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PURANAS : APPROACH AND RELEVANCE"
By

S.G. KANTAWALA

[ srfer Fraee qromsr IR e g -ardesE)-
Rrenfefersd fagw dwba amr; fade wga | ffresey oo
Fepr afvep aftarefs = S | oo 9 SreRguEtaE |
g SR JEAETERY SAAEe SRR ETue g
ST JAUTgHagsE a Sydiiter, | gl yrimdfetam seem
8 TdMfEmomEY gwEr add | guoy add qw gRwr qde-
feremaomafy sfeqetn afd: | ofeq wag welfar Sww awam
feepgEiaTaTaT 8 ATRId ST gErET qwr: SRt 98 dod
T | gl ey werees o fafay | Rifraam T, ae-
qeTIfeeh, FSTEIOET HIAE JuT STerny, Somier o effa | o
wfcTfed aq grront enfies-arieres-aHeEl g fewfy qur gt
g1 frReaT SRR SeEt yeshy | ]

Puranas form a vast bulk of the rich Sanskrit literature. They are a
literary public property and their importance and relevance lie in several
directions. It is well known that the main sources of ancient and medieval
Indian history and culture are literary sources, archaeological sources, (i.
€. inscriptions, coins, mounments, etc., and foreign travellers' accounts.
Literary sources include the Vedic literature, classical Sanskrit literature in
various forms, Pali and Prakrit literature and literature in Dravidian
languages. Now-a-days oral tradtion or oral testimony is also recognised
as one of the sources of ancient and modern Indian history."India actually
has a longer oral tradition than the textual"!, to put in the words of our
Prime Minister Shri P.V. Narasimha Rao. From this point of view
Puranas gain in significance and deserve careful and sympathetic study

* . Lecture delivered on 31st January, 95 under the auspices of Dharam Hindiya
International Centre of India Research, Delhi 110092

1. Narasimha Rao P.V., Indo-Geman Partnership in Scholastic Studies, published
by the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Govt. of India, Delhi, May,
1994, p.6.



116 gUUE PURANA [VOL. XXXVIII No 2

and consideration. It is needless to add here that Sanskrit literature was
orally transmitted in ancient and medieval India.
Puranas are broadly divided traditionally into two groups: i.
Mahapurapas (Major/Great Puranas) and ii. Upapuranas or Ksullaka
Puranas (Bhagavata-Purana=BhP) (12.7.22) (Minor/Secondary
Puranas). Mahapurapas are eighteen in number and Upapuranas are
also said to be eighteen in number; but they exceed this number. Some
Upapuranas find a mention in the Mahapuranas; for example, the
- Matsya-Purana (=MP) mentions Nandi-Purana, Samba-Purana, Aditya-
‘Purana etc. (53.59 ff). This is important from the point of their antiquity.
There is also another group of Puranic texts known as Sthala-Mahatmyas
or Jiiati-Puranas (caste-Purdnas). Some of them claim to be parts of
some Mahapurinas. They are, for example Malla-Purana, a part of the
Dharmaranyamahatmya, dealing® with the history of the Srimali
‘Brahmins; Dharmaranya-Purapa, a part of the the Padma-Purana
dealing with the history of the Modha Brahmins and Banias; Nandi-
- Puréna (also referred to as Vahni Purana) dealing with the history of the
Nandwana Brahmins (-this is actually found in the Nandi-Purana-
mahatmya-portion). There is another Nandi-Purana dealing with the
caste-history of the Nandera Brahmins etc. These Puranas are useful for
the history of the caste concerned or the place of pilgrimage concerned.
Eighteen Mahapurapas are divided into three classes on the basis of the
Samkhya theory of trinity of qualities ( gunas) viz., 1. Tamasa. 2.
Sattvika and 3. Rajasa. The six tdmasa Puranas are: 1. Matsya. 2.
Kurma, 3.Linga 4. Vayu, 6. Skanda, and 6. Agni. The six sattvika
Puranas are : 1. (7) Visnu, 2. (8) Naradiya, 3.(9) Bhagavata, 4. (10)
Garuda, 5(11) Padma and 6 (12) Varaha. The six rdjasa Puranas are:
1(13) Brahmanda, 2(14) Brahmavaivarta, 3(15)Markandeya, 4 (16)
Bhavisya, 5(17) Vamana and 6(18) Brahma.

