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This dissertation, by focussing upon one particﬁlar theme --
the couwbat between Indra and Vrtra -- sheds light upon what this theme
reant to those inside the ggvedic tradition at wvarious times and also

indicates the changes that the tradition underwent. A key to under-

standing this theme is the identification of soma as Amanita muscaria,

a hallucinogenic mushroom, particularly since Indra drinks ggégfjuice
more than any other god and it ie this juice that empowers him in his
conflict with VFtra. While examining textual references to the conilict
it became apparent that there are at least two cultic settings which
utilize the conflict theme for a particular purpose: a cultic setting
reflecting the ingestion of a hallucinogen and a cultic setting reflecting

the ritual function of the king in the New Year's ceremony.
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ABSTRACT

It is my contention that the assumption by Vedic scholars
of a coherent cosmogonic myth throughout the various strata of the
Rgveda'is not warranted. The dissertation, by focusing upon the
combat between Indra and Vftra, sheds light on what this theme meant
to those inside the ggvedic tradition at various times and also
indicates the changes that the tradition underwent. In the course of
analyzing appropriate references it became apparent that there were
several layers within the data, each of which utilized the conflict
theme for a particular purpose. The method used in examining the material
was the form-critical method as utilized in some areas of 0ld Testament
scholarship. This method, with some small modifications, suits the
data and enables one to coherently separate out layers of the tradition
and thus pursue the hermeneutical task to a satisfying conclusion.
A key to understanding the combat theme is the identification of Eégg

as Amanita muscaria, a hallucinogenic mushroom, particularly since

Indra drinks §éggfjuice more than any other god and it is this juice
that empowers him in <his conflict with Vftra.

The employment of the method brought several factors into
clearer perspective. The epithet vftrahéa is employed throughout the
ggzeda, but not in a consistent manner. The two broadest and most
significant usages are found within 1) a context suggesting the ritual
ingesting of Eééi’ where V¥trah5; is the overcomer of obstacles in the

quest for a psycho-pharmacologic vision and 2) a context suggesting the



later New Year's festival ritual which surrounds the homology between
the king overcoming his enemies and the mythology of the divine
warrior overcoming the dragon.

'The word nggé is also employed throughout the ggveda in a
similar manner. Again one can establish the two broadest and most
significant usages as being within 1) a context suggesting the ritual
ingestion of Eéég where zggzé'may mean either an enemy who has appropriated
§ééé or the physical barriers to be overcome in the receiving of a
vision, and 2) a context suggesting both the mythological development
of an epic theme of overcoming the dragon and the tendency to see this
struggle in terms of a cosmogony.

Three hymns are examined in some detail (3.30, 5.30, 8.89). The
accommodation apparent in 8.89 (in comparison with the other two

hymns) demonstrates the disappearance of sdma (i.e., Amanita muscaria)

as a normative cult experience. Its place appears to be taken by a

highly organized ritual centered on Agni. Indeed, it appears certain

that (by the time of the composition of 8.89) the Agni sacrificial complex
is predominant in the‘minds of those who chanted the hymn (and wished to
imitate normative cult experience). Concomitant with this is the folk-
etymology Vftrahan ergo V{tra-slayer such as is expressed in 8.24.2.

This connection presents the base for the later interpretations of the
conflict by the Indian Religious Tradition, such as those enumerated in

the Nirukta (i.e., the story of the conquest of the dragon or the

mythological explanation for raim).
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Aim and Scope of the Thesis

This thesis attempts an examination of the conflict between
the Indian god Indra and his opponent Vr?ra as outlined in the ancient
collection of hymns authored by seers (ééis) known as the Bgveda.
Within this text, Indra is portrayed as the most important god while
Vytra is his chief demonic opponent. The story of the combat between
Indra the warrior god and the great serpent (Vrtra is also known
as Ahi, '"snake") occurs outside the Veda as well in the literature
of the later Indian Religious Tradition. It was this fact that first
drew my attention to the combat. I wanted to examine what changes
the story underwent in its utilization during various stages of the
tradition. However, it became quite apparent that the Rgvedic refer-
ences to the conflict were not subject to a univalent interpretation.
A detailed contextual examination of these references yielded enough
significant information that I decided to write on the ggvedic aspect
of the conflict alome.

This concentration on the ggvedic aspect of the conflict f;cussed
the thesis so that an analysis of the places where these references
occur could be carried out in some detail. The research pointed

to the conclusion that there does not seem to be a coherent cosmogonic
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myth in all strata of the Bgveda which employs the imagery of the Indra-
Vrtra conflict. The thesis first analyzes the occurrences of the epithet
vrtrahé; (usually translated as "Vrtra-slayer'") for reasons that are
outlined later in the introduction. Chapters Two and Three contain
the textual data and the analysis of these occurrences. The epithet
vrtrahéh is mainly used in two contexts: 1) the ritual ingestion of
§éﬁg which suggests the quest for a vision and 2) the homology between
the ruler overcoming his enemies and the mythology of the Divine Warrior
overcoming the dragon. An analysis of the contexts where v¥tr£ is used
demonstrates that the widely held assumption in Vedic studies that the
conflict reflects a cosmogonic myth may not be warranted. The major
part of the discussion on whether one may always interpret the conflict
as cosmogonic myth is undertaken in Chapter Four. Two contexts which
use the conflict imagery seem predominant: 1) the ritual ingestion of
§éﬁg where_ggggélis a barrier in the quest for a vision and 2) a
tendency to view the struggle against the dragon in terms of a cosmology.
The detailed textual examination and argument'for these points is the
first aim of the thesis.

The second aim of the thesis is an examination and clarification
of some theoretical and methodological approaches to the Rgveda as
an entire work by focussing upon one compgnent of the text -- the
Indra-Vftra conflict. While examining secondary sources which discussed
the combat two different kinds of presuppositions were discerned. First,

some view of the nature and origin of religion was prominent in the



authors' assumptions that preceded exegesis of the data. In the older
secondary sources, particularly, the orientation towards a rather
naive naturalism predominated. This theoretical assumption coloured
the approach to the data and determined the foci for interpreting the
conflict. I do not deny that some view of the nature of religion is
held by everyone (including myself) who approaches a religious
document. However, in terms of general theory, the nature of religion
cannot be reduced legitimately to a naive naturalism. Further,
speculation on the origin of religion leads to asking certain, very
specific questions which are often not the most appropriate ones.

This type of speculation must be restricted if one wishes to understand
the full meaning of the Bgveda. The second kind of presupposition
stems from an evaluation of the place of the Rgveda within a larger
religious system -— either a cross-comparison with several Indo-
European systems or a comparison and contrast with the later Indian
Religious Tradition. Both of these approaches have much to offer

the investigator of the ggveda. However, proper balance is required.
A steering away from a careful scrutiny of the text itself leads both
to over-generalization and over-simplification.

In terms of methodology the basic difference of opinion manifest
in contemporary scholarship stems from tﬂe orientation one takes to
the ngggg. The interpretive role given to later mythological and
ritual traditions is stressed, for example, by Kuiper. On the other

hand, the refusal to go beyond the text and, more importantly, the
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words and phrases of the text, is stressed by Renou. Both of these
positions are examined in further detail below. One of the points
I attempt to establish is that these two methods are not mutually
exclusive but examine the material from different perspectives and
with different goals in mind. Because I approach the text as a
textual critic I have taken Renou's position as the starting point
for my own investigation. However, Renou does assume a particular
context for the composition of the hymns (see below, p. 14) and
considers the composer to be a poet operating in a secular literary
context. Kuiper, while perhaps overstating his case, has decided
that the Rgveda is the textbook for the religious festival of the New
Year. Renou chooses to examine the composition of the individual
hymns while Kuiper concentrates on the book as a whole in order to
understand the role of the hymns in the Vedic cultus. My own stance
is to view the hymns as being a more appropriate focal point for
textual examination on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to
interpret the material from a perspective that assumes a cultic
context for both composition and recitation. The resulting synthesis
allows the text to speak for itself, but not in isolation from larger
cultural questions.

A most important development in the analysis of the ggvedic

texts is the argument of Wasson that séma is Amanita muscaria,

a mushroom that has hallucinogenic properties.l Soma is a drink

1
See R. Gordon Wasson, Soma: Divine Mushroom of Immortality

(New York, 1973), (hereafter cited Wasson, Soma).




5
ingested by Indra more than any other deity and serves to empower him
in his conflict with VFtra. Further, some passages speak of soma
as being inside Vrtra, and this is described as presenting a highly
dangerous situation to early Vedic man. An examination of the conflict
with this identification in mind entails going beyond a strictly
literary analysis of the words of the text to a reflection on the
meaning and significance of some of the hymns.

Wasson's hypothesis is used in developing the major arguments of
the thesis as a heuristic device which aids the examination of textual
material. During the analysis of this material from the perspective
of the textual critic, I encountered several passages which remained
unclear. The textual critic is primarily concerned with internal
text criticism. The ggvedic hymns contain allusions to the cultic
context in which they were composed. By examining these allusions
with the aid of Wasson's hypothesis some of the passages were opened
up to a clearer understanding. Because of this clarity brought about
by utilizing Wasson's hypothesis fresh translations of the passages
were necessary. Thus most of the translations, except where noted,
are my own.

The first aim of the thesis, as noted above, is the demonstration
through textual examination that there is no coherent cosmogonic
myth using Indra—Vytra conflict imagery in the ggveda. Wasson's
hypothesis suggests that hallucinogenic visions lie behind much of
the imagery in the hymns. That a visionary experience is being

referred to has been carefully documented by Gonda.la Whether

laJ. Gonda, The Vision of the Vedic Poets (The Hague, 1963), passim.
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. . . / . 3 . .
or not the visionary experience of the rsi is caused by the ingestion

of the psychotropic plant Amanita muscaria has not been firmly

established.1b Since the visionary experience reflected in the hymns
can be established without reference to Wasson, his hypothesis is not
critical to the thesis, i.e., the thesis does not stand or fall

on the validity of Wasson's identification of Eéﬂi- However, I have
used his hypothesis as a heuristic device that does enable the text
critic to gain a clearer understanding of some texts. This in turn
allows the text critic to conclude that the imagery of the Indra
Vftra conflict does not consistently refer to a cosmogonic myth.

In any discussion of the conflict, it is important to understand
what it is that Indra is fighting. This leads into a detailed examin-
ation of v¥tr5 and related words. The ggveda has been culled for
information by both philologists and grammarians. The former, who are
interested primarily in the isolation of word-clusters and etymology,
have concluded that v¥trahé; means 'overcomer of obstacles or resistanée'
while vytrd/means 'resistance or obstacle'. However, while a correct
philological interpretation provides a base for a full explication of
the nuances of these terms, a full and complete understanding of the
usage of these terms in the ggveda will not necessarily result from a

philological examination.2 One must go beyond the literal trans-

" :
bSee pp. 30ff. for a discussion of the scholarly debate.
2See, for example, the comments by F.B.J. Kuiper in a review
of P. Thieme, Mitra and Aryaman, Indo-Iranian Journal, 3 (1959),
207-212, (periodical hereafter cited IIJ).
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lation to the contexts in which these words are employed and exegete
the passages to determine the specific usages of the terms. One way
to analyze specific usages is to examine the work of grammarians who
designate vrtrahéh as an epithet or attributive adjective. The differ-
ence between these two terms is so slight3 that I employ the former
term to cover both uses. It is important to examine who (or what)
is designated thrahéh in order to determine what patterns, if any,
are present in its application to the Rgveda. This task is undertaken
in Chapters Two and Three. Further, some determination of the various
ways in which vrtré is used will be made. Some passages clearly identi-
fy (explicitly or implicitly) vytr; with Ahi, some passages employ the
neuter plural, and other passages are more problematic. One may also
determine the significance of the different contexts in which the word
is employed. For example, there is a series of references that apparent-
ly stemsfrom an actual battle-conflict situation, there is another
series of references that relates a narrative account of the struggle
between Indra and Vftra, and there is a third series that refers to
a cosmologic myth. An examination of X£££é and the contexts in which
it is found is undertaken in Chapter Four.

