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Although Sacrifice as a cult was practised almost by all the peoples of the
world! it was not developed so minutely, elaborately and scientifically as it was
done in India in the Vedic age.

The sacrifices mentioned in the Vedas may be divided into many categories
from various points of view.?* Traditionally the sacrifices are known by their
individual names such as Darfapirnamisa, Agnistoma etc® or as domestic and
public sacrifices.* We shall shortly see that in this paper we are inclined to
adopt the temporal basis to divide the sacrifices. Before coming to that point,
it would be useful to make some brief observations regarding the domestic and
public sacrifices. Ceremonies performed for benedictions and prayers at birth,
marriage and other occasions of daily life are included in the domestic sacrifices.’
The rites performed for the sake of attaining to heaven etc. are includsd in the
public sacrifices. The public sacrifices can be undertaken only by those who are
naturally rich or by those who accumulate wealth for the purpose of performing
sacrifices. The reason is that the public sacrifices require extensive sacrificial
area, a multitude of priests headed by four chief priests who should be given
liberal payment and numerous utensils and articles to be used in the sacrifices.
On the other hand, the domestic sacrifices can be performed by rich or poor
according to his means with one or two priests who may not be given huge pay-
ments. But it should be noted that the domestic sacrifices contain in a miniature
form all the aspects and rituals of the public sacrifices.

The period required for the completion of sacrifices varies in each case of
the sacrifices. The Agnihotra® sacrifice is to be performed morning and evening
throughout the life of the performer. The morning oblation in this sacrifice is
to be given just before the rising of the sun or just after the rising of the sun.
The evening oblation is to be given at the appearance of the first star in the
evening. The Darsapiirnamasd® sacrifice is to be performed on the day of the
new moon and on the full moon day. It lasts for a day. The Caturmasyd
sacrifice is to be performed at the beginning of spring, rainy season and in the
autumn. Similarly the Agrayana sacrifice® also is to be performed at these
seasons. The PaSu sacrifice’ is to be performed annually or half-yearly. The
Agnistoma sacrifice® will be performed annually in the spring and it contains
morning, midday and evening oblations. The Ahina rites® will be continued for
a month. The Sattra® will have to be performed at least for twelve days and it
is continued some times for twelve years. The Vajapeya® lasts from seventeen
days to a year. The Asvamedha' actually takes place only for three days but
the preparatory ceremonies associated with this sacrifice are extended over a year
or two. There are sacrifices which are to be performed during the day time and
some sacrifices are performed only at the night.
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From the facts given above it may be understood that in the Vedic age a
dire necessity arose for them to calculate the time in order te perform the
sacrifices in time. It may be remembered here that the cult of sacrifice was
considered to be the national cult during the Vedic time.” It was obligatory”
on the part of all the believers on the Vedas to perform the sacrifices and with
the result the sacrifices were conducted almost in all the homes and in all parts
of Aryivarta.® The sacrifices had to be performed with utmost care and even
the minutest details of the sacrifice® had to be observed with extreme caution.
The prescription that the sacrifices should be performed just at sunrise, just at
the beginning of the seasons, just on the new and full moon days and just at the
beginning of the year had to be executed carefully and correctly. Many preli-
minary arrangements have to bz made before the actual sacrifice or oblation is
made® If the oblation is to be given just at the sunrise the performer should
have completed all the preliminaries and be ready to give the oblation exactly at
the rising of the sun. Similarly in order to perform the sacrifice at the beginning
of the seasons the performer should know exactly when the seasons occur. The
exact new and full moon days also should be known accurately. The sun will
not rise exactly at six every morning. The interval between the new and the
full moon days will not always be fourteen days. The beginning of the seasons
also will not follow any definite interval. Therefore the performers of the
sacrifice cannot depend on rough calculations. In order to obtain full benefit
from the performance of the sacrifice one must know the time accurately.

In order to guide the numerous performers and directors of the sacrifice who
are spread throughout the country regarding the exact time of the sacrifice it
became an absolute necessity for them to prepare a ritual calendar. The pre-
paration of the ritual calendar would not have been an easy job for them. Yet
the Vedic authorities seem to have had satisfactory divisions of time according
to the needs of the day. Thus in the Satapatha Brahmana we read that time is
divided into year, two months, months, half months. We also get there other
minute divisions. For example the Satapatha Brahmana says: ‘There are ten
thousand and eight hundred muhiirtas in the year; and fifteen times as many
ksipras as there are muhiirtas; and fifteen times as many etarhis as there are
ksipras ; and fifteen times as many idanis as there are etarhis®.