According to the MP 53. 68-69 the sattvika Puranas glorify Visnu,
whereas the rdjasa and tamasa Puranas glorify Brahma and Siva/Agni
respectively. A fourth class designated as Sarikirna is proposed and
Purénas belonging to this class glorify Sarasvati and manes (pitrs). Other
classifications based on certain other criteria are proposed; but they need

not detain us here, as this is not concerned with the theme of the present
talk. En passant it may be noted that some lists of Puranas read the "Siva-

*  With the caste history of the Jyesthimalla-caste Kalika-Purana, a part of the
Padma-Purana dealing with the history of the coppersmith caste Srimala Purana.
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Purana" in place of the "Vayu-Purana" and accordingly the Siva-Purana
comes to be a Mahapurana; but there is a general consensus of opinion
that the Vayu-Purana is a genuine Mahapurana and the Siva-Purana is
an Upapurana.

During the course of time some Puranas underwent changes from the
classificatory point of view, that is to say, for example, the MP is narrated
by Lord Matsya to Manu; it deals with the Narasithha-incarnation of
Visnu and the account of the seven Kalpas. (53.49-56). This aspect
together with other factors, according to R.C.Hazra, goes to suggest that
the MP had "originally Vaignava character", but with the passage of time
and as it is, now, available, it contains a good number of chapters related
to Saivism and therefore, it is counted as a Saivite Purana and therefore, a
tamasa Purana; one would like to say that it is a Saivised Purana. Such
changes are significant from the point of view of history of rellglon Itis
interesting to note the balancing attitude of the MP between Siva and
Visnu, when it declares the identity of Hari and Hara (MP. 52.23; 69.52),
perhaps this tract may belong to the transitional period.

Regarding the date of Puranas it is difficult to speak precisely,
because various tracts/chapters in different Puranas are assignable to
different periods of time. This has happened because, like the two great
Epics, i.e. Ramayana and Mbh, Puranas are a popular literature—public
property and naturally they were open to changes, additions etc. Their
texts are, therefore, fluid or dynamic in contrast to Vedic texts, which are
static or definitive. Any way broadly speaking one can say, as P.V.Kane,
states, that Vayu-Purana, the MP, the Visnu-Purana are assignable to a
period between 300 A.D. and 600 A.D., while some other Mahapuranas,
like the Agni-Purana, Garuda-Purana, are assignable to a period between
600 A.D. and 900 A.D. It may be noted here that some tracts/chapters in
some Purdnas are assignable to 15th or 16th Century A.D. while some
tracts/layers/chapters date back to 200 B.C. or so. This tends to suggest _
that the compositional activity runs over a fairly long span of time. It is
interesting to note that the earliest manuscripts of the Puranas available
are datable to 14th or even the 15th Century A.D. The extant Puranic
texts took their shape between the third century B.C. and the third or the
fourth century A.D. Before this period Puranas might have a long
standing oral tradition of transmission. The fourth century A.D. witnessed
a change in social, religious and cultural outlook and matters. This
change was coupled with an activity of extensive re-writing of Puranas.
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It is well-known that Puranas are a veritable mine of information of
post-Vedic religion also known as Hinduism or Pauranic religion, as well
as of mythology, philosophy, social, religious and political history,
Dharmasastraic material, architecture, etc.

Indian culture has a mosaic character. There is an imperceptible
intermixture of diverse currents of religious thought, beliefs, practices,
conventions and traditions. It has a plurality. There is synthesis and
blending. In this process and the output one notices continuity and change,
remodelling, assimilation and amalgamation of various thoughts,
practices etc. In this regard Puranas are found to be sensitive and live in
recording all these cultural and religious palpitations in their own way and
style and these characteristics recorded in the Puranas have relevance to
problems of contemporary society. Contents of Puranas according to
traditional definition, may be broadly stated as : account of creation,
dissolution and re-creation, divine genealogies, cyclic periods of Manu,
royal genealogies, means of livelyhood, incarnations of gods, beatitude
concept of individual soul and Brahman, the Ultimate Reality. These
topics are beautifully stated in the following two stanzas :

W giageee dal A g |

degeid 99 gUv.  gSeeE || MP 53.54
sy e ol T g |

g3 dagERd  d@en g |

QMoatigh g afedr fag: | BhP 12.7.9-10

Over and ataove these topics they indulge in the glorification of
Brahma, Visnu, Siva, Sarya, righteous conduct (dharma), economics and
polity (artha), erotics (kama), Indian and world geography (bhimi
samisthana) , smrti-rules and teachings, architecture, iconography and
iconometry, gifts and great gifts (mahadanas), vows, pricniples of literary
criticism, my:ths and legends etc. They are in a sense encyclopaedic in
character.