Therefore, in sum, a careful study of both the terms and their
contexts enables one to test the results of philology over against an

examination of the actual usage of these terms. It is my contention

3See J. Gonda, Epithets in the Rgveda (S'-Gravenhage, 1959)

157f., (hereafter cited Gonda, Epithets).
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that such a procedure will yield the clearest picture of the central
purposes of the hymn writers and will allow one to consider whether
some passages reflect the ingestion of a chemical hallucinogen. This
allows the exegete to go beyond rigidly limited interpretative principles
and will open the exegetical task up to continual hermeneutical reflect-
ion.

The aim and scope of this thesis, then, stems from an examination
of the Indra—VFtra conflict in the 3gveda, focussing upon the terms

/ /
vrtrahan and vrtra along with their contexts. This procedure aids in

isolating different usages of the terms within the text. The prime

focus is the exegesis of passages that connect these terms with the

taking of a hallucinogenic drug and the attempt to communicate that

experience. In order to utilize the best methodological perspective
in this interpretive task, a combination of the approaches to the

text suggested by Renou and Kuiper seems apposite.

The Utilization of Primary Sources

The primary source material dealing with the Indra—Vftra conflict
extends beyond the ggveda. While the thesis limits itself to an exam-
ination of this text, one cannot completely ignore either comparative
material, in this case Avestan material, or the later Indian Religious
Tradition's utilization of the Indra-Vrtra conflict. The former is
useful because of the usage of words and phrases similar to those
found in the ggveda. An analysis of this similarity allows a deeper

understanding of some of the usages within the Rgveda. The latter

material demonstrates in what ways the later tradition developed the



story of the conflict.3a

The utilization of Avestan material in exegeting some hymns has
been proposed by various scholars. However, some comments on possible
relationships between the two documents is apposite. Benveniste and
Renou4 see the Avestan material as being of paramount importance in
analyzing thrahéh, which is discussed below in the introduction and
in the next chapter. The necessity for judicial balance in employing
this material must be emphasized for two reasons: 1) the similarity
of many features .in Vedic and Avestan grammar should not necessarily
lead to the assumption of a close chronological relationship5 and,

2) the tangled textual history of the Avestan material6 must give
one pause before stating certainties in the comparison of religious
significations in the two documents.

The Indra-V?tra conflict is one of the themes that continues

on in the later Indian Religious Tradition. The later tradition

(as early as 600 B.C.) held two divergent opinions on the conflict.

3aWhile the later tradition, in my opinion, develops themes
not central in the earlier strata of the Rgveda, the supposition
leads to speculation on why such is the case. One central reason
for this change could be the decline in the ingesting of soma and the
consequent shift in the metaphorical employment of the imagery away
from attempts to describe and communicate psychedelic experience.

4E. Beneveniste and L. Renou, Vrtra et VrQOragna: Etude de

Indo-Iranienne (Paris, 1934), passim, (hereafter cited

Benveniste and Renou, VV).

5J. Gonda, Handbuch der Orientalistik. Die Indischen Sprachen:
0ld Indian (Leiden-koln, 1971), 21-22, (hereafter cited Gonda, 0ld
Indian).

6Brilliantly summarized by Geldner and E.J. Thomas, '"Zend Avesta',
Encyclopedia Britannica (London, 1957), 942-944.
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The first, that the conflict was a rendering in poetic language of the
bringing of rain by the god of rain piercing the clouds, was the
opinion of those who studied etymology.6a The second, that the conflict
is the story of the triumph of the chief god over his main demonic
opponent was the opinion of the story—tellers.6b Neither of these views,
although some small support could be found in the text, reflect the
religious nuances or significations appropriate to the thought-world
of the ggvedic hymns .

The Brghmagas7 demonstrate a more proncounced focus on the ritual
in their usage of the Indra—Vftra conflict. Sometimes it is used as
an aeteleological explanation for material used in a 1;itual,8 sometimes
an extended story is included in the text,9 and sometimes equivalences
between various things are set up.lo Thus these texts reflect the

thought-world of the priest as technician and do not directly aid the

6aNirukta 2.16

6bIbid.

7For an interpretative consideration of the data, see Lﬁders,
Varuna I (Gottingen, 1951), 196-201; A. Hlllebrandt Vedische Mythologie,
(reprint, Gg, Olms, 1965), 206-229; S. Lev1, La Doctrine du sacrifice
dans les Bréhmagas, (Paris, 1898) passim.

8For example, TS 6.1.1. (Vrtra's eyeball becomes collyrum).

9For example, S : 5.2.3.8-9, Vrtra is slain by Indra by means of
the cake sacrifice; SB 6.2.2.19, Indra drives Vrtra away by means of the
full-moon offering. In the Srauta Sutras, verses referring to the
slaying of Vrtra are used at the full-moon sacrifice. (See A.B. Keith,
Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and Upanisads (Cambridge, 1925), 320).

lOFor example SB 3.4.13 etc., or Soma=Vrtra; TS 2.4.12.6 Vrtra=
stomach/womb; $B 1.6.4.13 Moon=Soma= Vrtra. *
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exegete of the Rgvedic data. Heestermanll comments (on the later data)
that the year is considered as homologous to the full term of preg-
nancy and Vytra's slaughter is associated with birth.12 Further,
the conflict is placed in the crucial situation of the gaining of
light at daybreak and the role of the king is to imitate that ab initio
conflict.13 There are, within the ggveda, references to the role of

the ruler and also references to a cosmologic ordering. However, the

orientation of these themes is usually quite different from their

utilization in the Brghma?as and Sutra literature.

Indian commentators on the Veda are hidden in obscruity until
the fourteenth century and the works of Saya?a and Madhava. The former
undoubtedly had his predecessors14 but there is nothing definite
between the time of Nirukta15 and his commentary. Gonda judiciously

places Sayana in proper perspective:

11J.C. Heesterman, The Ancient Indian Royal Consecration

('S -Gravenhage, 1957).
12ibid., 28, 187f. See also F.B.J. Kuiper, '"Cosmogony and
Conception: a query". History of Religions, 10 (1971), 91-138, (here-
after cited Kuiper "Cosmogony and Conception'.)

l3ibid., 100f£.

14L. Renou, The Destiny of the Veda in India (Delhi, 1965),
22f., 81, (hereafter cited Renou, Destiny.)

15

The Nirukta of Ygska, ca. 6th century B.C., is a commentary
revising an earlier work (the Nighantu) and "...is a series of
etymological analyses of the words given in the Nighantu, analyses
accompanied by a sort of running gloss on the verses in which the
words occur'". Renou, Vedic India (Calcutta, 1957), 48.
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...there is no denying that the commentaries
attributed to Sayana bristle with linguistic
mistakes: not infrequently, explanations of
words and forms are erroneous, grammatical
constructions impossible; there are many con-
tradictions and anachronistic interpretations.
However, his works are not completely worth-
less. We may learn from his mistakes; his
inconsistencies could in part be due to the

- fact that he followed various traditions or
authorities. The best way seems to be to read
his commentaries carefully and critically, to
reject what we know to be impossible, to
adopt that which is consistent with knowledge
gathered from other sources and to note for
reconsideration the information which cannot
for the moment be checked.

Following this assessment, my own utilization of his work is scanty
and is included most often to corroborate the comments of others.
Since a great deal of my interpretive framework depends on a clear
identity of gégé, even texts as early as the Brahmanas shed little
light on the exegetical problems (because of the disappearance from
the cult of gégg).

I do not think that my continued stress on the necessity to
concentrate on the ggveda itself is over—-stated. Too often the
text has been used as a 'proof-text' for hypotheses already firmly
established in authors' minds. It is absolutely essential to
determine the self-understanding, or, more correctly, the layers of
self-understanding, present in this text, and then proceed to the inter-

pretation of these layers. Only after this has been accomplished can

B 6Gonda, 0l1d Indian, 4-5. See Gerow's comment on Renou's use
of Sayana, E. Gerow, "Renou's Place in Vedic Exegetical Tradition"
American Oriental Society Journal 88 (1968), 321, (periodical here-
after cited JAOS).
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one bring in speculation on the relationship of the Rgveda to either
comparative material or the texts of the later tradition.

Renou's constant return to the text of the Rgveda has been the
most profound influence on my own views. He does not utilize the later
texts for explicating the ritual or the mythology of the Rgveda. He
comments that

the ritual which was established long after-—

wards, drew freely on the hymns and verses,

with little regard to their original

meaning. Put to this new use, the Rgveda

became the book of the hotri. On the other

hand, the mythology of the Rgveda is no

longer the common mythology of Vedism: it is

older and at the same timi7not directly

ancestral but collateral.
The concentration on textual isolation leads to an enriched understand-
ing of the intention of the authors and an ability to understand the

18

structure of the text. The system Renou uses has been called
"poeticization" which "reinforces the independence of the text (literal-

nl?

ism) at the expense of its '"'meaning"... The "meaning'" suffers be-

17Renou, Vedic India, 9f.

80thers besides Renou have attempted to come to grips with the
text in terms of internal criticism. He comments that "as has been
explained by Bergaigne, whose results Oldenberg has made more exact, the
arrangement of the hymns and verses proceeds according to precise rules:
in mandalas IT-VII the arrangement of the hymns is by gods, with Agni
at the head, followed by Indra, and in mandala IX by metres; within any
one series, determined by deity or metre, the arrangement of the hymns
is in descending order of the number of verses; when several hymns have
the same number of verses, they are arranged in descending order of the
length of the metre; the order of the series in a mandala is the descend-
ing order of the number of hymns in the series; finally mdndalas II to
VII are themselves arranged according to the numbers of hymns they con-
tain. Similar rules, but qualified by other tendencies, govern mandalas
I, VIII and X." Vedic India, 2f.

1
9Gerow, "Renou's Place in Vedic Exegetical Tradition", 332.
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cause Renou refuses to place the text in any early Vedic cultic
context.20 It is my contention that Renou is correct in constantly
relying on the text for relevant interpretative data. However, one
cannot deal with a text completely isolated from cultic considerations.
Renou sees clearly the dangers of an over-eager ethnographical approach
or of a linking of the text with the later tradition that neglects
the internal textual evidence that speaks against such a linkage.

But one cannot throw up one's hands at this point. The probable
identification of EéEi allows some comments on content, on the one
hand, and, on the other, an examination of the transmission-history of
some themes in the hymns allows us to comment on what‘kinds of contexts
seem evident.

