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The Bridhmanas are a part of Vedic literature. They are in prose and set
forth the details of rites and rituals or Vedic sacrifices. Of significance to us is
the fact that the Bradhmanas contain many references to medical and biological
sciences. There are evidences to indicate that there was a clear understanding
of physiology based on anatomy. The working of several organs of the body
was carefully observed. The texts speak rather briefly about plants and
animals. We come across the names of some plants and references to their
medical efficacy as well. Similarly different types of animals are mentioned.
Medicine and the physician were accorded their rightful place. The texts
give an account of certain diseases and their antidotes in particular as well as
general cleanliness and personal hygiene for preventing infection, throwing
light on the knowledge of bacteria.

The various disciplines in our country do not seem to have been treated
in water-tight compartments. Every problem is viewed from the point of
view of life and living. The different sciences are given the tinge of or treated
under the head, dharma. Dharma includes the daily life of an individual.
The scientific principles are not beyond the bounds of dharma. The dis-
tinction among the branches of knowledge is only from the aspect of study.
In the practical field, that is when the knowledge is applied, there is over-
lapping. One cannot draw lines between them. It is our task to study the .
texts and sift the scientific ideas from their contexts and interpret them for
clear understanding. ’

The Veda is a repository and the source of knowledge. It speaks of
and sets forth rites, rituals and duties to be carried out by the individuals
for their well-being and that of the society. The Brakmanas are a part of
this Vedic literature.

The Briahmanas are in prose. They deal in detail with the method,
occasion, etc., of performing the rites, rituals and duties established firmly on
scientific basis. They are practical with principles of life and living applied
and experimented upon.

The details of performances are most often supported by reason. A
particular action is recommended because of some historical reason or on the
basis of ethical or psychological or other scientific grounds. Thus, incidentally,
the Brahmanas throw a flood of light on many a problem of Vedic studies.

The literature is so vast and the language archaic that it requires & very
patient and persevering study on the part of the student. An attempt is made
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in the following pages to gather as much information on medicine and biological
sciences as possible within the compass of a paper.

1. (a) Medicine

Diseases must have been observed. The causes of diseases are, however,
not specifically dealt with. But it is clear that ill health is due to some
extraneous cause. It is a swerving from the natural path.

Gada signifies disease and agada means diseaselessness (health). Diseases
are treated with bhesaja (medicine). The dhesaja may be a mantra or some
ointment, poultice or a herb.

There are specific mantras, particularly the atharvan mantras, for particular
diseases.! There are mantras, for instance, addressed to Sirya to cure hrdroga
(heart disease) and harimane (jaundice). Similarly there is a mantra to in-
crease the power of sight and get relieved of the netra-roga (disease of the
eye).? We cannot belittle these statements, when it is found out that
sound vibrations (spanda-taranga) do have effects on the growing cells. The
findings of Alexis Carrell may also be remembered here.3

The deity Rudra and Asvins are the divine physicians (bhisak). Vata or
Vayu and Sarasvati are also invoked to cure diseases. .

The herb ‘sibala’ is noted as a specific medicine for heart disease.t We
find references to the growth of gravel and cataracts in the eye. Application
of dya@ma-caru (poultice of some grain) is stated as a remedy for this.5 Curing
of abortion is referred to.8 Visucika is a disease which does not attack either
a tiger or a wolf or a lion or an eagle.” Bad nails and bad teeth are signs of
ill health® Slona (bad skin) is referred to in connection with the horse.
Probably fever is meant by the term wupatapat spoken of in relation to a
horse.?

(b) Hygiene

Due importance is given to warding off infection and maintaining of
cleanliness or purity, both spiritual and material, during the process of per-
formance of a yajfia. Meticulous care is taken to see that everything, every
instrument and vessel, is kept clean. Vessels are washed and heated before
use. A separate place (called cdtvila) is kept apart for the purpose of throw-
ing off waste and performing such rites as sipping of water and sprinkling of
water over one’s body. ‘Looking into @jya’ may be cited as another instance.
The patni (wife) is required to look into Gjya (ghee) before it is used for offering
to deities, evidently to see if there are any floating impurities.