Inspite of the rich and diverse contents they do not cease to be
treasure-houses of the Pura’mié religion which seems to be in a sense
henotheistic. As noted earlier they abound in myths and legends some of
which trace their ancestry to the Vedas. They get the upabrrhana in the
Puranas, which claim to be connected with the Vedas. They are said to be
the soul and the quintessence of Vedas, as can be seen from the statements
like ST YRTUT ST (TBwegRIV, YGMETS -3 ) HEIQILET gt
qad ("'I'Rﬁ'q g R.8.900) Vedas are said to be well-placed in Puranas
which are said to play an explicatory role, as can be gleaned from the
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statements like : 9&T: SffSaT: T gUOT A HI: | TGV, THEEUS

.R0; [rETE 9.30), W%Wﬁlﬁmﬁm‘r
g (wgrrw 4.3.4.3; WM. Cr.Ed., 9.3.30%)They
are described as the fifth Veda by the Chandogya Upanisad 7.2.1
(3fae® QWi gsEwE). The Gopatha-Brahmana (1.1.10) describes
"Purana" as "Purana-Veda". All these observations tend to suggest the
authority invested in the Puranic statements and directions as well as in the
Puranas. We shall try, therefore, to evaluate the approach of Puranas in
the context of Vedas. In other words Vedas would be generally the
substratum for our evaluation of Puranas; this is not to deny the influence
of other factors—they may be extra-vedic,—on some of the Puranic
religious practices etc. Simultaneously we shall be evaluating some
aspects of Puranas and try to see their relevance to the resolution of the
contemporary crisis.

It is well-known that the Vedas from the basis of the brahmanical
knowledge, religion, Weltanschauung, pattern of life, social institutions,
dharma, religion and culture. Even in the Vedic literature the phenomenon
of assimilation and synthesis, which is a distinguishing feature of Indian
culture and civilisation, is also met with in Puranas.

In this connection one may cite the instance of Visnu. He is a Rgvedic
solar deity. Statistically he is a minor deity, but he rises to importance and
prominence in later times and in later literature. In this connection
R.N.Dandekar observes that "from the point of view of the 'official' Vedic
religion the 'popular’ god Visnu was, so to say, heirarchaised",2 i.e. to say
as he puts, he "must have been a great among the extra-Vedic circles and
his later eminence was merely a legitimately recognised comeback..It was
merely a matter between 'classes’ and 'masses' among the Vedic people
themselves....In the post-Vedic times Visnu became the supreme god. He
had, by then, inherited several features from the many earlier aspects of
his personality."3 One may also recollect here the history of the origin,
growth and development of the complex personallty of Rudra-Siva from
the proto-Siva to the Epic and Puranic Siva in Indian religion and-
mythology. One may also like to remember here the case of the god
Satya-Narayana who combines in him the characteristics of Vedic Visnu,
Varuna etc.

As time passed on, new currents flowed in and were assimiliated in the
indigenous beliefs and practices. This created a new environment without

2. Dandelan R.N., Ibid., P.89
3. Agrawala V. S., Matsya Purana= A Study, Varanasi, 1963, p.361.
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the loss of the old environment. There was an amalgamation. This new
current touched the areas of ideas, ideals, and religious and social
practices of the ancient Indian people.This led to the emergence of new
social and religious beliefs and practices etc. One may compare this
phenomenon with the flow of a river with several streams merged therein
in its march to the ocean. This change, continuity and amalgamation are
recorded by Puranakaras, the socio-religious writers, in their dynamic
works, the Puranas. From this point of view the explanation of the term
purana as purd navarm bhavati as given by Yaska in his Nirukta
(3.19.24) seems to be quite significant, as this explanation probably
suggests the updating process and an attempt to render them relevant.

Puranas, as noted earlier, are mostly the religious literature, we shall,
therefore, try to see their approach to and of change, continuity and
amalgamation in the field of religion, society, and culture and their
relevance. "Religion in its widest sense includes on the one hand the
conception which men entertain of the divine or supernatural powers and
on the other, that sense of dependence of human welfare on those powers
which finds its expression in various forms of worship", observes
A.A.Macdonell.