To this point in the discussion of primary source material I
have been noting without comment the pivotal role of the cultic ingestion
of Eééé for determining some crucial questions on the significance of
material extraneous to the ggveda. Also I have noted the possibility
of proceeding beyond the words and phrases of the text to a reflection
on the meaning of these words and phrases. Immediately after discussing
the nature of the ggveda, I am going to examine in some detail the
identification of Eééé as a hallucinogen in order to establish the
importance of this for hermeneutical reflection on some hymns. I

/
can note here that the disappearance of soma from the later Vedic cult

2Oibid., 312f. and 332. Renou is an authority on cult and

writes extensively on the place of Rgvedic verses in later Vedic
cultic material. ’
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necessitated the re-working of metaphorical imagery, which in its turn
had earlier been re-~worked in order to express facets of psychedelic
experience which entered the culture through borrowing. Thus the
later tradition is in a very special sense cut off from an understand-
ing of many Rgvedic references. Further, the Avestan material, which
also has been re-worked, only dimly reflects this identification.

This gives the material limited value as an aid in exegesis. A key to
interpreting some of the strata of the text reflected in the gg!eda

is the realization that psychedlic experience had considerable impact
on how Vedic man oriented himself to what he considered to be both

real and true. This in its turn requires reflection on the nature

and composition of the text itself.

The Hymns of the Rgveda

One fundamental puzzle concerning Vedic material revolves
around the question: '"What is it?" That is, as a collected document,
what intention lies behind it? Those who undertake a translation of
this material must have (either implicitly or explicitly) answered
this question. Most modern Western scholars have tended toward the
view that the Bgveda contains, for the most part, secularized court
poetry. Thieme, in criticizing the presupposition held by both Renou
and Geldner concerning the secularized literary context for the com-—
position of these hymns, decried the tendency to secularize the Rgveda.
He tartly added that he could "hear in some renderings of Geldner's
overtones of their own that call to mind unfortunate associations with

the Nuremberg master-singers and the minnensingers' tournament of song
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on the Wartburg."21 Thieme's intention is to deny any allegations
that militant nationalism provides the impetus for composition. Gerow
criticizes Renou's conception of the text because it leads to an over-
emphasis on literary aspects. He comments that "Renou is one who
emphasizes the formulaic character of the text, the secular motivation
(if not occasion) of the singer who becomes, in more than a metaphorical
sense, a poet (Eggi)."zz Kuiper, while in agreement with Thieme on
the necessity to avoid a secularizing tendency in interpreting the
hymn523 has decided that "only the theory that the Rg-Veda in its
essence is a textbook for the ceremonies of the New York festival
would seem to privide a satisfactory explanation for the remarkably

24

one-sided character of these hymns." This orientation towards a
collection utilized for festival purposes lends particular significance
to his theory of the Indra—V¥tra conflict as a cosmogonic myth, to be
discussed in detail below. What is important here to follow the intent-

ion of Thieme's criticisms of Renou and Geldner, is the stress placed

by Kuiper on the necessity for appreciating the religious context for

“Lrhieme, JA0S 77 (1957), 56.

2Gerow, "Renou's Place in Vedic Exegetical Tradition'", 311.
Renou characterizes the text as a "...literary anthology, drawn from
family traditions." L. Renou, Religions of Ancient India (New York,
1968), 10, (hereafter cited Renou, RAI).

23F.B.J. Kuiper, "The Ancient Aryan Verbal Contest", IIJ
4 (1960), 217, (hereafter cited Kuiper, "Verbal Contest'").

4Kuiper, "Cosmogony and Conception', 105-6.
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the utlization of the hymns. Further discussion on the nature of the
text will be undertaken below in the section dealing with methodological
reflections.

However, even if one can generally settle the question of "what",
there still remains the question of "when'". While the majority of
scholars have decided on a date around the twelfth century B.C.E.,
this is more a focal point for discussion than a hard and fast con-
clusion. In fact, the history of the text is both complex and confused.

"...After a long period of oral transmission during which it did not

remain unaltered, the text of the Rgveda must -- in the time elapsing

between the oldest brahmana compilation and Panini -- have been 'edited'
; . G 25

and established by disakeuasts whose activity...left many traces...."

Furthermore, the collections which comprise the ten books are of unequal
e . 2
antiquity. There have been several attempts at internal chronology .

' : : ; . 27
but Renou's analysis seems, in broad outline, to be most appropriate.
However, this does not solve many problems because there is a difference
in chronology between individual texts, collections of texts, individual
words and phrases, and, in some cases, verses contained in hymns.

While recent studies have not solved the problem of where the

hymns were composed, some negative conclusions have been reached. For

5Gonda, 0ld Indian, 8. See also Renou's comments Vedic India, 3.

26Gonda, ibid., 9Ll.

27L. Renou, Frudes Véaiques‘gg pihinéénnes, (Paris,; 1955); II,
1ff. The division is: Books 2-7; 8.1-66, 67-103;.9; 1; 10.1-60, 61-84,
85-191, (series hereafter cited EVP).
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example, Gonda comments that '"it appears that no evidence whatever can
be produced in favour of the supposition that certain parts of the
Rgveda were composed in Iran or in the Indo-Iranian borderland."28
Moreover, the conclusion that the texts show evidence of cognate dialects
and different streams of migrants further complicates the picture. The
main import of this diversity is to engender the realization "that in
the ggvedic period there existed, in the North-West of India, several
closely related dialects one of which was the basic dialect of the
oldest corpus, another being basically...the ancestor of Classical
Sanskrit."29 This forces one into a state of partial isolation both
chronologically and, as has already been noted, textually in the case
of both comparative Indo-European material and the later Indian tradition.

Automatically included in a discussion of "where'" is, by the
nature of the available data, "who". The literature of the ggveda is
highly traditional (passed down orally by generations of hereditary
priest—bards)30 and some elements may have been in use during the
period of Indo-European unity.3l However, the language itself is
somewhat artificial, reflecting neither an ancient tongue nor the

language spoken at the fixation of the texts.32 Thus one may agree

28Gonda, ibid., 22.

29ibid., 18.

3OOn the nature of such transmission see A.B. Lord, The Singer

of Tales (New York, 1965), 4ff. On the Rgveda see Renou, Vedic India, 4f.

i :
The supposition of Indo-Iranian unity, at least, is strongly
supported by the Soma-Haoma identification as Amanita muscaria (see below).

32On these points see Gonda ibid., 14ff.
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with Gonda that the language reflects a special milieu of Aryan society
to which the ééis belong.

The "why" of the collecting of hymns into the ggvedic corpus
is too complex to be examined in the thesis. Such a question requires
erudite unravelling.33 In any case, the purpose of this thesis is
not to examine an unedited collection reflecting34 to some degree the
purposes of the compilers, but rather to follow, after isolating, one
theme through the corpus. Instead of commenting at length upon the
purpose of the present text, my intention is only to comment on the
religious significance of one theme appearing throughout the text,
answering the "why" in a small way that may or may not be capable of
extension into a general theory on the collection of the corpus.

One may draw upon these observations for insights into my own
perspective on the text. The controversy over the setting of the
ggveda is ongoing but the weight of scholarly opinion is inclining
away from the previously dominant view of a secularized literary
context for composition of the hymns. Further, most scholars have come
to realize that several contexts reflecting shifting cultic and theological
tendencies are present within the hymns of the Rgveda. These tendencies
manifested themeselves over a considerable period of time. One may

/
also presuppose that while the hymns were authored by rsis over a

33See Renou, Destiny, passim.

4The very nature of the text determines the principles of inter-
nal criticism and clearly demonstrates the reflected nature of the text.
Kuiper's New Year Festival thesis is one interpretation as to why the
collection is in its present form.
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period of time, the text was collected and fixed by the tradition for
a liturgical purpose that did not necessarily accurately reflect the
concerns of the composers of all of the individual hymns. This conclusion

is but the starting point for textual examination of the hymns.

An Overview of Recent Research

To undertake an examination and interpretation of a theme within
the Rgveda requires textual ability, hermeneutical acumen and, above all,
a certain sense of adventure. There are two reasons for this attitude.
The nature of the material is more complex than has ever before been
realized in the discipline of the academic study of religion, requiring
a knowledge of the most recent achivements in textual interpretation
in order to ascertain its meaning. The proper utilization of current
exegetical techniques can lead to a new awareness of Vedic man's
thought-world. Thus any venturing into the text will be more than
amply rewarded. Moreover, the present state of activity on the Rgvedes
shows a transition from the presuppositions of one generation on the
nature of religion itself to the presuppositions of a new generation.
This movement is three-fold: 1. there is a movement away from the
quest for the "origin" of religious experience,35 2. there is a deeper
understanding that the text contains several layers of religious

thought,36 3. there is an appreciation of the subjectivity of the

35See the historical sketches in M. Eliade, The Quest: History

and Meaning in Religion (Chicago, 1969).

6
Techniques such as those utilized by 0ld Testament form criticism,
to be discussed below, may be used in an examination of the Rgveda.
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interpreter intruding in the analysis of a text. The growing
awareness of the complexity of interpretation allows a more cogent

and, hopefully, accurate consideration of religious themes in the

Rgveda.

One example of this growing awareness of complexity is the
continuing debate over the place of the ggvedic hymns within the larger
framework of the Indian Religious Tradition. Renou sees a complete
shifting away from the religious milieu of the Vedas in the later
tradition.38 He maintains that "religious terminology is almost com~
pletely transformed between the Veda and the Epic or the Puranas...."39
He also contends that Bgvedic citations in the Brahmanas and Sutras
are removed from their ggvedic context and utilized to amplify Brahmanic
concerns. Gonda, on the other hand, sees a thematic continuation within
the Indian Religious Tradition.40 This situation requires a balanced,
rather than a polemical, resolution. The Rgveda is manifestly dissimilar

in manyrespects from what most of us would call "Hinduism'" yet there are

several themes in the Rgveda that continue to be important in the

7 . . ] § ad

The awareness of the intruding of one's own presuppositions and
the impossibility of approaching a problem tabula rasa enables the exegete
to come to grips with some of the methodological problems involved and
forces the exegete to continually reflect on the applicability of such
intrusions.

388ee Renou, Destiny; Vedic India 9f., 94; "Reserche sur le

rituel Védique: La place du Rig-Veda dans 1'Ordannance du Culte",
Journal Asiatique 250 (1962), 161-184.

39Renou, RAI, 47.

40See J. Gonda, Change and Continuity in Indian Religion (The
Hague, 1965), passim. He holds, for example, that mézg is an exception
to Renou's rule (165n9), (hereafter cited Gonda, Change) .
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ongoing Religious Tradition.

A more fundamental question for the present examination is the
determination of the character of Indra. Within the ggvedic corpus of
1017 hymns Indra is one of the most important deities and is invoked
in about one-quarter of the hymns. Furthermore, Indra drinks EQEE more
than any other god. Kuiper considers the battle between Indra and ggjggf
to be the central mythic exploit of the ggvedic hymns. Each of these
three points present separate yet intertwined problems. Indra as a
deity is a many-sided figure and any attempt to picture him completely
goes far beyond the scope of the present examination.41 What is
being undertaken here is a narrowed examination of the great deed of
Indra -- his battle against VFtra and some of its religious ramifications.
The identification of that which Indra drinks (géég) as a hallucinogen
has only recently been postulated and the hypothesis that it is a
hallucinogenic mushroom must lead to a revision of the interpretation

7/
of the cultus that employed soma, and what is meant by stating that

: : /
Indra is the drinker of soma par excellence.