The invisible impurities that may be in a vessel are called raksas or asura
(evil spirit ?). The vessel or the instrument is heated to destroy this raksas.
Here one can visualize an idea of bacteria. This is more clearly brought
out in the statement that one should not sip the water of a small pond.1?
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The hygienic regulation of the Christian scripture is extolled by Gordon:
‘ As an illustration of the far-sightedness and the originality of the early thinkers
may be cited the hygienic regulations of the scripture.’’® The regulations
in the Veda are more well thought of.

2. Biological Sciences
(a) Phystology and Anatomy

Beings are classified into vertebrates and invertebrates. Some beings
stand mainly with the support of skeleton and others with muscles.l?2 1t is
noted that there are 26 ribs (vankrt) and 360 bones (asth) in animals.18

The various parts of the body, both internal and external, are named. It
shows that there was a clear knowledge of them. The names which occur in
different contexts may be listed as follows:

Siras (head), mukha (face), caksus (eye), paksma (eyelash), nasya (nostril),
drotra (ear), amsa (shoulder), bGhu (arm), hasta (forearm, hand), uras (chest),
udara (abdomen, belly), n@bhi (navel), guda (anus), depa (penis), yoni (female
organ), Sroni, jaghana (hip), dru (thigh), jénu (knee), jangha (shanks), pade
(foot); mastiska (brain), jihva (tongue), danta (tooth), hrdaya (heart), kloma
(lungs ?), vapa (diaphragm)* yakrt (liver), matasne (flesh pieces (2) near yakrt
and klomat or ‘two bones on either side of the heart’14), pliha (spleen), antrani
(intestines), plddi (a part of the intestines), wisdda or gudakanda (large intes-
tine), vast (bladder).

Mastiska is said to be like paste (pista).® The skull is spoken of as
made of two pieces or eight pieces (dvikapdla, astdkapala; potsherds as it
were)16, The nostrils are the passage of the wind.l” The heart is situated
in the middle of the trunk.!® Pliha is like the wing of a vulture. A par-
ticular organ between the vulva and the womb is called vanigthu. It resembles
an owl] in shape.1?

Asthi (bone), majjé (marrow), mamsa (muscle), asrk or lokita (blood)
pitta (bile), medas’ (fat), piva (pus), tvak (skin), snd@va or snayu (tendon), and
loma (hair) are looked upon as primary constituents (sodasakalah) of the body.2¢

The belly and the womb are close to each other and knit together by
flesh. Thus the three organs—heart, belly and womb—are situated in the
body (of a female, of course) in the order of sequence.2

The wind as prana enters through the nostrils and gets into as apina
through food and gives the body its outer complexion.22 The food taken in
reaches the cavity of the stomach in the middle of the body.28

The digestive function of the stomach is probably noted when it is said
that when the food reaches the stomach it gets churned and becomes pasty in
form.24

* Vapa is the great membrane near the kidneys.
t Kloma is not fully identified.
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The excretory function of the kidneys and the reetum seem to be referred
to in one of the passages.2

The several sense organs are noted with their objects. Thus, we find prana
(olfactory), caksus (optical), Srofra (auditory), vik (gustatory), manas (mind).
Though tvak (skin) is known, the sense of touch finds no mention. It is rather
curious that the term »dk should stand for tongue or gustatory organ.2se

The amazing system and the automatic discrimination thereof found in
the working of the different organs of the body are represented as mysterious,
i.e. beyond explanation. It is not possible to say why an organ should
behave in a particular way and not in any other way. Though the eye appears
to be two externally, it is singly located internally.26 This conclusion is
arrived at from the fact that only one object is perceived and not two at a
time. The male organ when enters the yoni ejects semen and not urine.
So, too, when the foetus is issued forth the cover (jardyu) remains behind.2?
(b) Embryology

We find in the Brakmanas references to conception and child-birth. Tt is
observed that the testicles are responsible for the production of refas (semen
virile).28 It is also recognized that this should get amalgamated with the
woman’s share in her womb. It is only then that she gets impregnated.2?
The colour of the gkin of a pregnant woman is noted: it is yellowish and
tawny.30 A child is born male or female according to ‘plus’ (atirikta) or
‘minus’ (d#nae). ‘They have a plus and minus; after the plus and minus
forsooth, the children are born.’st

The connection between the navel (umbilical cord) and embryo may be
traced in the texts: The embryo is held at the navel. It grows ‘without
taking’ food,3 i.e. there is no effort made on the part of the embryo for
taking food and no food is specifically served to it. The food in its final
form is assimilated automatically into the system of the embryo direct. The
child is nourished of its own accord as it were. The mother is not conscious of
the nourishment given to the young one below her heart.