Vedic Aryans were mostly the worshippers of nature, powers of nature
in various aspects. In the hymns of the Rgveda we meet with the
phenomenon of anthropomorphism and apotheosis of natural phenomena
and abstract ideas. There is a plurality of gods. In modern times we have
a plurality gods and goddesses which is also the situation in Puranas. In
one place the RV says"3areaasq fHaea aan:" (RV 8.30.7). Elsewhere in
the RV gods are said to be even more than 33. To sum up the Vedic
religion was polytheistic, pantheistic and monotheistic and even monistic
philosophically, as one seer has sung "U& §g faur sgur a&f<"
(RV.1.164.46). "It is one and the poets describe it differently."

In the Puranic religion we find one deity, whether it be Visnu or Siva
or a goddess, promoted to the rank of the highest deity or the highest
principle i.e. "Brahman", in preference to other gods or goddesses at a
given time. This is some sort of henotheism. From another point of view it
is a sectarian monotheism. In the MP Narayana is described as Visvatman
(69.17; 247.35 ff.). Here change and continuity are synthesised.

Amongst the various objects of nature worshipped by Vedic Aryans a
reference may be made here to Siirya, the Sun-god. He is one of the solar
deities, others being Savitr, Vivasvat, Aryaman, Pasan and Visnu. In the
Rgvedic hymns Sirya is graphically and beautifully described. He is
spoken of as the soul of all that is stationary and non-stationary
(RV.1.115.1). Vasistha desires to be dear to him (RV.7.60.1). In modern
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times we see everyday several people worshipping the sun in the morning
and doing the japa of the famous Gayatri-mantra (RV. 362-10).
Aranyakas and Upanisads refer to the esoteric worship of the sun. With
the passage of time there is a growth of the literature sacred to the sun as
well as the origin and development of the Saura-cult.

In the RV Mitra is another solar deity who has one hymn only in his
honour independently; but he is worhsipped jointly with other deities.
Miora is his Avestan counterpart. His cult known as Mioraism originated
in Persia, spoken of as Sakadvipa (Scythia) in the Puranic literature. It
spread far and wide in Europe in the West and it came to India in the East
by the time of Kaniska (C. third century A.D.). On his coin there occurs a
figure with the name Miiro=Mihira by its side. Miora's worshippers are
known as Magis who belonged to Media. They are referred to in Sanskrit
texts as Maga. The Bhavisya-Purana and the Samba-Purina are the
prominent Puranic works which deal with this worship. Its foreign origin
and absorption in Indian milieu are preserved; for example, in the
Bhavigya-Purana (ch. 139) it is said that Samba, the son of Krsna and
Jambavati, had a temple of Strya constructed on the banks of the river
Candrabhaga (Chenab) at Miilasthana (Multan). He brought the priests
from Sakadvipa for the worship of this Strya.

A reference may be made to a nebulous allusion to the sun-cult in the
Vayu-Purana (59.107 ff.). It speaks of a sun-temple at Vayurpura alias
Pavanapura. It refers to four Kundas (tanks) there and one of them is
described as Suryakunda. This may suggest the sun-worship there. In this
context the Purana refers to Vadavas, who are said to be staying there and
their custom is said to be "many and varied". It is surmised that the Vayu-
Purana appears to allude to the setting of Vadavaditya by Vayu. The
question here is : Does this refer to the installation of the image ? Vadava
is said to be the lord of the north. This may suggest that the sunworship is
known to the Vayu-Purana. Can we connect this reference to the sun-
temple at Multan on the grounds of the custom of the worshippers and the
northern lordship of Vadva or any other sun-temple in north ?

With the passage of time several sun-temples were built in India. The
Brhatsammhita (60.19) refers to the installation and consecration of sun's
images and temples and contains instructions on the making of the sun's
image (11.58). The MP (Ch. 261) also gives instructions on the making
of the sun's 1mage Some points from it may be noted here. It directs:

Fafaiea=rg @33 | SegmEed g JoErgar || P,
261.4). Apropos of this Vasudev Sharan Agrawala observes that "the sun-
images were dressed from the Kushan period onwards for about five
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hundred years in the northern dress (-Udihcya-vesha) consisting of a coat,
trousers and thick boots. Gradually features were indianised and the
northern dress began to be replaced by the Indian style of drapery.
Because of his wearing boots the convention became current that his feet
should not be shown. (charanau tejasavrtau)"4. -
Another point to be noted here is about the sun's charioteer. He is
called Aruna. His complexion is to be lotus-petal-like. (376UT: GTrgry
RFITIEHT: | MP. 261.7 ab). Vasudev Sharan Agrawala comments on
this as follows: Aruna "was not depicted in the Kushan images, but began
to be represented in the Gupta period." With reference to the number of
horses the same scholar continues to observe that "there are two
alternatives....either they be two or they may be seven restrained by reins
in the form of serpents. It seems that the mention of two horses belongs to
an earliear stage, when it was an iconographic fact in the Kushan period,
as seen in many images at Mathura. But in the Gupta period the number
of horses was raised to seven." In the context of the MP "it seems that the
statement about the seven horses is a later addition."” This suggests that the
MP belongs to the Gupta period. This shows how the foreign influence
was accepted, synthesised and indianised during the passage of time.
Passingly, it may be observed that this imported sun-worship was different
from the indigenous sun-worship; but it got absorbed in the indigenous
sun-cult and then the mixed cult prevailed. In Baroda there is also a sun-
temple having the image of the sun as described above. Magas, the priests
of this cult, who brought this sun-worship, were gradually "Hinduised" or
say "brahminised" to form a separate caste which was absorbed in the
Varna-model of the Indian social structure. Later on, Magas were divided
into two groups: (i) Magas and (ii) Bhojakas. The Bhojakas are
descendants from those ten out of the eighteen sunworshipping Magas,
who were married to the girls of Bhoja-family by Samba (1.140. 7-19;
1.141.4-10). An inscription of 861 A.D.by one Maga Matrrava by name
tells us that Magas lived in Rajputana as early as the 9th Century A.D.
§ékadvipiya brahmins are found in the Jodhpur district and they trace
their history back to the Sury-Purana and the Bhavisya Purana. Saura
brahmins are also found in the Jharkhand and they are said to worship the
sun under the name of "Nrsimha" or "Raghunatha". The question that
may arise here is : how these brahmins came to worship "Strya" under the
name of "Nrsirhha". The earliest reference to "Narasithha" is found in the
Narasimhagayatri in the Taittiriya-Aranyaka (10.1.7) : ("qg=rarg fag

4. Agrawala V.S, Matsya Purana=A Study, Varanasi, 1963, p. 361.
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72 | e dmfe | qe TRiE: geEEar 11") A.B.Keith dates it to the
third century B.C. Visnu, who is a solar deity, is described in the RV as " &

g fawy: weq 9o, g 9 ofm: e fiftser (1.154.2 ab). Here
Visnu is compared to a bhimamyga and Sayana explains it as mrgah
sihhadih. In the Narayaniyam (25.3) of Bhattari Mepathur Narayana

(1560- C 1655 A.D.) Narasirhha's mane is described as flying and his

fierce eyes are said to be shining like molten gold. The BhP (7.8.39)

describes Narasirhha as tivratejas, narasardilla and as neither a mrga nor
a manusa (7.8.18). The employment of the vocable mrga in the BhP is
significant in the light of the Rgvedic description. With Sayana's
interpretation of the vocable myga as 'lion' one may venture to imagine a

similarity of the brilliant rays emitting from the sun with the flying and

shining mane of the lion and the central brilliancy of the sun with the
molten gold-like eyes of the lion and this may facilitate an identity of the

sun with Visnu's Narasithha-form. I should be frank that I am not sure

how far this wild imagination is permissible. It may be noted that this

episode has a relevance to the history of sunpriests in India.

Like the worship of the other deities the brahminised sun-worship ﬁndsv
its entry into the institution of vrata (vow). Vrata as a concept is traceable
to the Vedic literature. It underwent semantic changes, as the time rolled
on. The MP describes, for example, the following vratas, in addition to
other vratas, in honour of the sun : 1.FEEANTT (Ch. 74);
2 feriiebqdierd (Ch.75); 3. %&E<HIad (Ch. 76); 4. SHTECHITA (Ch.
77); S FHSAHIA (Ch. 78); 6. F=TECHIA (Ch. 79); 7. 3Fa<Ed (Ch.
80); 8.3MfE&wId (Ch. 79); 9. GHEHIFTTT (Ch. 98). In his 'Vratakanda'
(GOS. cxxiii, 1953) Laksmidhara Bhatta (1100 A.D.-1150 A.D.)
mentions the abbve-mentioned Vratas from the MP in addition to some
more solar Vratas, This goes to show the deep penetration of this sun-
worship in the indigenous sun-worship with other elements in the Puranic
religion.