At this point some general observations about Vedic scholarship

are apposite. There still remains to be written the definitive work

i@

41 : : .
I am not in agreement with those who consider only a

holistic picture to be adequate. See, for example, H. Lommel,

Der Arische Kriegsgott (Frankfurt am Main, 1939), 7. Furthermore,
Thieme criticizes Lommel for ignoring "certain features of his as
being 'not characteristic' since they contradict his alleged unity
....These are precisely the traits he shares with Verslrayna...".

P. Thieme, "The 'Aryan' Gods of the Mitanni Treaties'", JAOS, 80 (1960),
313, (hereafter cited Thieme, "Aryan Gods").
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on the 'history of the history of Vedic interpretations'.42 However,
some generally familiar over-simplifications can be made without doing
violence to what actually occurred. It is clear that one of the greatest
obstacles preventing a clear understanding of ggvedic material is the
misuse of the materials which reflect the cultic concerns of Vedic
man. The ggveda was first brought to the West by scholars and
travellers interested in the language alone. They were fascinated
by the correspondences between Greek, Latin and Sanskrit. As a result
various theories of language were founded on the basis of these
correspondences. This led to the founding of the discipline of
comparative philology. The science of comparative mythology, as
developed by such as the Brothers Grimm, also saw many of the stories
as being analogous to German folk tales. This roughly corresponded
with the development of Chairs in Comparative Religion in Eurépean
universities. In terms of cultural or intellectual history, some of
the more 'theological' or 'philosophical' parts of the ggveda‘were taken
out of context to support the pantheistic tendencies of post-Enlighten-
ment German philosophy. Finally in accordance with the growth of
Romanticism, some individuals were impressed by the beauty of the language
and treated the ggveda as a collection of poetry expressing the wonders
of nature in mythological language. Thus the dangers inherent in

studying the Rgveda extend from being slowly devoured through detailed

2Renou, Lg§_ggftres de la philologie véﬁique (Paris, 1928),
needs updating and reworking. Gonda, Les Religions de 1'Inde (Paris,
1962) I, 10ff. presents a thumbnail sketch extending past 1930.
Gonda, 0ld Indian, deals with the history as far as linguistics is
concerned. Renou, Destiny, presents the history within the Indian
Tradition.
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over-specialized labours to being swept into the vortex of imprecisely
defined comparative studies. The problem facing the exegete is the
proper utilization of a methodological framework that enables a
steering between Scylla and Charybdis.

One further indicator that suggests caution in interpreting
the data is provided by Gonda. He is very aware that Vedic Sanskrit
does not absolutely distinguish between the personal and the impersonal
connotations of words. This becomes crucial because in attempting
to exegete the religious documents of another culture, one must be
aware of the underlying nuances and connotations of various key terms

. / .

(here, most certainly vrtra). Gonda has consistently noted cases
where a definite power is sometimes conceived as an impersonal potency
and sometimes as a divine person.

The ancient Indian power-substances or

Daseinmiachte were no 'ideas' or 'concepts'

in the modern sense of these terms. They

were often regarded as represented by

objects or persons, or rather: the relative

terms do not only signify more or less

definite powers, but also the persons or

objects endowed with it. That the same

term describes both an object, person, or

phenomenon and the quality possessed by

it or attending it, is far from being

rare.

" % / .
Such is the case with vrtra: there are instances where 'power of

. g o
obstruction' lie uppermost, places where ahi (the demon Vrtra who

43J. Gonda, Four Studies in the Language of the Veda ('S-

Gravenhage, 1959), 140. He employs the term '"daseinmachte" borrowed

from H. von Glasenapp, Entwicklungsstufen des indischen Denkens
(Halle, 1940), 9ff.
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obstructs the waters) is meant, and places where it is virtually
impossible to separate the abstract or personal connotations. Further-
more, since the thought-world of Vedic man does not readily separate
these two categories (as Gonda has noted), any separation for inter-
pretative purposes is more of a hindrance than a help to a clear under-
standing of what is being expressed. Both aspects may be simultaneous-
ly present. Thus, the hermeneutical task is to balance precariously
these considerations in order to exegete the verses.

Before outlining my own procedure, some comments on the proced-
ures utilized by others is necessary in order to make my own position
clear. 1 intend to outline the presuppositions of Hillebrandt and
Luders because there is much to be learned from an analysis of their
approaches, even though severe criticisms of their resulting work can
be made. Further, I intend to examine the presuppositions of Kuiper
because it is to him that I owe the greatest debt in terms of the
interpretations of the conflict, even though I am frequently critical
of his tendency to over-extend his approach. Thus I must examine both
my agreements and disagreements with his procedures. My debt to Renou,
as was noted earlier, stems from his determination to stay within the
confines of the Rgveda rather than bring in the later tradition, a
position Kuiper is uncomfortable with.

Hillebrandt wishes to focus on the Vedic texts, using philological

exegesis to make the texts intelligible because others have been too
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greatly influenced by the Indian commentaries.44 This orientation is
also favoured by Renou. However, Hillebrandt also advocates the usage
of the analogies and warnings supplied by ethnographic studies, which
Renou (as will be developed below) sees as both misleading and irrelevant.
Hillebrandt attempts to separate out the various strands in order to
inquire after the oldest characteristics of the various gods.45 He
regards the ggveda as a stage in the ongoing stream of mythological
development, which is undoubtedly the case. However, because he con-
siders the ritual texts to reflect the cultus at the time of the collect-
ion (which is correct in itself) he believes that these ritual texts
contain the purest mythological tradition.46 His attémpts to trace
the historical development of Vedic mythology depend on a naturalistic
interpretation (development of an original winter-myth due to migration
from north to south) and also on the conviction that Vedic mythology

is more of a throwing together of diverse elements than a conscious

44It should be remembered that both Hillebrandt and Oldenberg

are attacking the position held by Geldner and Pischel who see a

strong connection between Vedic civilization and the epic and classical
periods. They, in their turn, were attacking the usage of comparative
studies by earlier scholars. See, for a brief summary, Gonda, Les
Religions de 1'Inde, I, 9-15. o

45The problem of isolating the "oldest'" depends for its resolution
on Hillebrandt's usage of an antiquated naturalism.

6
Renou argues cogently against this position (see below).
Kuiper, in contradistinction to Renou, depends on the ritual texts.
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systematization.47

deers considers the search for origins to be futile simply
because such a procedure indicates that one is asking the wrong question
of the text. Thus naturalistic interpretations of ggvedic religion
and the assumption of "primitive" religion in the Veda are also in-
correct. One should rather ask what these gods mean for Vedic man.
Lnders' work on the V¥tra—conflict is difficult to interpret because
the book, Varu?a, was put together posthumously and consists of only
partially-complete notes in a state of revision. For example, Kuiper
considers that Lgders was on the verge of completely revising his view
on the Vala myth (with consequent re-evaluation of some aspects of the
V¥tra myth).48 In his writing, Lgders observes that Indra is not the
rain-god in the ggveda nor is his weapon (thelzéigg) the lightning-
bolt. He considers the conflict to be a Vedic myth of creation whereby
the heavens and earth are ordered and fire, the sun, and gééé appear.

While agreeing that questions of meaning must be uppermost in any

coherent exegesis of the Rgvedic text I remain unconvinced49 that a

7A more balanced view is necessary. While diverse elements are
incorporated into the Rgveda, the final redaction may have been around
a conscious systematization (Kuiper's New Year hypothesis is one
possibility). While Hillebrandt is probably reacting against
Bergaigne's over-simplification, Renou comments that "...it is
impossible to establish a history of the gods from this material,
obscured as it is by the constant repetition of the same phrases in
different contexts. We are really dealing not so much with individual

gods as with mythological contexts....'" Renou, (RAI, 12). See also
the discussion of Renou below.
48

F.B.J. Kuiper, '"The Heavenly Bucket" India Maior (Leiden,
1972), 144f, (hereafter cited Kuiper, "Heavenly Bucket').
49See Chapter Four for a more detailed examination of the theme
of creation in relation to the Indra-Vrtra conflict.
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well-developed creation myth utilizing the Indra-Vrtra (vrtra) conflict
is present in the earlier strata of the Rgveda. A reconsideration of
the purposes for the final redaction of the Rgveda combined with the

hypothesis that soma is Amanita muscaria necessitates a re-evaluation

"
of many texts cited by Luders to support his view.

While Kuiper acknowledges the essential correctness of Laders'
position, i.e., the Vftra conflict is a Vedic myth of creation, he
develops the assumption by moving away from the textual occurrences
of the conflict by attempting to place the conflict in a social
setting. This hypothesis is the most stimulating contribution made
by Kuiper to the interpretation-history of the Vedic §onflict. For
him, the recital at the New Year's festival follows the typological
pattern of the Babylonian akitu festival.50 However, this may be
an over-simplification of the problem. F.M. Cross51 in a recent work

on Israelite religion has pointed out the barrenness of either a

strict myth and ritual approach or a strict history of redemption

5OWhile Kuiper nowhere (to my knowledge) acknowledge his indebt-

edness to Ancient Near Eastern studies, his dependence on the myth
and ritual pattern adopted by some scholars is incontrovertible. For
a discussion of the material see, for example, H.F. Hahn The 01d
Testament in Modern Research (Philadelphia, 1966), 78-82, 116f. The
myth and ritual pattern as expounded by, among others, S.H. Hooke,
was specifically applied to the Hebrew king through an analysis of
psalms by, among others, S. Mowinckel and A.R. Johnson. I intend to
discuss the utilization of studies on the Pslams for methodological
insights in dealing with Rgvedic material below.

3

JlF.M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge, 1973),
especially 79-90 for a discussion of the two schools.
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approach (i.e., concentration on either the ideology of the royal
cultus in the era of the monarchy or in the earlier cultus of the
league for understanding Hebrew religion). These approaches are not
mutually exclusive. The result of this line of reasoning is the
reconsideration of the typology of the divine warrior, which becomes
apposite in the analysis of Indra's role and significance in Vedic
religion. (One must keep in mind, though, that Cross is speaking to
a very specific situation.) Cross concludes that:

the god as "divine warrior'" belongs to two types
stemming from parallel but distinct Sitze im
Leben. One finds its place in the great cos-
mogonic myth in which the storm god, overcoming
the powers of chaos..., usually in individual
combat, establishes kingship and with it the
ocrder of heaven and earth. The other type

has its setting in the patriarchal society,

as "god of the father'", or especially as god

of a league. Here the fundamental institution
is "holy warfare", in defense of a clan or
league, or in the semi-nomadic peoples who,

to survive or flourish, must enter and secure
new domeins in wars led by their tutelary
deity. To be sure, these two types do not
remain in ideal form, clean and distinct, but
tend to become mixed. The war god who estab-
lishes the order of the cosmos also establishes
the political-historical order thereby. Kingship
in heaven and earth belongs to the "orders of
creation". In the same way, historical wars

of a league may be given cosmic-universal sig-
nificance, and the god of the league given the
attributes of the storm god, at least in his
attack on the enemy.