The division of time into many parts has meaning only if there is an objective
factor or mechanism to verify the time. As we have in our days the clock or
the watch as the objective standard to show us the time the Vedic people also
were in need of such an objective factor. They chose in this connection the
natural objects such as the sun, the moon, the planets and the stars to calculate
the time. This made them observe closely the sun, the moon, the planets and
the stars and their movements. They found out that all these objects are in
perpetual and regular motion. This they called rt¢® which is like a wheel which
circumscribes the universe, regulates it and keeps it in its place and has for its
physical basis the belt of the zodiac from which no luminary may deviate. They
also found out that the sun was the centre of the sun family and the polar star®
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was the centre of the stellar family. These discoveries must be accepted as
great for that age.

After discovering that the sun and the pole star are the centres for their
respective families the Vedic people further watched the motion of the planets,
especially the sun and the moon and they observed the motion of the stars too.
The phases of the moon® will be of help to decide the day in a rough manner
but to calculate the further divisions of the day the phases of the moon may not
be of much help. This induced them to connect the motion of the moon with
that of the stars. A close observation of the moon and the stars made it clear
to them that the moon passes through certain constellations regularly. They
were able to find out that the moon passes through twenty-seven constellations
to come round to a given point. Not only d:d they find out this important fact,
also they were able to identify the twenty-seven constellations individually. In
the Vedic age the first constellation was named as Krttikas or Pleiades and in the
later Vedic age the first constellation starts with A$vint or Aries.”

It is now time for us to pause a little to make some observations. Scholars
who made attempts to assess the astronomical knowledge of the Vedc people
generally remark that the knowledge of the heavenly bodies displayed by the
Vedic people is the most meagre possible* This observation does not appear
to be justified. We may have to remember in this connection the fact that many
interesting astronomical facts and particulars are clothed in the highly poetical,
symbolical and mythical language of the Vedas” And this stands in our way
of assessing their astronomical familiarity. Scholars find it d.fficult not only to
assess the astronomical facts of the Vedic age but they experience hardship even
to have a correct picture of the Vedic religion and rituals etc.®

Therefore we may not expect the Vedas to supply us the astronomical data
in plain language although in many places they contain them in simple language.
Details of astronomical knowledge of the Vedic age can be obtained only if we
go beyond the poetical, symbolical and mythical language. It may be wrong to
twist the words and sentences in order to force such dstails from the Vedas.
But the possible interpretations should not be rejected. For example, in a hymn
in the Rgveda™ there occurs a riddle in which the number 34 is mentioned. Some
scholars” are inclined to interpret the number 34 as denoting the sun and the
moon, the five planets and the twenty-seven stars. Unfortunately Keith rejects
this interpretation as ‘wholly inadmissible The main objection of Keith® to
this interpretation is that the planets were not known to the Rgvedic scholars.
But Keith® seems to contradict himself when he remarks elsewhere that ‘whether
we believe it or not that they (the planets) were known to the Vedic Indians.’
We may take another rk in the Rgveda® in which there is mention of five my-
sterious bulls who stand in the middle of the sky. This is again interpreted as
referring to the five planets of the sun family other than the sun and the moon.
Keith® is not willing to accept this as denoting the five planets but according
to him this indicates perhaps’ the stars of some asterism seen there by the Indian



CONTRIBUTION OF THE CULT OF SACRIFICE 103

mind’. It is also suggested by some scholars that the five Adhvaryus dznote the
planets taking the to and fro movements by them in the sacrifice® Sometimes
the stars are referred to in the Vedic passages in uncommon names.%

We may now consider another instance to indicate the indirect reference to
the astronomical data in the Vedic literature. In the Rgveda the twin deities
Asvins have a prominent place as gods. Judged from the number of hymns
addressed to them they occupy the fourth rank. Scholars do not dispute that
they are Indo-European gods still preserved in the Vedas. Their physical basis
has been a puzzle to the Vedic scholars. From their close connection with light
many theories are put forward. Some think that they represent the morning
twilight-half-light and half-dark. But the most satisfactory theory appears to be
that they represent the morning and evening stars. Weber thinks that they
represent the two bright stars Castor and Pollux constituting the twin constellation
of the Gemini. We may not discuss the problem dzeply here but what is more
important for us here is the fact that in the Rgveda the worship of the stars is
found though not in the plain way.®

Similarly is the problem of the divinity of Sarasvatli. Some scholars® are
inclined to identify Sarasvati with the Milky Way although some scholars reject
this identification. There are attempts to identify this with the river Sarasvati.
Is spite of this it may not be wrong to accept the view that Sarasvati might have
once meant the Milky Way and later the Cosmic Waters and then the earthly
river.

In the same way the origiral nature of Rudra also is doubtful.® Some
scholars are inclined to identify him with a star. Hillebrandt thinks that ‘Rudra
appears in conjunction with the archer Krsdnu and with Tisya, who is generally
regarded as a constellation, and that the Aitereva Brahmane (3,33) makes the
myth of slaying of the Prajapati to have an astronomical significance, Prajapati in
his form as a deer becoming the Mrga, which the commentary explains as the
constellation Mrgasirsas, Rudra the Mrgavyidha, Prajipati’s daughter in antelope
form the constellation Ro#kini, and the arrow with which Prajapati was pierced,
the Isustrikanda.’