Puranas sing of beneficent reward of various vows and gifts (danas).
Their liberal attitude is seen with their great concern for all the members of
_ the society at large, when they allow the performance of a vow or a gift to
both men and women of all varpas whether married, unmarried or
widowed and also prostitutes. This is inferrable from a statement in the
Devibhagavata Purana (1.3.21). [&3[E fase=mt 7 dezqui Haq |
qwme fearata gaenft garty = 1]
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It may be noted that the Anarigadanavrata (MP. Ch. 70) is especially
recommended.” This liberalised attitude in general may sound as a revolt
to the Vedic religion; but this may be interpreted as an attempt to resolve
the social crisis in the matters of religion. The liberalisation is seen, when
an observance of vows with Puranic mantras in lieu of the Vedic mantras
is prescribed with the promise of the same reward. It is said that an
observance of the 'Sarkara-Saptamivrata' would give the reward of the
horse-sacrifice. The 'Anantatrtiyavrata' is said to bear the same reward to
the poor as it would bear to the rich, if the former does it by observing a
fast for a period of three years on those days and with the
mantrapuspavidhana (MP. 62. 37). In the case of the 'Rohinicandra-
Sayanavrata' a Puranic mantra in lieu of the Vedic one is also prescribed
for $iidras and women (MP. 57.56). These alternative prescriptions are in
consonance with the attitude of the Dharma-§astra writers. Socio-
economic factors and considerations seem to work behind these alternative
prescriptions and directions. It is to be noted that the Vedic element
continues with the new element and it points to an attempt to resolve the
socio-religious crisis in its own way.?

Puranas recommend several danas (gifts) as means for achieving
various divine regions, salvation etc. Some may be cited here to illustrate
the point. The Lavanacala-dana, the Gudaparvata-dana, Dhanya$
parvata-dana etc. are described, for example, in the MP. These danas do
not lose their moorings from the Vedic sources; one may note in this
connection the statement of the MP (83.42) : anne pranah pratisthitah; this
finds its prototype in the Upanisadic statements like annam brahmeti
Vyajanat (Taittiriya-Upanisad 3.2), prano vai annam (ibid., 3.7), annam
pranah (Aitareya-Brahmana 33.1) etc. The annadana is also praised in
some Puranas, e.g. Brahma-Purana. 218.10-12; Padma-Purana 5.19.
289-307. The donor of this 'gift' is promised a residence in the celestial
regions for innumerable years (MP.83.84). Here one may make a
mention of the bhakhari-dana/capati-dana, i.e. the activity of free
distribution of food to the poor and the needy by charitable institutions or
by individuals in modern India. The laudation of the gift of food is as old
as the RV (10.117.6). This brings out how Puranas amalgamate, change
and continue the very idea to suit the times.

A mention of the mahadanas ("great gifts"/"great donations") here
will not be out of place. The MP (Ch. 274-289) details the following 16

% to prostitutes.
5. Agrawala V.S, Ibid., p. 361.
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mahadanas : 1. gOTgENaH, 2. feTa TR, 3. FRISHEA, 4. HETIEIH,
5 7geE YaM, 6.f5toa Hmay yar, 7.fervarsayeH, 8. feruaraemE,
o YmeRayerE,  10.95goEowed, 11.%ugReeEm, 12 fosgesmye,
13. Gl eIBATIET, 14, AEITE, 15. TTHTE, & 16 HETIHE
It is obvious that "these 'great donations' require considerable expenses".
The Linga-Purina (2.28.43) mentions them with a variation. Its
expensive aspect points to an age of over-flowing wealth and money. The
Divyavadana (pp. 213-214) speaks of this condition as "hiranyamaya-
varsa". This institution was formulated as "an actual fact of social and
religious life." The affiliation of this institution to the Vedic tradition is
suggested in the context of the qualities required in the recipient. He was to
be a pious learned brahmin knowing Vedas, Vedangas and Sastras. The
discovery of the ®Td qa=l @Gﬁ at Mathura, Prayaga, Varanasi,
Pataliputra, Ujjain from where old coins have been drained out, bear
ample testimony to the performance of the 'Saptasagara-dana' in those
past days.