52ibid., 58-59. Cross also points out another typology which
could be useful in discussing Indra's battles. He draws a distinction
between cosmogonic myths and myths of theogony (the distinction
between creation myths wedded to the theology of the divine king and
battles to establish headship in the family of the gods). See
4OfE.
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The Rgveda appears to reflect, as Chapter Four demonstrates, the trans-
ition between two orientations to Indra as Divine Warrior which suggest
similarities with Cross' distinctions in his work on the Divine
Warrior in the Ancient Near East. Therefore, the utmost caution
is required in the hermeneutical task.53 Kuiper's analysis suffers
from being too one-sided, rather than from incorrect assumptions.

After having postulated a possible Sitz im Leben where the

§ s . 7 " s .

cultic ingestion of soma is of utmost importance and after having sug-
. " T / :

gested several times the importance of the recognition that soma is a
hallucinogen, it is now apposite to enter into a more detailed discussion

, .
of soma. I intend to examine the objections brought by Brough and
Kuiper against Wasson's hypothesis. While these well pondered
objections raise several relevant questions, it is my contention that
these objections are not damaging to Wasson's identification. Theh"

some observationes eon the particular nature of Amanita muscaria as a

hallucinogen will be outlined. It is only after such an analysis
that my suggestion that soma is the hermeneutical key for understanding

some hymns of the Rgveda can be fully appreciated.

For the last several years a raging controversy has surrounded

attempts to discover the actual identity of Soma. These attempts have

generally ranged from intoxicants to hemp to rhubarb.53a These

3The willingness to go beyond the text to an attempted determination
of cultic setting is a major point developed by Kuiper. Renou stead-
fastly refuses to move beyond the text itself. I find myself more in
agreement with Kuiper's procedure than with Renou's reluctance on this
methodological issue.
53a : : 5 :

See the detailed discussion by W.D. O'Flaherty in Wasson,
Soma.
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designations give a differing flavour to hymns such as 10,119
according to which identification of Soma you suscribe to -- Indra
as drunkard, Indra as pothead, Indra as rhubarb freak.

Recently a new solution was postulated by Gordon Wasson,55 who
claimed that Soma was derived from a hallucinogenic mushroom. Wasson
was the first to seriously postulate the sacred mushroom because
he was not encumbered by Western cultural reactions. First, most

Western cultures feel more at home with green plants than with white

fungi. A second factor is also cultural, as the effective part of

54From A.L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India (New York, 1959),

234

"Like wild winds
the draughts have raised me up. Have I been drinking Soma?

"The draughts have borne me up,
as swift steeds a chariot. Have I . . . ?

"Frenzy has come upon me,
as a cow to her dear calf. Have I . . . ?

"As a carpenter bends the seat of a chariot
I bend this frenzy round my heart. Have I . . . ?

"Not even as a mote in my eye
do the five tribes count with me. Have I . . . ?

"The heavens above
do not equal one half of me. Have I . . . ?

"In my glory I have passed beyond the sky
and the great earth. Have I . . . ?

"I will pick up the earth,
and put it here or put it there. Have I . . . ?

55 PP ; .
Wasson, Soma. For a judicious summary of reactions occasioned
by the book see H. Smith, "Wasson's Soma", Journal of the American
Academy of Religion XL (1972), 480-499.




32
the crushed plant -- the juice -- can be taken after being filtered
by the human body, i.e., drunk mixed with urine.56 Siberian shamans
actually do this and there are some possible references to that in
the gggggg.57 The two reactions, depending on our own emotional
responses, are cultural in nature. These should and must be over-
come in trying to ascertain §éé3's identity.

The argument against the identification of Eééi as a hallucinogen
put forward by Brough, although stated in language that sometimes
borders on the polemical, was, at first reading, convincing. This
argument is two-pronged, both parts of which require a fundamental

decision on the nature of the Rgveda. First, Brough, who is oppcsed

56See D. Ingalls, "Remarks on Mr. Wasson's Soma", JAOS, 91 (1971)
188-191. He calls into question the 'third-filter' theory on the grounds
that there is no hard evidence of ritual urination by the priests. This
is so, but there is definitely a homology being set up between Indra
drinking Soma and then releasing it and the ingestors of Scma. The
point to be raised is whether or not, given the nature of the texts,
explicit references to ritual urination by the priests have to be
present. J. Brough, "Soma and Amanita muscaria", Bulletin cf the
School of Oriental and African Studies, XXXIV (1971), 331-362, also
comments on the ''three filters'. He contends that in the two
passages used by Wasson (9.63.7; 9.70.10) to support the theory the
Sanskrit will not allow such an interpretation (p. 357f.). Both of
his arguments, however, depend on one's initial orientation to the
problem of Soma. What Brough demonstrates is that these two references
are neutral in the decision-making process.

57Brough (p. 338f.) takes 7.26.1 ("Soma unpressed has never
intoxicated Indra, nor the pressed juices unaccompanied by sacred
hymns") as being decisive in any comparison with Siberian ingestion.
However, he does not consider the relative date of the reference which
could demonstrate priestly attempts to control the taking of soma
by appropriating in and overseeing its ingestion through ritual means.
The second half of the reference could either refer to the same
thing or could connect the chanting as a guiding control in the
ingestion of a hallucinogen. Thus, this verse is by no means as
decisive as Brough contends.
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to Wasson's sclution, contends that extraneous material cannot be
: . . : / 58

used in any way to help determine the identity of soma. Such a
procedure would be termed inadequate in, for example, serious
Biblical criticism because no event, religious or otherwise, occurs
in a cultural vacuum.58a The second argument is Brough's contention
that soma is used to incite and uphold the warrior in battle, and is
thus a stimulant. There are two ways of answering this objection.
The first is to state, as Wasson, ''that Brough does not know an

. : 3 <
hallucinogen when he describes one." J The second deals with the
nature of the text itself and the hermeneutical presuppositions

. . 60 ' :
one brings to it. Brough appears to interpret the hymns as
reflecting tribal (i.e., historical) battles in most cases. Smith

comments that Wasson '"could appropriately have gone on to ask if the

58ibid., 332f.

5saThe available date, on early Vedic culture is nowhere
near as abundant as comparable Biblical data. There is enough to
give validity to the point made.

59

Smith, ibid., 492, quoting Wasson's rejoinder to Brough.

60In addition to what immediately follows, Brough states two
other presuppositions on the nature of the text. First, he contends
that a direct continuation between the Rgveda and later texts is likely.
He comments that "these later texts nevertheless continue a direct
tradition from the Rgveda which can be seen to reflect an earlier
stage in the development of the ritual, doubtless of a less rigidly
formalized and probably less elaborate nature." (p. 331). This view
is counter to Renou's whose view on the nature of the relationship
between the Rgveda and later texts will be developed below. In a
discussion on the name of the plant Brough considers the Veda to be
a secret written text guarded by priests (p. 336). This runs counter
to the long oral transmission lying behind the text and is correct
only in terms of the final form of the text. See on this A.B. Lord,
The Singer of Tales, especially 280 n 9.
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battles the poets had in mind were not primarily cosmic -- against
the ever—threatening forces of chaos and evil....Against mythic forces
stimulants would have limited utility, whereas the metaphysical
triumph of righteousness is a common psychedelic assurance."61
While I am not thoroughly convinced of the applicability of the
language Smith uses to describe the experience, on point can be made
Xigjéjgig the present thesis. One of the meanings of Vftrahé%
is "he who overcomes resistance'". This meaning can be used in the
attempt to communicate the visioning experience contained in the
ggvedic material which seems analogous to the 'common psychedelic
assurance'.

Kuiper,62 who remains non-committal on the problem of identifying

§éé§, also has stated his views on the nature of the text. He places
too great a reliance on the BrEhmagas and the §§E£i literature as

aids in interpreting the Rgveda.63 This stance agrees with his

61Smith, ibid., 492 n 8. I do not intend to enter into a complete

and detailed discussion of either the pharmacology of Amanita
muscaria or the physiological implications of ingestion. See below,
p. 35f. for some general comments.

2Kuiper, in a review of Wasson's Soma, IIJ, XII (1970),
279-285.

63As does Brough, see above. See Wasson's rejoinder to Kuiper,
"Soma: Comments Inspired by Professor Kuiper's Review'", I1J, XII
(1970), 286-298. He quotes (p. 296) Rgveda 10.85.3: '"One thinks
one drinks Soma because a plant is crushed. The Soma that the
Brahmans know -- that no one drinks." This verse is used to deny
most interpretative data from later texts as being significant
for the Rgvedic problems of identifying soma.
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understanding of the ggveda as part of a New Year ceremony, which he
feels implies an organized priesthood in a monarchical society.
However, his comments on mythic versus botanical interpretations of
some phrases are very insightful64 and remind one of the necessity
to cognize one's own presuppositions on the nature of the material and
to utilize caution in exegeting ggvedic phrases.65 Of particular
interest are the differing interpretations of 9.71.2: "Aggressive
as a killer of peoples he advances, bellowing with power. He sloughs
off the Asurian colour that is his. He abandons his envelope, goes
to the rendez-vous with the Father. With what floats he makes continually
his vesture-of-grand-occasion." (Kuiper's rendering,4280f.) Wasson
(p. 40) considers this to be a botanical description of the plant
bursting through the ground and takes Xéigg as denoting colour. Kuiper
considers the word to denote "party'" although he does note the "group-
character" might be more appropriate (p. 282n2). While Smith (p. 495)

; ; ; - : 65a
tries to mediate the two views, I do not think he is successful.

64Kuiper, ibid., 281ff.

65Of a similar nature are Brough's remarks on "udder". '"When
the soma-juice is pressed out of the plant, the verb 'to milk' is a
natural metaphor, whence 'udder' follows quite naturally. There is no
need to invoke the shape of a mushroom to explain such metaphorical
usage". (p. 356). See below, Chapter 4, where a discussion of
"udder" takes on a somewhat different interpretation. Brough agrees
with Kuiper on the complexity of separating out references and comments
that "often, details of the ritual acts, the divine Soma, and the
physically present soma-juice so interact in the minds of the priests
that an attempt to analyse these aspects could only distort the
hieratic purport of the poets." (p. 335f.)
68 Sanskrlt of 9 71 2 ,
pra kristlheva susa eti rdruvad asuryam varnam ni rlpite asya tam /
Jahatl vavrim pitur eti nlskrtam upaprutam krnute nirnljam tana //
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Kuiper's suggestions are more intelligible in this context. However,
a third interpretation is quite possible. V¥tra is once called an
envelope66 and an intelligible interpretation of the verse can be
made by deciding that §gé§_bursts through the resistance that is
Vftra, thus sloughing off his asuric character.67

Since the ingestion of Eééi is so important to an understanding
of the ggvedic orientation to what is '"real"; some comments on the

pharmacology of Amanita muscaria are necessary. The chief chemical

contained in the mushroom is muscimol and not muscarine.68 The

former chemical "...makes a toxic psychosis with confusions, dysarthria,
disturbance of visual perception, illusions of colour vision, myoclonia,
discorientation in situation and time, weariness, fatigue and sleep.
Concentration tests show an improved performance with smaller doses

(5 mg), but diminished performances and learning with an increased
number of errors with higher doses (10-15 mg)."69 Furthermore, the

chemical effects of the drug do cause visioning-experiences.