Sometimes many interesting astronomical problems are raised in the Vedic
literature in an astonishing way. In one passage* the poet seems to be absorbed
as to how the sun after reaching the west in the evening comes back to the east
in the next morning. There is answer in the Vedas themselves for this problem
but in the mystical way as usual. The answer is that the sun after it had
travelled across the sky with light blazing upon the earth, in the night it returns
back by the same way but its light turned away from the earth. This has to be
interpreted that the poet means what is true of the sun. This has to be read in
conjunction with another passage of the Vedas in which a remarkable truth is
mentioned in clear language. In the Aitereya Brihmana” it is said that the sun
does not ‘rise’ or ‘set’ actually. Sava esa na kadicana ‘stam eti no’ deti. Can
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we not accept that the astronomical discovery is astonishing really? If the
Vedic poets were knowing the scientific truth of the sun as not setting or risng
will they not understand the other astronomical facts? Therefore instead of seek-
ing a plain astronomical fact from the Vedas it is our duty to understand their
poetical, symbolical and mythical language

While we have remarked earlier that the Vedic people had a perfect know-
ledge of time, Keith remarks® that they had only a rudimentary knowledge of
even the divisions of time. He comes to the conclusion from the contrad.ctory
statements found in the Vedic literature regard:ng the number of months and
days for the year. It is true that in the Vedic literature we get confusing remarks
about the year. Sometimes it mentioned that the year consists of twelve months
and somewhere it is mentioned as thirteen months. The number of the seasons
in the year is mentioned as four, five or six.* All these remarks are not due to
the confusion which the Vedic Indians experienced.

We may now substantiate our conclusion that the Vedic people give different
numbers with regard to the months and seasons not due to actual confusion but
due to some symbolical purpose. The sacrifice is very often compared to the
year.* The officiating priests are compared to the seasons. The months are
compared to the oblations. The oblation-vessels are compared to the half-
months. Similarly the year, the months and others are compared to Man.*
That is the reason we get confusing remarks about the time Time as the helping
factor to the performance of the sacrifices has no confusion about it. The fre-
quent mention of time and sacrifice points out clearly their close relationship.
But for the sacrificial purpose Vedic Indians would not have troubled to
investigate into time so minutely.

There was another factor which helped the Vedic people to indulge more in
astronomical facts. It is with regard to the concept of Sacred Time. In the
Vedic period mantion is made frequently about the auspicious and unauspicious
times in relation to sacrifice. The concept of Sacred Time helpsd very much
the astronomical observations. The observations of the celestial objects madz
so far by the Vedic people to indicate the time were from the point of view of
the motion of the moon etc. But the concept of sacred time forced them to
probe into the nature of the celestial objects from the deeper point of view.
Apart from the religious sanctity attached to the time there is astronomical factor
behind such times. For example the sacrifice on the new moon day has been
prescribed taking into consideration the fact that the distance between the moon
and the sun is shortest on that day and the longest distance occurs on the full
moon day. Therefore it is natural that the effect of these planets undergoes a
change on these days. In the same manner other sacred times also should be
interpreted.

The belief of the Vedic people that some stars or the planets are auspicious
and some are inauspicious has helped us by preserving the astronomical facts
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for us. It is because of this belief we find the mention about the stars and the
planets in the sacrificial portions of the Vedic texts. Otherwise there is no
necessity for them to make any mention of the celestial objects. It may be
noted here that wherever there is any mention of the planets or the stars in
the Vedic texts it is found only in connection with the sacrifice, domestic or
public. If the group of stars known as the Great Bear or Arundhafi or the
planets® had no connection with the sacrifice the Vedic texts would not have
mentioned anything about them and the modern research students would have
come to the conslusion that the Vedic people had no knowledge of any of the
celestial objects. We should really thank the cult of sacrifice for encouraging
the Vedic Indians to undertake the study of celestial objects and for preserving
the astronomical facts for us either in the plain language or in_the hidden
language.

We may have to point out an important fact here. Although we know
from the Vedic texts that they were calculating the time from the movements of
the planets and the stars, we are unable to get any clear reference to the fact
as to how they made the calculations during the day and the night. From the
indication found in the Apastamba Dharma Sutra® which says ‘Now follow the
ceremonies the knowledge of which is derived from practices (and not from the
Sruti) we have to cojecture that the Vedic people had some distinctive method to
calculate the time from the movements of the celestial objects for sacrificial
purposes but the actual method is not preserved for us. We do not know
whether they had any guide books to calculate the time or the method we handed
over to generations orally. Whatever might be the case it cannot be forgotten
that the cult of sacrifice played the most significant role in developing the
astronomical study of the age.
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