Randhra Kavya (like Usanas Kavya) has gained heaven (svarga-loka-) by climbing (arohaya-) against the flow (pratipam) of the
Yamuna, by discovering in the waters a route for himself (me vartmani, svavartmani) that he has used as a path (niyanam); cf.
the commentary of Caland. The parallel text, PB 13.9.19, does not offer this particular information. <

78 Cf. also SB 13.8.1.13: waters to the north or west of a tomb. Such pilgrimages are comparable to Bhujyu's "journeys" of ecstasy
(RV 1.116.3-5) and, in the Avesta, of Pauruua (Yt. 5.61 sqq.): both rise above a vast expanse of water in the sky. <

79 See, among others, E.W. Hopkins, "Sacred Rivers of India," in Studies in the History of Religions offered to C.H. Toy, New York,
1912, p. 213 ff.; Epic Mythology, Strasbourg, 1915, p. 5 sqq. <

80 Cf. the Puranas, and also Mbh., in particular III 10720 sqq. (the Ganges becomes four rivers to fall to earth, according to the
four cardinal directions), also III 10776 (Siva), 10782; cf. Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 100. <

81 Hopkins, Epic Mythology, p. 6 ff.; M. Eliade, Le Yoga, immortalité et liberté, Paris, 1954, p. 328 ff. <

82 PB 12.9.4. JB 2.298-299: Kesin's example illustrates the fate of a virtuous person who reaches the highest goal through
pilgrimage. <

83 Cf. infra, on the Avestan doctrine, paragraph VI, b. <

84 Cf. var a vayanti etc. in RV 9.91.1 (= pdri + i- Grassmann, Whb.); the etymology of Geldner (heavenly) pari,jman (the land
around the earth) is more convincing (for Ved. porijman-) than the one recently proposed by Kuiper (AIC, p. 80: Ved. parivrajman
without a hitch, the object, through the intermediation of a jman = the Sindhu). <

85 For the Iranian evidence, cf. H. Lommel, Die Yast's des Awesta, Gottingen, 1927, in particular pp. 71-84; see the detailed
summary in F.B.J. Kuiper, AIC, pp. 134-56. <

86 It must be said that, in the Avesta, one begins to describe the Milky Way: Yt. 8.12; for the Veda, cf. Yt. 5.95-96 and JB 3.271. Cf.
for Av. vourukasam zraiiaphem and Yt. 5.4. <

87 saéna (Yt.12.17) = Ved. syend. Yt 12. 16-25 offers a perfect description of the movement of the Milky Way (Vouru.kasa, Ranha)
around the cosmic tree, and the primordial central mountain (Hard, Haraiti), from where the Aroduui emerges, and where there
are no night and darknesses (cf. Ved. svar asman); the stars, the moon, and the sun turn around that celestial mountain. With
xara (= Ved. khara) which is found there (Y. 42.4) one can connect the donkey of Yama at RV 1.116.2 (and 1.162.21, 5.53.5); cf.
gardabha and rasabha in RV. Is the course (dji) of Yama his movement with the night sky? <

88 ]B 3.66 upari(-) syena- svarga- loka- (cf. ASv. upairi.saena for the Hindukush); at JB 3.270, the expression designates the
heaven of the Atharvans. «

89 On the Yt. 5, which is dedicated to him, see the thesis of N. Oettinger (Miinchen, 1984). I refer to Lommel's theory (op.cit. n.
32). There river/goddess Araduul Stra Anahita is above the sun (Yt. 5.90) and in the middle of the stars (Yt. 5.132). Also note
that its waters flow in winter as in autumn—which never happens in Iran and Turkestan. The quantity of water is maximum in
autumn, following the thaw and spring rains. «

90 Chariot racing term, used for points in the "race" of the sun (solstices). In the Avesta, duraé.uruuaésa- (Yt. 13.58) it is a point of
the "course" of the stars. On Sarama and the Panis, cf. H.P. Schmidt, Brhaspati und Indra, pp. 241 and 189 sqq.; see also RV
10.114.10. <

91 An old conjecture by K. Hoffmann (in his lectures). <

92 The movement of the Milky Way also explains that the female dog Sarama does not know where the Panis hiding place is (on
the "island of Rasa"); cf. H.P. Schmidt, op. cit.,, p. 189. Often the Rasa appears like a mythical distant river, cf. RV 10.75.6: a
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small (?) river which flows into the Indus (up there, in the Himalayas); it is also the sixth country, in V. 1.19: upa aobaésu
raphaiia-, cf. Figure 13. <