66Rgveda 5.32.8
_ 67This interpretation is strengthened by the waters being called
dasapatni while under the control of Vrtra. See below, Chapter 4,
p. 166f. '

8This was only realized by John Brough when it was too late to
change some of the remarks in his review.

69P.G. Waser, "The Pharmacology of Amanita Muscaria" in D.H.
Efron (ed.) Ethnopharmacologic Search for Psychoactive Drugs (Washington,
1967), 435. Waser continues by noting that "...with the very low con-
centration of muscarine in the orally ingested mushroom, it is impossible
that this alkaloid produces the psychomimetic symptoms observed in
amanita intoxication.", 436.
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Although intense hallucinations as with

LSD were missing with doses of 10-15 mg,

there resulted considerable disturbance

of psychic functions, such as orientation

in situation and time, visual perception,

process of thinking, speech and some

new psychic phenomena of illusions and

perseveration of optical pictures

(echo pictures).
This data leads to a discussion of the effects of the chemical on the
individual as he attempts to communicate his experience. There appears

: ; ; 1 ; e
to be three stages of 1ntox1cat10n.7 In the first stage the individual
is pleasantly excited with a feeling of both increasing agility an:
strength. There is also spontaneous singing and dancing. The sec«:d
stage includes the hearing of strange noises bidding incongruous actions
2 - 2 G ; .

and macropsia (at a mlnlmum),7 although the individual is still aware
of his surroundings.

The descriptions of the third stage, which are scattered through-
out Wasson's book, are recorded from a different perspective than are
those of the first two stages. The third stage is documented by the
reports of those who underwent the experience and are therefore of a
subjective nature. Unconscious activity and then deep sleep are

phenomena observable by the onlooker. 1In the third stage the individual

at first is unconscious of his surroundings but active (he stumbles,

"Osbia.

71The following is extracted from several of the documents collect-
ed by Wasson and do not differ fundamentally from his remarks in "Fly

Agaric and Man" in Efron, ibid., 405-414, especially 412.

2, .
See Waser's descriptions above.
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raves, breaks objects). The agaric spirits73 take him through various
worlds and show him strange sights and peoples. These spirits, by
telling the shaman what he wants to know, lead the seeker to the
successful completion of the quest for a vision. Then follows a
heavy slumber during which it is impossible to rouse the sleeper.

The sleep provides the greatest enjoyment because of the '"fantastic,
beautiful, sensuous dreams'". It is here that one sees visions under
the guidance of the chanting companions. There is a great deal of
suggestibility transferred from the companions to the ingestor of the
mushrooms.

One method of appreciating the possible significance of the Amanita
muscaria for Vedic man could be the examination of contemporary
cultures that utilize hallucinogenic drugs for religious purposes.
There are two points to be remembered though. The first is that
Wasson and his sources are observing the fly-agaric cult only in its
dying phase.75 This cultic situation cannot readily account for the
cultic references in the ggveda. The second is to remember that ''the

soporific and kinetic effects of the fly amanita are utterly unlike

3It is by eating the mushrooms that an individual creates
helpers for himself. These spirits are man-like creatures (equal
to the number of ingested mushrooms) who act as 'singing-leaders'
for the prophesying shaman and tell him what he wants to know. See
Wasson, Scma, 280ff. The reference is to the Yurak Samoyed culture.

4Kuiper recognizes the viability of such a procedure. While
examining Usas he comments that "although this interpretation, based
upon the evidence of the Vedic and Avestan texts, has to be judged
on its own merits, a comparison with an archaic culture of our day
may lend some support to it." F.B.J. Kuiper, "The Bliss of ASa",
I1J 8 (1964), 252.

75Wasson, ibid., 208.
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anything produced by the mushrooms of the genus Psilocyte of Mexico".
Thus one cannot equate accounts from different cultures using different
drugs in attempting to explicate the ggvedic references.

The heuristic usage of Wasson's hypothesis that ggég is

Amanita muscaria does not diminish the number of complex problems

still requiring scholarly attention. For example, some speculation

on the structure of the EéEi cult should be undertaken. A preliminary
structuring based on allusions in the ggvedic texts is outlined in the
conclusion of the thesis but the full detailing of the structure
requires documentation that goes beyond the reasonable limits of this
thesis. Wasson's hypothesis is applied, within the body of the thesis,
specifically to an examination of Indra's combat against ngzé, which
leads to an examination of the meaning and significance of the imagery,

. = I e . / e
using his identification of soma as a means of clarifying.some passages.

Interpretations of the Indra-Vrtra Conflict

Before entering directly into the conclusions some scholars
have reached on the meaning and significance of Indra's central mythic
deed, a short enumeration of some views on Indra himself should be
undertaken.77 It can readily be seen that these depend rather heavily

on conclusions concerning Indra's deed. A textual touchstone for these

76Wasson, op. cit., 413.

77Following the general outlines of Gonda's treatment in Les
Religions de 1'Inde I, 67 ff.
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conclusions would be 2.12. These interpretations fall into three
general categories: a naive naturalism, Indra as a model for the
hero-warrior, the symbolic interpretation of nature based on a naive
naturalism.

The naturalistic interpretations depend heavily on Indra's re-
leasing of water in the Vftra conflict. Thus, Indra is a god of spring-
time sun melting the winter ice.78 Here one must postulate a northern
origin for the ggvedic hymns. Indra is the force of spring, the return
of warmth, the overcomer of cold, death and barrenness. Using compara-
tive Indo-European mythology, Indra may also be interpreted as a thunder-
god,79 much along the same lines as Zeus. With the thunderbolt as his
weapon and the thunder his voice, Indra is the bringer of the raimns.

The verses cited in support of this theory speak about a storm, rather
than a monsoon, indicating the composing of the hymns outside of India.
Focussing on the rain-bringing aspect, Indra may be interpreted as a
god of rain, and by implication fertility.80 This theory combines the
revolving seasons of nature and life of man. Man and woman are part of
the cycle of nature so the rain that Indra brings is also seen as semen

which makes the whole earth (which has homologies with the female cycle)

78Hillebrandt, Vedische Mythologie I, 142-189.

79See the discussion of this position in Renou, Les magfres de
la philologie vedique.

80For Hopkins Indra began as a fertility god, later became a
warrior god, and finally a supreme god. Meyer emphasizes the fertility
aspect interpreting Indra as a phallic god who brings fecundity and
whose action is symbolised as the spring-time sun.
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81
reproduce to its fullest. By referring to some nuances of the later
: 82 ;
tradition Indra was interpreted as the moon. A connection was made
between the waxing and waning of the moon as a reflection of battles
/
against an engulfing adversary and Indra's central deed. Since soma
was identified as the moon in the later tradition, part of the hypothesis
concerns the problem of why the original identification was dropped and
/ -

soma came to designate the moon.

The connection between Indra and conflict leads to several in-
terpretations of Indra as a hero and/or warrior. Indra may be seen

g ’ : 83 :
as a conqueror, a personification of part of the society. This
deals with the problem of the god of the warrior class, assuming that
each class in the society has a particular god. Indra does what the
warrior does; therefore, Indra is the god of the warrior. This
particular stance leads in two directions. The first direction is the
analysis of the warrior aspect of Indra to demonstrate that the actions
of Indra are a divine model on which all sacred acts (and war is a
8 . ; :

sacred act) depend. 4 Another direction is to see Indra as a conqueror

of demons who is modelled on the actions of the human warrior.85 As

81See M. Eliade Patterns in Comparative Religion (Cleveland, 1963),

especially 289-366.
See Gonda, Les Religions de 1l'Inde I, 68 and especially "Soma,

82
Amrta and the Moon'" Change for the weakness of this position.

83See G. Dumézil, The Destiny of the Warrior (Chicago, 1970),
especially xff., (hereafter cited Dﬁagéil, DW).

4For example, Lommel, Der Arische Kriegsgotte.

5 -

For example, Dandekar, "Vrtraha Indra" Annals of the Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute 31 (1950), 1-55. He also lists other views
on Indra. Dandekar ses Indra as originally being a national war-hero.
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the warrior fights battles against enemies, so must the gods fight
battles against their enemies.

The third division is dependent on the interpretation of the
data in terms of nineteenth-century views of religion. For example,
Apte86 considers Indra to be the mid-day sun which is then interpreted
as symbolizing the blazing light of good opposed to the engulfing
darkness of evil (i.e., VFtra). Mythology is thus seen as an articulated
attempt to come to grips with, and explain, the workings of natural
phenomena such as stars, the sun, and the moon.

The interpretations of Indra's conflict with his chief opponent
may be divided into two sections. The first is dependent on a natural-
istic interpretation. The second takes cognizance of the crgation
motif apparent in some of the hymns and concentrates on cosmogonic/
cosmologic aspects.

The naturalistic interpretations of the conflict rely heavily
upon the motif of the releasing of waters. The Indra—VFtra conflict
has been interpreted as an original winter—myth.87 Indra is the spring-
time sun who melts the ice, releasing the waters that can make the cold,
barren earth green again, restoring life to man and his world. A less
tendentious naturalistic explanation (because it is not tied to an

original winter-myth) is the interpretation that the conflict is a

8
6For example, V.M. Apte, in A.D. Pusalker (ed.), The Vedic Age
(London, 1952), 370.

8
7Hillebrandt, Vedische Mythologie I, especially 142-187.




43
metaphor for the releasing of terrestrial streams from the bondage of
snow-covered mountains.88 Focussing on Indra's connection with the
rain, the conflict may be seen as parallel to the releasing of rain.
This view pictures Indra as the thunder-god who pierces the cloud
(Le2as Vftra) with his thunderbolt, thereby releasing fertilizing
rain. An extension of this view to include the symbolic connection
between light and good allows an interpretation that portrays the
conflict as a symbolic depiction of the daily triumph of light over
darkness.go

The cosmological interpretation of the conflict is currently
the most popular. It was first clearly articulated by L;ders.91
The myfh of Indra~V¥tra is symbolic of the creation of order from chaos,
on the lines of the Mesopotamian myth of Tiamat and Marduk. The
creator—-god overcomes the force of chaos, splits it open, and from the
wounds flow life-giving cosmos-ordering waters. Placing great reliance

: : ; 2 2
on this general structure, though not without reservations, Kulper9

attempts to place the story within a cultic setting. For him the ritual

8See note 79 above.

89A.A. Macdonnel, The Vedic Mythology (Varanasi, 1963, rep.),
58ff., (hereafter cited Macdonnel, Vedic Mythology).
"
90Max Muller, Contributions to the Science of Mythology (London,
1897), I, 1l41f.

glLGders, Varuna I, 183-196. Note that he used neither the work
of Lommel nor that of Benveniste and Rencu. Note that this interpret-
ation is accepted by Gonda (for example, J. Gonda, Aspects of Early
Visnuism (Delhi, 1969), 30, (hereafter cited Gonda, Aspects).).

2. .