The gift of land is eulogised as most meritorious from ancient times.
J. Gonda refers to the concept and activity of "bhidana" (‘'voluntary
cession of part of land') by Vinoba Bhawe in the context of mahadanas,
to show that the ancient traditions have not broken off in modern times.
According to R.P. Masani this dana "becomes a spiritual pilgrimage to
the shrine of a new order of society." 6

Let us refer here to a popular vow, viz. " Vatasavitrivrata." The vow
is performed by ladies, whose husbands are alive, for their long and
healthy life on the full moon-day of the month of Jyestha by worshipping
the vata tree (banyan tree). The legend of Satyavat and Savitrl is
connected with this vrata. In the Mahabharata-version (Aranyaka parvan.
293-297) and the Matsya-Purana-version, (Ch. 208-214) there is no
reference to the vata (banyan)-tree. It is in the Skanda-Purana (7.166)
that the vata-tree finds its association with this legend, when the legend
narrates that Satyavat cut the wood and hung the same on the banyan tree
and that Savitri sat near it. It is significant to note that the vata Tree is
sacred to Kala who is Yama. The vow and the legend connected show the
synthesis of the tree-worship in the vrata-aspect of the Puranic religion. In
the Vedic literature we find that some trees like Asvattha, Nyagrodha etc.

6. Quoted by J. Gonda :" change and Continuity in Indian Religion, Moulton & Co,
The Hague, 1965, p. 228; Masani R. P., The Five Gifts, 1957, p.p. 184 ft.
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are said to be sacred. Various Puranas refer to the worship of trees like
pippala etc. According to some scholars the tree-worhsip belongs to the
Vratya-religion.

If we demythologize the legend, it tends to suggest how much India in
ancient times was aware of the importance of trees to the people at large
from the environmental point of view.

From the ritualistic point of view it is 1mportant to note that the
Tantric practices were incorporated in the ritual-procedures of various
vows and gifts; e.g. in the ritual of the Angarakavrata it is laid down that
an eight-petalled lotus should be drawn with the Kurikuma or with a red
sandal paste (MP.72.30). Sometimes the worship was done by drawing a
triangle and/or with the use of the bijamantras like klim etc. It is from
about the 8th or commencement of the 9th century A.D. Tantras came to
be recognised as one of the authorities of religious matters. Tantras,
Paficaratra sarhhitas and Saiva Agamas 'taught ideas and practices
which often went against the Brahmanical ones" This indicates the catholic
attitude of Puranas in absorbing new trends to solve the Problems.

In the history and march of Saivism there was a stage, when it
absorbed the Yaksa-cult which was then prevalent. In the
"Varanasimahatmya" of the MP (180.5 ff; £183.63-66) this important
chapter is well preserved in the episode of Harikesa Yaksa. He is the son of
Purnabhadra Yaksa and he is an ardent devotee of Siva on whom he
meditated. in whatever posture he would be. Pirnabhadra did not like his
behaviour and consequently he drove him out of the house. He repaired
to Varanasi and practised severe penance till Siava was pleased to grant
him a permanent stay in Varanasi by appointing him as the Ksetrapala of
Varanasi with his assistants Trayksa. Dandapani. Udabhrama and
Sambhrama Yaksas. The other Yaksas like Vindyaka. Gajatunda,
Jayanta. Nandi, Mahakala and others were absorbed and made
attendants of Siva. This episode suggests how in the early years of the
Christian era there was in process an assimilation and synthesis of the
ancient Yaksa-cult within the Saiva-cult. It may also be noted there are
found some traces of Yaksa-cult in modern times in Varanasi. This is
evident from a place sacred to a god named Harasu ( < Harike§a) Baram
(<brahma). Thus this may be taken as a case of continuity. change and
discontinuity.

Here a reference may be made to the Lakulisa Pa§upata cult
mentioned in the Vayu-Purana. Herein we find the earliest reference. It
‘has a list of 28 incarnations of Siva. his sons and disciples. It mentions the
28th incarnation as Lakulin/Nakulin. He is the holder of "lakula/"
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"lakuta/"laguda” a staff. Kausika. Gargya. Mitraka and Rusta are
mentioned as his sons and disciples. They are known as Pasupatas. The
same Purana says that Siva "would enter a dead body lying uncared for
in a crematorium through the power of his Yoga-maya for the sake of
Brahmins and he would be a brahmacarin (celibate)." This incarnation is
said to take place at a place called 'Kayavatara' according to the Lifiga-
Purana (1. 24.130) or at a place called 'Kayarohana'. according to the
Vayu-Purana (1.23.222) or at a place called 'Kéaravana' according to the
'Karavanamahatmya', which claims to be a part of the Siva-Purana. In
this context the vocable/Siddhaksetra may be taken as qualifying
Kayarohana and it need not be connected with the one near the temple of
Ekalingaji near Udaipur in Rajasthan. Kéyarohana or Kayavarohana or
Karavana is 15 miles south of Baroda in the Gujarat State. And now there
stands a beautiful temple rebuilt. According to D.R. Bhandarkar
Lakuli$a flourished in the first quarter of the first century A.D.