93 Sindhu and Rasa are found together at RV 4.43.6. <

94 Often misinterpreted: "im westlichen und 6stlichen Indien" (!) according to Bartholomae-Wolff. Thieme includes: "frontier (of
the inhabited world)," therefore "sea, ocean" and "border river" (i.e. the Indus). cf. "Sanskrit sindhu-/Sindhu- and Old Iranian
hindu-/Hindu-" in W.B. Henning Memorial Volume, London, 1970, p. 447 ff. <

95 Cf. RV 10.136.5 (eastern and western ocean) and 10.30.10; only one stanza (ApSS 5.11.6) speaks of the two sources of the
Sarasvati "which must kindle themselves." <

96 Varuna II. pp. 396-401. <

97 AIC, p. 138 ff. ("The Heavenly Bucket"). This kosa is symbolized in the mahavrata ritual by a kumbha worn by young girls on
their heads (JB 2.404: § 165). The head is the symbol of heaven (divo rupam yan miurdha). See also AV 10.8.9: a pitcher (camasa)
with two holes, overturned near the Seven Rsi. <

98 KU 1.4; cf. Sur le chemin, note 111. <

99 Varuna I, pp. 111-21, 138-166, 239 ff., 271-5; II, pp. 351-9, 375-89, 588 sq. See, however, the criticisms of K. Hoffmann, in
Aufsatze zur Indoiranistik (Wiesbaden, 1975-1976), p. 47 sq.; and Kuiper, AIC, p. 79. <

100 Geldner, Vedische Studien II, p. 225 (at RV 9.91.1), cf. TS 7.1.20d; see Bartholomae, BB 15, 1889, p.25; Wackernagel,
Altindische Grammatik 111, p. 243. K. Hoffmann, Aufsdtze p. 48) refutes the theory of heavenly rivers and translates porijman by
"ringsherum, allenthalben (on the earth)," cf. Sur le chemin, note number 102. <

101 Hence the idea of the four rivers of the epic and the Puranas, which circulate and flow from Mount Meru/Sumeru towards the
four cardinal points (cf. Liiders, Varuna I, p. 284 ff.). See the bibliography given by Kuiper, AIC, p. 142 n. 1), and Kirfel, who
compares RV 1.62.6 (Kosmography, p. 40). Hertel did not observe this fact: he thinks of two or three "branches" visible in
Central Europe, which "flow" from the North Pole. For the three rivers of the Veda, cf. Liiders, Varuna II, pp. 692-3). On the four
rivers of heaven, see Liiders, Varuna I, p. 276 ff. We note that the Liiders map (with the Buddhist idea of the four rivers)
corresponds more or less to the geographical reality, and also to the astronomy, cf. Figure 1. <

102 At approximately 50 degrees north latitude, we see the sindhu and samudrd at the end of the world, and below the ground;
about hrdya-samudra, cf. Kuiper, AIC p. 148: "The term samudra was used in Vedic times both for the oceans that surrounded
the earth in the mythical cosmology and for the cosmic waters under the earth;" see AB 8.15 (antad a paradhat prthivyai
samudraparyantasyai), AV 4.16.3, 13.2.30, and RV 10.136.5 (PS 5.38), cf. infra, n. 113. JUB 1.25 describes the ocean (samudra)
as a border between mortal and immortal, between earth and heaven. The sun rises at the shore of the ocean (thus across a
visible "ocean"?): that is why it has a stable position in the immortal world (the "heaven" and the subterranean mountain at the
other side of the ocean?); cf. JUB 4.5.1: supra, n. 34. <

103 Kuiper, AIC, pp. 49, 99, etc. With the ascension of Varuna to the zenith of the nocturnal heaven, Yama and his paradise also
move. I think the movement of the Milky Way from the left (against the flow: prasalavi, and not pradaksina) plays an important
role in the sinistroverse tendency in funeral rites and in the rites intended for the pitr; cf. Lommel, Ki. Schr. p. 101 and Caland,
"Een Indogermaansch Lustratie- Gebruik," Mededeelingen der K. Akademie ..., Amsterdam, Reeks IV. Deel II, 1898, pp. 275-325.

iy

104 AIC, p. 35 sqq.; cf. also Hertel, Die Sonne und Mithra im Avesta, Leipzig, 1927, p. 112; and Reichelt, "Der steinerne Himmel,"
IF 32, 1913, pp. 23-57. A similar idea can be found in JUB 1.25, 4.5.1 (cf. n. 34 and 102): the stars are lights shining through the
holes of the stone sky; likewise the sun, according to JUB 1.3.1. «

105 It must be remembered that the Milky Way is seen as a heavenly river. The rest of the night sky is of a different nature: the
stars are divinities or rsi, or their residence (e.g. Rudra = Sirius, Ved. tisya / Av. Tistriia; the Seven Rsi = the Great Bear, etc.).
The virtuous also obtain a residence on this or that star (MS 1.8.6:123.19 sqq., and TS 5.4.1.3) for a well defined period until
their descent and their rebirth, cf. Witzel, "Rebirth." <