Kuiper, "Cosmogony and Conception', "Verbal Contest", etc. He
has reservations about the theory of the celestial ocean. He further
considers Vala as the primordial Hill. See "Heavenly Bucket", 144.
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occurs during the New Year festival and the myth symbolizes the sacred
re-creation of the cosmos every year, again along Mesopotamian lines.
Indeed the supporters of the cosmological theory depend heavily on the
presuppositions and conclusions of comparative mythology for their
analyses.

The above interpretations, whatever the level of their validity,
do not take into account the possibility that if EéEi is a hallucinogenic
drug, then the central cultic concerns of the ggveda take on a rather
special orientation. The Indra—VFtra conflict is one theme that
expresses the cultic concerns of the text. From the postulation of the
ingestion of a chemical of a hallucinogenic nature as‘part of the cult
it foliows that the conflict could, in some instances at least, be
attempting to express both the vision brought about by the effects of
such a chemical on the individual and the necessity to keep the chemical
under the careful control of those who would not use it to the disadvantage
of the supplicant and his allies.

One comment that has arisen in the last few years, although the
question has been gradually fading, is the determination whether or
not the effects of psychedelic drugs can be construed as 'religious
experience'. As Smith has pointed out93 the question revolves around

the examiner's own prejudices on the one hand, and, on the other hand,

93H. Smith, "Do Drugs have Religious Import?" The Journal of
Philosophy LXI (1964), 517-530.
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the more central question of the relationship of 'religion' to
'religious experience'. The setting of the ingestion of chemicals
within the context of religious faith provides religious meaning.
This is the situation as portrayed within the Bgvedic hymns. How else
can one interpret 8.48.3:

We have drunk the Soma, we have become

immortal, we have arrived at the light,

we have found the gods. What now can

the enemy do to harm us, and what

malice can mortals entertain...? 2%
I conclude, therefore, that in discussing the taking of gégg, we are
dealiﬁg with a religious ceremony that includes the taking of a hallucin-
ogen in order to appropriate visions. The taker 'sees' (literally) 43
the cosmic battle of gods and demons and upholds the claims of the gods.
This view of géég enables one to come to a clearer understanding of
some of the nuances that the Indra—VFtra conflict is trying to communicate.

Returning to the subject-matter of the ggveda, some preliminary

comments on how the hallucinogenic experience relates to the examination

of Indra as Vrtrahan and the Indra-Vrtra conflict seem apposite. The

. .

96

psychedelic experience contains both psychological and social factors.

94H. Smith, op. cit., 488.

95J. Gonda, The Vision of the Vedic Poets (The Hague, 1963),
passim, (hereafter cited Gonda, Vision).

96See H. Munn, "The Mushrooms of Language" in M. J. Harner (ed.)
Hallucinogens and Shamanism (London, 1973), 86-122.
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The one who overcomes obstacles may be interpreted as the one who
batters his way through egoity to transcend ordinary consciousness in
order to reach a different state of consciousness. Similarly the battle
between Indra and ygglj{ can be seen as an attempt to communicate that
experience in figurative language. 1In terms of social competition A
(which is reflected in the ggveda), one who is not an ally can wreak
havoc and harm if he has ingested géég_in order to gain a religious
vision which can be used contrary to the wishes and desires of another.
It is my contention that both psychological and sociological situations
are present within some hymns of the Bgveda. Further, an examination
of 8.89 (for example) shows a regularization of the Indra—VFtra theme
within a ritualistic priestly setting, It is not my contention that
these frames of reference exhaust the theme of the Indra—VFtra conflict
as presented in the ggveda. However, the identification of §§§i allows

for reflection on the attempt to communicate facets of hallucinogenic

religious experience, The concluding chapter will develop this more

97U. Schneider, Der Somaraub des Manu (Wiesbaden, 1971) presents
a social conflict over Soma based on a detailed analysis of Rgveda 4.26,27,
He set up an opposition between the Adevas and the Aryans: fhe former
are non-sacrificers who are not interested in using sdma but are committed
to preventing the Aryans from gaining access to the locations where soma
grows. He contends that the Aryan's god of war, Indra, would be helpless
without it. However D. M. Knipe, "The Heroic Theft: Myths from Rgveda IV
and the Ancient Near East' History of Religions 6 (1967), 328-360, shows
clearly that such a historicizing reductionism is not possible as a her-
meneutical tool for understanding the Rgvedic citations. However this con-
tribution is significant in two respecfs: 1) the utilization of Wassomn's
identification of_§ég§, and 2) the positing of a conflict critical in
terms of the acquisition of sdma. While there may have been conflicts
with non—users, the Indra-Vrtra typology does not fit well into this par-
ticular hypothesis, as is déveloped in Chapter 4.
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fully.

My own procedure, which is elaborated immediately below, is
greatly indebted to others who have examined texts both methodologically
and exegetically. I have attempted in the body of the thesis to balance
the views of Renou and Kuiper concerning the nature of the text and its
interpretation. By means of utilizing Wasson's identification of gégg
as a hermeneutical key, I have been able to go beyond Renou's refusal
to discuss the sociological context of the hymns, without over-extending
the final redactor's purposes to a general hermeneutical principle, as
does Kuiper, I have accepted Renou's insistence on examining the in-
ternal material in the text before interpreting the data in terms of
utilization in the later ritual. This procedure, carried out in accord-
ance with the general principles of form-criticism as understood by
01d Testament scholars, allows insightful reflection on the meaning and

significance 98 of the Rgvedic material on the Indra-Vrtra conflict. 82

8Meaning and significance are not synonymous terms. '"Meaning is that
which is represented by a text; it is what the author meant by his use of
a particular sign sequence; it is what the signs represent. Significance,
on the other hand, names a relationship between that meaning and a person,
or a conception, or a situation or indeed anything imaginable.'" E. D.
Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, 1967), 8.

99From the comments on the methodology of others, and the myriad of

interpretations of the conflict that have been proffered, it seems clear
to me that no one interpretation will convince everyone. However, the
argument must deal with the proper utilization of data and not with the
conclusions reached by a proper utilization. '"...The practical goal of
every genuine discipline is consensus -- the winning of firmly grounded
agreement that one set of conclusions is more probable than others --

and this is precisely the goal of valid interpretation. It must not be
dismissed as a futile goal simply because the subject matter of interpret-
ation is often ambiguous and its conclusions uncertain. Certainty is not
the same thing as validity, and knowledge of ambiguity is not necessarily
ambiguous knowledge'. ibid., ix.
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/
The Importance of vrtrahan as the Starting Point

The examination of Indra as Vrtrahan constitutes one of the

central foci of this thesis. It is my contention that the Indra-Vftra
conflict can be best understood through a study of this epithet. The
structure of the body of the thesis proceeds from an analysis of the
term vrtrahéé as applied to Indra, through an analysis of the term as
applied to other gods, objects, men, and finally to an analysis of the
Indra—V?tra conflict itself,

The rationale for proceeding in this manner comes from an
analysis of the Avestan material, While Indra is a minor bad demon
(ggégg) in the Avesta, mentioned only twice, the adjective verifragan
(cognate with XFtrahéh) is used to qualify various gods, objects, men.
The Avesta also mentions a god Vars®ravna (m.) who is a Pre-Zarathustrian
deity 'God Victory' which reflects the earlier Proto-Aryan *Vrtraghna --
all cognates of VFtrahan. From this reconstruction 100 it seems that
both the adjective and the traits of this 'God Victory' accrue to Vedic

Indra as Indra has replaced this Proto-Aryan deity.

In the Avestan material varofragan sometimes qualifies Haoma

ys
(=Soma). In the Rgveda vrtrahan sometimes qualifies Soma. Further,
Haoma is a *daiva who is conspicuously not consigned to the ranks of

bad demons, Soma, as has already been mentioned, is frequently drunk

looSee Thieme, "Aryan Gods'"',
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by Indra as an aid to his exploits. Thus one may conclude that §gég
was utilized in cultic practices in the Indo-Iranian period, and main-
tained its cultic significance into the Avestan and Vedic eras. If

Wasson's identification of soma as Amanita muscaria is correct, as I

think it is, then the hallucinogenic effects of ingesting the mushroom
cannot be ignored in attempting to understand Soma as Vftrahan and the
drinking of §éﬁg by Indra in the Rgveda. The ggvedic hymns quite
clearly delineate vision experiences.lOl One set of these experiences
is communicated by reference either to thrahaa or the Indra—VFtra
conflict. The thesis demonstrates that the visioning experience is
being referred to in contexts which utilize VFtrahaﬁ or the conflict
imagery. However, the communication of this experience cannot account
for every occurrence of thraha% or the conflict imagery.

By the time of the later strata of the ggveda the equivalence
of Ahi (the dragon that is the chief evil demon and archenemy of Indra}
and VFtra is well established. However, the Avestan material knows
only the dragon Azi Dahaka, not a personified Vftra (veroalra).
Furthermore, VeraQra}na does not slay a dragon. ('God Victory' and
the dragon-slayer have different functions.) The 'obstacle or re-
sistance' (verofira) is not pictured, then, as a dragon. Kuiper

attempts to argue that the obstacle is a cosmogonic obstacle102

101See Gonda, Vision, passim.

1
02See especially "Cosmogony and Conception'.



50
and that it is inconceivable that this connection is secondary. Returning
to the differentiation between the Avestan deity Varaéraxga and the
adjective vara@ragan one then would have to conclude with Kuiper that the
qualities denoted by this adjective correspond to the expected action of
one who overcomes this cosmogonic obstacle. What I am arguing is that this
interpretation does not account for the attempt to communicate psyched-
elic experience, not that this cosmogonic reference is incorrect.

The legitimation for beginning with an analysis of v?trahaﬁ can
be argued from the standpoint of the examination of textual stratification.
Since the epithet accrues to Indra, beginning with Indra and attempting
a holistic analysis is not sound methodologically because of possible
overemphasis on Indra's special characteristics Also, one
avoids the temptation/necessity to delineate what is specifically
characteristic or not characteristic of Indra. Also, one should not
narrow the study to only those references clearly attributable to
Indra. To go beyond the Indra references allows a more complete analysis
of the possible meanings of VFtrahih. This brings the references to
§éﬁé and the implications of hallucinogenic experience into consideration.
Since there is no Indra—VFtra conflict in the Avestan material (but only
the usage of the cognate of vrtrahé&), it is only after a complete
analysis of the epithet VFtrahéh that an examination of the ggvedic
conflict may yield meanings that do not include the cosmogonic
implications.
The usage of the Avestan material does not mean that this histor-

;
. s 5 ; 5 /
ical reconstruction dealing with the genesis of vrtrahan and the vrtra
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complex is the purpose of this thesis., The thesis is consciously
limited to a study of the ggveda in order to focus upon the various
meanings and significances of thrahéh and the Egggg{complex within
this text. However, the rationale for beginning with an analysis of

s : :
vrtrahan rests on historical grounds.