It will not be out of place to refer here to the incorporation of Buddha
as one of the incarnations of 'Visx_lu. This brings out the wonderful
absorbent. synthesising and tolerant spirit of the Puranic religion and the
wonderful art of resolution of religious problems . In this connection a
reference may be made to the doctrine of ahimsa which the Buddhism and
Jainism preach. Some Puranas have tracts on the praise of Ahimsa. This
is not to deny the earlier references to the teaching of ahimsa in the pre-
epic Brahmanical literature.

Earlier we have noted that Maga priests were 'brahminised'. In the
Bhavigya-Purana 1.139.73-74 the four classes of the population of the
Sakadvipa are described in terms of Indian varna-model of the social
structure. Magas are described as brahmins; Magagas are described as
Ksatriyas; Gananas are described as Vai§yas and Gumandagas are
described as Stdras. This description amply suggests the assimilative and
synthesising approach of Puranas and an effort to solve some crisis.
Passingly, the phenomenon of mixed castes may be referred to here, as it
tends to show how Purdnas and Dharmas$astrakaras tried to solve an
interesting and important social phenomenon by fitting these castes in the
varna-model. Mixed castes owe their origin to inter-varna (caste)
clandestine affairs. They are occupational castes. This phenomenon is
known as Jatyapakarsa and Jatyutkarsa or pratiloma and anuloma
marital relations or varpa-Sankratva The Brahmavaivarta-Purana
mentions some sub-castes; to illustrate: the Citrakara caste is a progeny of
Visvakarman and a Stidra-woman. According to USanas a Kumbhakara
(a potter) is an offspring of a brahmin and a vai§ya-woman. With the
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passage of time the Siidravarna came to be bifurcated into : (1) sat-§tidra
and (ii ) asat-§idra. A napita is considered a sat Sudra. He is an offspring
of a brahmin male and a vaiSya-female. Bhilla, Gopa and others are
spoken of a sat-sidras. The Jola-caste (weaver-caste) is an occupational
caste and corresponds to the modern 'Juldha' caste. This is a Hindi-
speaking weaving caste. A Jola is an offspring of a mleecha male and a
Kuvindaka-female, while a Mleecha is an offspring of a ksatriya male
and a Sudra-female; a Kuvindaka (he is a weaver) is an offspring of
Viévakarman from a Sadra-woman. This caste i.e, "Julaha caste" has not
'shed their status as untouchables by conversion to Islam." It is interesting
to note that in.the origin of some mixed castes the male partner is
Viévakarman. In the Epics he is a divine architect, a carpenter and the best
of artists. He is the artisan of gods. Can we demythologise Vi§vakarman
in this context of the varna-model of the social structure ?

The above-going discussion shows that Puranas try to solve the
religious and social problems of those members of the society who were
denied certain rights, opportunities. facilities efc. They welcome also the
new movements and trends of thought and ideals of the extra-Vedic circles
in religious and cultural matters. In the context of the 'denied ones’ they
display a revolutionary attitude or liberalisation-policy by granting social
and religious freedom, opportunities and options to one and all members
of the society. They fill up a gap. Different trends of Vaisnavism. Saivism
and other systems are woven together. synthesized and amalgamated
indissolubly and imperceptibly without any disrespect to the Vedic
tradition. They mark an important stage in the-evolution of the Hindu
religion or the Puranic religion by evolving a special form of worship.
e.g. offering of flowers etc. to the images of gods and goddesses. vows
and gifts etc.Purdnas hold a-view similar to that of the Vedas, as the
Upanisads do: "they accept the Vedas and the religious rites as laid down
therein as preparatory means to a knowledge of higher truths about the
supreme spirit and do not altogether give up the Vedas and sacrifices as
useless;’ " but they recommend a catholic policy for the good of all the
members of the societ}’i. They display a syncretistic, egalitarian and
proselytizing attitude. In fine Puranas have continued the Vedic tradition
with changes and metamorphosis, by additions and subtractions, by
continuity and discontinuity as the circumstances and situations demanded
and offered their own ways and means to resolve the contemporary crisis

* 7. KaneP. V. Purina dharma, P.K. Gode Commemoration Volume ,Part III, 1960,
p.72
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in their own way. It is how we understand their ways to resolve
contemporary crises and apply them with changes as and when necessary.
with a modern outlook.

N.B: References to the original sources are given in brackets in this paper
at relevant places. A Selcte bibliography is given below:-
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