106 The Milky Way is said to be asmanvati in AV 19.2.26-27, cf. RV 10.53.8. There is, in the Kuruksetra, a river called drsad-vati
"provided with stone(s)," cf. Mayrhofer, KEWA II, p. 61. The stars are the thousand spies of Varuna (AV 4.16.4). <

107 The mountain which is visible below the heavenly river corresponds to the gairi- us.handauua of the Avesta "the mountain
which (emerges) out of the river," situated in the middle of the Vouru.kasa; cf. Thieme, Henning Memorial Volume, p. 449. <

108 AIC, index s.v. Rta. <

109 We should not confuse the path of the Milky Way with the ecliptic! Whereas the ecliptic, the Zodiac, describes the revolution
of the planet Earth around the sun (and also describes, from the observation of the terrestrial surface, the yearly revolution of
the sun through the northern constellations), the Milky Way is our galaxy seen from within, thus a phenomenon of the nocturnal
sky. Our galaxy is not situated on the plane of the ecliptic, but rather on a plane which crosses it; this fact gives the key to the
interpretation of the movement of the Milky Way during the night, which is contrary to the movements of the ecliptic, i.e. to the
apparent movement of the sun. <

110 eso 'nto 'tah parah pravaho nasti. <

111 See translation and discussion by Thieme, KI. Schr. p. 82 ff.; cf. already RV 1.185.1 and 10.89.4. We find the same idea in SB
2.3.3.11; see also Yt. 19.43. <
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112 Cf. already Sieg, "Der Nachtweg der Sonne nach der vedischen Anschauung," Nachrichten der K. Gesellschaft der
Wissenschaften zu Gottingen. Phil.-histor. Kl., 1923 - referring to p. 3 n. 1 there, in Caland, WZKM 26, 1912, p. 119;
bibliography at Keith, translation of the AB (on III 44 ann. 2; Caland, on PB 12.9.6; Speijer, JBRAS 1906, p. 723. See Kuiper, AIC,
p. 128: "Upperworld and Underworld are not only situated at the top and the bottom of the world axis but also, we have
horizontal plane, to the right and the left of it"; cf. the ascension and the descent of Visnu. Other images: two samudra in JB 1.5
(8§ 1), the wheel of time in RV 1.164.11, wheels to reach the sky in TS 7.2.2.3, the perpetual ygjia in AB 34.3, JB 1.258. <

113 The brahmacarin is found at the eastern and the northern ocean, at AV 11.5.6; AV speaks to Rudra "from the eastern thou
smiteth the northern ocean" (11.2.25, where Whitney declares himself "surprised," cf. salilasya prsthe samudre (AV 11.5.26).
ChU 6.10.1 describes the movement of the heavenly nadi, from the east (towards the north) and from the west (towards the
south): samudrat samudram; cf. the two samudra of Varuna, at AV 4.16.3. At BSS 16.30, a ydtsattra, called muny-ayana is
described. <

114 Cf. udak = north = (vertically) upwards; e.g. ApSS 3.1.7 states explicitly: "the right hand towards the north = upwards, the
left hand towards the south = downwards." Cf. Kuiper, AIC, p. 112; about the south, see also note 38. «

115 Cf. V. 2. 17-18 etc. (see Gershevitch, The Avestan Hymn to Mithra, Cambridge, 1959). The Pahlavi text: "He widened the
earth, he made it to stretch forth, under the pushing of Yima, towards the south" (Dénkart VIII. 27). See also Avesta, Yasna, 9.12,
and other passages. On the expansion of the earth, cf. Lommel, Die Yast's des Awesta, p. 119. On the cosmology in general, cf.
Soderblom, La Vie future d'apres le mazdéisme, Paris, 1901, pp. 196-236. <

116 PB 25.10 and the parallel passages; cf. the indications given above at n. 48 and 51. <
117 mitravarunayoh payyanam, perhaps also the name of a sattra; cf. Caland, PB, p. 624. <

118 The Milky Way is actually "hunchbacked" in the Aquila region; cf. Figures 1, 4. It is therefore not a question of the valley of
the terrestrial Sarasvati. At the place of the solstices (the dvara of the year, n. 67), the Milky Way meets or crosses the ecliptic,
which describes the path of the sun. It is then, more or less, in the region of the dvara, in Aquila, in winter. It is therefore like a
prop (skambha) to maintain the sun in its position; this is the meeting point between the sun and the Milky Way during their
respective movements, and it is also the reflection of the terrestrial ritual, the symbolic path that the two make simultaneously
towards the other. «