It is observed that the foetus grows for nine to ten months and that it
getas itself delivered after the period.33 The child is born with the head down-
wards.3¢ It will have its fists clenched.®s Before the actual birth of the
child, water comes out.3¢ It is felt mysterious that, even though the size of
the baby is bigger compared to that of the passage through which it emerges
at birth, the passage is not hurt by it.3” Garbhasrava (abortion) and its
Probable treatment is spoken of.38

Thus we find that the Brahmanas show a basic knowledge of conception.
Gordon writes:3

There is vast mass of folklore which demonstrates that the early
man did not understand the relation existing between cohabitation and
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fecundation . .. Empedocles (c. 480 B.0.) was, perhaps, the first among
Greek philosophers to present a rational theory of conception.

But, as we have seen above, the observation of the doctor does not seem
to have extended to all the materials available in the texts that furnish in-
formation on the subject.

(¢) Botany

The Brahmana texts speak rather briefly about plants. Certain trees
are named. They are said to have certain specific effects.

The herbs (osadhi) grow in clumps. They are stemless. Their roots do
not go deeper than four anigulas in the earth. They ripe in a year and rain
(vrstt) is necessary for ripening of rase and #rk (stamina) in them.40

(d) Zoology

Some of the animals are named. The characteristic feature of a few of

them are noted.
CONOLUSION

The above is a very brief survey. It is an attempt to draw the attention
of the scholars to the field. For a full treatment, a co-ordinated effort is
required. The effort though laborious will amply be rewarded.

REFERENCES

PB, 12.9.10.
ThB, 3.7.6.22; 2.5.8.4.

Carrell, Alexis, Man the Unknown (1959), p. 115.

TR, 2.5.6.4.

JB, 1.168; PB, 1.5.19.

T8, 3.7.3.6.

TB, 2.6.1.5.

TB, 3.2.8.12.

TB, 3.9.17.3; 3.9.17.1.

TB, 1.5.10.7.

Gordon, Romance of Medicine (1949), p. 10.

TB, 3.3.8.7.

TB, 3.6.6.3; SB, 10.4.2.12.

Monier Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, Munsjramm Manoharlal, Delhi.
SB, 1.1.5.2; TB, 3.2.8.7.

TB, 3.2.7.4; SB, 10.4.2.12,

TB, 2.6.4.4.

PB, 6.4.6.

TB, 2.6.4.3; 3.6.6.3-4.

8B, 10.2.8.17; 12.4.3.13; TB, 1.5.9.7; 4B, 7.14; 30.29; PB, 4.9.21; eto.
SB, 8.3.7.14, 15,

TB, 3.3.1.5.

PB, 4.10.3; 12.4.20; TB, 1.2.6.2.

SB, 8.3.7.13.

TB, 2.6.4.3.

® 0 9 & & koW N

o -] B 80 0 B o e e il e e e b e
mgmlﬂu’,eomqnmnumuc



THE BRAHMANAS ON MEDICINE AND BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES

25s SB, 10.3.6.15.

26 4B, 9.32.

2? TR, 2.6.2.2; 4B, 1.3.

28 SB, 7.4.2.24.

29 JB, 1.330; AB, 30.36.

30 ' TB, 2.3.8.1.

31 PB, 4.8.3. Tr. Caland, p. 61.

s2 JB, 1.306; TB, 2.1.4.6.

33 PBRB, 6.1.3.

3¢ PB, 6.8.9; AB, 11.10.

85 AB, 1.3.

38 TB, 2.2.9.3; 3.3.6.3.

37 4B, 22.15.

38 TBRB, 3.7.3.6; 3.2.1.6; 3.2.2.9.

3%  Gordon, Romance of Medicine (1949), pp. 16, 28.
4 TR, 3.3.2.4; 3.2.9.11; TB, 3.2.5.10; SB, 1.1.6.6.

Abbreviations
AB—Aitareya Brahmana
JB—Jaiminiya Brahmana
PB-—Pa#caviméa Brahmana
SB—Satapatha Brakmana (Mdadhyandina)
TB—Taittiriya Brahmana