119 Cf. the parallel text, JB 2.297-302, especially in paragraph 158. On the Yamuna as a river useful for bathing, see PB 12.9.7
and n. 57 above. «

120 The number forty (or forty-four) plays an important role in Indo-Iranian mythologies; it is also found in ancient Greece. A
"natural" or "rational" explanation of the forty-four days on horseback is not possible (see n. 10 and 113). According to Hesiod
(Works, 385), this is a fact relating to astronomy, which will be discussed elsewhere. For the Scythians, cf. Herodotus, 1.202 and
4.53, 73; In the Avesta see Yt. 5.2 and Y. 65.4. In the Bible, cf., among others, Ex. 24.18, 34.28 ("Moses remained with the Lord
40 days and 40 nights"), Nu. 13.25, Matt. 4.2, Mk 1. 13, Lk 4.2. «

121 Note that one comes on pilgrimage to Kuruksetra from Videha, 1000 km away. <

122 Can we imagine an etymology for kara- and pac- with a root *pacu-? For the suffix -u, cf. Thieme, Henning Memorial Volume,
p. 450 and Debrunner, Ai. Gr. II/2 (Die Nominalsuffixe) § 287 p. 469. <

123 Cf. Caland, translation of PB 25.3. <

124 How to explain this name? We can recall that in around 1800 before our era, the North Pole was defined by the neighborhood
of three stars (see above n. 18); but our text is much more recent. <

125 Cf. LSS 10.19.11-15; see Heesterman, Vedisches Opfer und Transzendenz (cf. n. 53), p. 34. <

126 See Heesterman, II] 6, 1962, pp. 1-37; especially pp. 18 sq. and 34 sq. Cf. also SB 11.8.4.6 (tdto haivd sd utsasdda: the sattra
of Kesin), with Eggeling's comment. «

127 See, the bibliography in Heesterman, op. cit., n. 53. <
128 JB 3.120-128 § 186.; see also my article on rebirth, mentioned earlier. <
129 Cf.n.47 and 71. <

130 Cf. supra, note 47, for the relation between Ved. tantu and Av. Frauuasi, and notably, the movement of the souls (ruuan), who
pass over the bridge (paratu, Ved. setu, JB 1.5 and ChU) which separates day and night. Otherwise, TS speaks of a setu (7.5.8.5),
a ship (7.5.3.2) or a chariot (7.2.2.3) used to gain heaven (in a sattra). The goddess Sarasvati plays a role in the life after death
(see AV 18), in the celebration of marriage (cf. Caland, A Vaidic wedding song, AO 7, 1929, pp. 305-11), and in the procreation of
children (already in the RV). All of this will be discussed elsewhere. «

131 Where should the ancient airiiangm vaéja be located? According to V. 1.2, it is a northern territory, very cold (cf. Herodotus
4.28). The testimony of the texts is insufficient, but Yt. 15.27 gives guba-Ranphaiia; see Herodotus, 4.51 ff. and other ancient
geographers. For the Sindéi of the Kuban, in the North Caucasus, cf. again Herodotus 4.28. The Sistan is indeed the sacred
territory of late Zoroastrianism (cf. Yt. 19.66-68); note that the seed of ZaraBustra is preserved miraculously in Lake Kasaoiia of
this region, which is comparable to the Kuruksetra with its Saisava (cf. n. 128). For Danu "river," see Kuiper, AIC, p. 121.
Between the Iranian and the Indian, we have the following correspondences: Haroiiuua = Sarayu, Haraxvaiti = Sarasvati, Rapha
= Rasa, Hondu = Sindhu, Haétumant = *Setu-mant; see M. Mayrhofer, Ausgewdbhlte kleine Schriften, Wiesbaden, 1979, pp. 72-
99 for some of these names of rivers and peoples. <
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132 See "Rebirth." <

133 According to well-marked degrees: "first rebirth" (dvija) by upanayana, the second by the ahitagni, the diksa of the somic
ritual, then by other rituals, which aim to reach heaven after death (thus, among others, JUB 3.10). <

134 See again "Rebirth"; and TS 5.4,1.3, MS 1.8.6: 123.19. <

135 I thank Messrs. E. Pirart and G. Pinault for the correction of the French text. The designs of the maps were developed for
publication by Miss. O. Mukherjee (Paris). This conference was followed, the same day, by a presentation on the geographic
distribution of the Vedic schools in the medieval period. On this subject, we can now read: "Regional and iberregionale Faktoren
in der Entwicklung indischer Brahmanengruppen im Mittelalter" (= Materialien zu den vedischen Schulen, 5), in: Beitrdge zur
Stidasienforschung, Heidelberg, 1984. <
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