Methodological Reflections

I have already outlined some analyses of the Indra—VFtra con-
flict as a whole and some attempts to explicate its religious signific-
ance. A somewhat different approach to the data was undertaken by
Benveniste. 103 He attempted an explanation of how the Indra—VFtra
conflict came to have its present form in the ggveda. The conflict
is broken down into three once-separate themes which became conflated
in the Rgveda., Basing his conclusions on a comparative analysis with
Avestan material, Benveniste sees these three as: 1) a motif of the
religious tradition (the exploits of a victorious god), 2) an epic
motif (the battle of heroes against the monster), and 35 a mythic motif
(the liberation of the waters of fertility), Since this reconstruction
is generally accepted, some objections to using this schema must be
raised. I have already noted above that Benveniste could be severely

criticized (as he was by Thieme) for not considering the difference

between an adjective and a god who is a personified abstract (i.e.,

1OBSee Renou and Benveniste VV 177-199. This analysis is
apparently accepted by Gonda. See Epithets, 51né42.
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vorg®ragan and Verdfrayna, 'God Victory'), Once this distinction is

made, it is less clear that the supposed motif of the religious tra-
dition constitutes an essential part of the conflict as detailed in the
gggeda. As for the second motif, while one cannot doubt the existence
of something resembling this epic motif within the ?gveda, there is no
justification for the conclusion that Indra, then, is an example of
euhemerism. In order to utilize this motif one must fully develop the
particular nuances connoted by 'epic' and examine the exact textual
setting which occasions it, which Benveniste did not do. The applic-
ation of this theme to an analysis of the ?gvedic data is of minimal
worth, The mythic motif cannot be separated out from the central deed
of Indra in the Rgveda. This is constantly stressed in the body of
the thesis, especially Chapter Four. Thus Benveniste's observation

is useless in attempting to interpret the Rgvedic data. I conclude that
any discussion which depends on the supposition of conflation of themes
in the Bgveda not only misses the point that the Rgvedic reworking of
material is unique in its own right but also requires considerably more
proof that such is actually the case,

Since there can be no confidence in a literary analysis which
depends on thematic conflation, one is forced to return to interpretations
of the data previously discussed. I propose that it is possible to
utilize the form-critical methodology utilized by 0ld Testament scholars

to overcome the seeming impasse in the literary analysis of the Rgveda

so that exegesis can be placed on a foundation both appropriate in and
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well received by critical scholarship which deals with the academic
study of religion.

There is, because of the limitations of this thesis, no necess-
ity to enter into any argumentation against the naturalistic theories of
religion as they pertain to the interpretation of the l}gveda.lo4 A
criticism of these theories is readily available and the general
criticisms can be easily applied to the specifies of ggvedic exegesis.lo5
The theorists who propose a cosmologic interpretation of the data are
discussed within the body of the thesis. As will be pointed out in
later chapters, there is some difficulty in accepting L:ders' theory
of a celestial ocean. What is more important is the realization that
Kuiper's theory on the New Year festival assumes that there was a
highly structured cultic festival at the time when the earliest hymns
were composed. There is no textual proof for a king-oriented New Year
festival before the time of the final redaction of the ggvedic material.
This is not to say that the ggveda was not put into final form for that
exact purpose. What is being argued by Kuiper, however, is that the

hymns themselves, and more specifically those celebrating the central deed

of Indra were composed with that purpose in mind. It seems to me that Kuiper is

1O4This is not to deny any "naturalism" in the Rgvedic hymns.

I align myself with Renou who notes that the hymns "...are not evidence
of a spontaneous aesthetic response to natural phenomena....In part they
[the doings of the gods] are the transposition of natural phenomena to
the mythical plane. Vedic nature-worship...is undeniable." (RAIL, 9, 14)
105See Eliade, The Quest, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of
Primitive Religion (Oxofrd, 1965), and some articles in Waardenburg,
Classical Approaches to the gstudy of Religion, I (The Hague, 1973).
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taking his methodological starting point from the Scandinavian school

of Biblical criticism. b

I have already discussed some elements of Biblical scholarship
that could enable Vedic scholars to better understand the material they
deal with. The same holds true in my-case as the form-critical method,
particularly as applied to the exegesis of the Psalms, has provided a
methodological framework for handling the textual data. The pioneer
in this method was H. Gunkel, 07 whose work has been utilized by others

in studying the Psalms. 108 He described five main types of psalms, s

106For example, I. Engell, Studies in Divine Kingship in the
Ancient Near East (Uppsala, 1943),

107See particularly H. Gunkel, The Psalms (Philadelphia, 1967)
and H. Gunkel the legends of Genesis (New York, 1969). While some
scholars have suggested some alternative forms, Gunkel's basic structure
still prevails in critical Biblical scholarship.

10886e, for example, O. Eissfeldt, The 0ld Testament: An Introduction

(New York, 1965), K. Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition (New York,
1969) and especially S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship (New
York, 1962).

109See the discussion by A. R. Johnson "The Psalms" in H. H. Rowley
(ed.), The 01d Testament and Modern Study (London, 1951), especially 166ff.
The five main types are: 1) hymn (normal round of worship), 2) communal
laments (occurrence of calamity), 3) royal psalms (deal with a king who
must be regarded as a native Israelite monarch of the pre-exilic period),
4) individual laments (which contain interesting transferences of battle
imagery found in the royal psalms, and 5) individuel songs of thanks-
giving.
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the most important of which, for the purposes of this thesis, is the

"royal psalm '". o His student, S, Mowinckel, was convinced that all

psalms were cultic and, by isolating the Gattung of the psalms of divine

enthronement,

he associated them with the annual cele-
bration of the enthronement of Yahweh

on the occasion of the New Year's festival
and found in the Babylonian akitu cele-
bration the source of their compositon

and content. Thus the association of

the chaos dragon conflict in the primeval
abyss with the coronation of the king
could be explained, Mowinckel contended,
only by a common setting.

The form-critical method qua method devloped from the awareness that
even if one could isolate the oldest traditions from their secondary
accretions, one could not adequately examine the oral transmission
lying behind the textual material. The procedure of the literary his-
torian, after isolation of a genre, is to classify it in terms of

"its formal characteristics, style, mode of composition, terminology,

and rhetorical features', i But one cannot stop here, but must ask

llOThere is no real need to enter into the debate between

Gunkel and Mowinckel on the liberation of some psalms from their
cultic setting into spiritual songs and prayers.

1llJ. Muilenburg, "Introduction" in H, Gunkel, The Psalms (Phil-

adelphia, 1967), viii. Comments on the utilization of this basic schema
by Kuiper and other factors discussed by Cross to gain methodological
balance have already been mentioned above.

112ibid., V.
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questions about the particular aspects of the community in which this
genre served its function.

Both Renou and Kuiper note the significance of the oral compos-
ition of the hymns. Renou considers that

...the cult and its liturgy, its hymnology,
constitute the underlying organism of the
Rgveda so long as this is in process of
composition, so long as it reflects itself
in actual usage and is not simply maintained,
as holy word, for application to other,
intrinsic ends. rc becomes mantra,

but by this change, loses that integrity
which inspired its composition, The notion
of ritual itself has changed; the hymn, no
longer the primary element of the liturgy,
becomes, on the one hand, secondary in an
elaborate sacrificial cult (mantra), but,
on the other, is potentially freed from

the uses of ritual altogether -- and we
witness the birth of the late Veda, of
philosophical, speculative, even historical
"poetry".

Kuiper, as might be expected, deals somewhat differently with the fact
that the hymns reflect an oral composition. He infers that, along with
other "sporting'" contests held in conjunction with the winter solstice,
"...men tried to assist Indra in his fight against Death and Darkness

114

by their ritual'. A verbal contest, which ".,.was also a veneration

/
of the primordial fight with the cosmic forces of resistance (vrtrani)" 23

134414, , 332,

114Kuiper,"Verbal Contest", 221,

14, 25.
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became central in the ritual. Kuiper paints a word-picture of the
occasion:

The patron apparently does not act as a
sabhdyo yuva 116 during the great annual
festival, but, while impersonating Indra
as maghéva by his munificence, he obliges
the poets by his gifts to assist him in
return by defending his party in the word
duels in the sabha. That in such duels,
where the contestants had to rely on the
"mental quickness in their heart" (X.71.8),
elaborate hymns could have been of much
importance for the ultimate decision is
hardly probable. 117 It is possible that,
owing to the specialization which reserved
this task for the priestly poets, these
duels had already assumed the character

of the purely priestly brahmodyas. 118

I think that this description of the social context of composition best
falls into Renou's "mantra-period', when recital rather than composition
becomes more important in the ritual. Lord comments that "it should be
clear...that sacred texts which must be preserved word for word, if there
119

be such, could not be oral in any except the most literal sense'.

In order to exegete the hymns of the Rgveda one must come to grips

116An adult fit to be a member of the assembly.

ll7'I'his comment shows Kuiper's unfamiliarity with the complex
process of oral composition. See A. B. Lord, The Singer of Tales,
especially 65.

118Kuiper, ibid., 280.

119 it ’ : § s
Compare also the distinction in Greece between the aoidoi and

the rhapsodoi. "The former are considered to be the poets proper who them-
selves made an epic song and then, on their travels, recited it to the
accompaniment of the lyre at the courts of the nobility. The rhapsode is
really only the man who recites a song he has learned....'" Jan de Vries,
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend (Oxford, 1963), 172.
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with the phenomenon of oral composition in order to understand the genre
it produces. First, some idea of what an oral composition is should be

ascertained.

Stated briefly, oral epic song is narrative
poetry composed in a manner evolved over
many generations by singers of tales who
did not know how to write; it consists of
the building of metrical lines and half-
lines by means of formulas and formulaic
expressions and of the building of songs

by the use of themes....

Such is the character of the Rgvedic hymns..121 Lord states that while

the story is important to an oral poet, the text becomes important to
those who read and write. "The change has been from stability of essential
story, which is the goal of oral tradition, to stability of text, the

122

exact words of the story." I have attempted to treat, in the body of

120Lord, ibid., 4. One must not assume that the art was "secular".
""The poet was sorcerer and seer before he became "artist". His structures
were not abstract art, or art for its own sake. The roots of oral tra-
ditional narratives are not artistic but religious in the broadest sense."
ibid., 67. Renou is both ambiguous and ambivalent on the relationship
between artist and seer. See Renou EVP I, 26-27 and Gerow's comments
p. 311f.

121See Gonda, 01d Indian, 155f.

122Lord, ibid., 138. Lord writes expertly and convincingly on many

aspects of oral composition including the relationship of grammar to the
oral epic form, the utilization of formulas, the flexibility of thematic
patterns as well as the transition from an oral society to a written
society. The necessity of exact preservation due to "canonization"
would, I think, be the step that most interests us here, not the putting
down of the exact preservation on paper. Also, we are more concerned
with the manner of composition rather than with the specific genre.
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the thesis, the earlier strata of hymns as oral composition reflecting
the period prior to "canonization". The later strata reflect a more
complex situation as the change from oral composition of hymns
to the preservation of the hymns in a fixed corpus seems to be
roughly contemporaneous with the change in orientation from the
utilization of §§ég for gaining a vision to a re-organization of the
cultus around the Agni sacrificial complex. While some hymns, such
as 8.89, appear to suggest such a change, the satisfactory substantiation
of this point for Vedic religion in general lies beyond the scope
of this thesis.

I noted earlier that perhaps the examination of observable
archaic cultures might aid in understanding the ggvedic material.
One major different between some observable non-literate societies
and the world of early Vedic man is that the latter contains references
to priests as the main religious practitioners, whereas the former
recognizes the shaman as the main religious practitioner. The shaman
(not only one who takes hallucinogens) exhibits a change in state of

4 123 , ; ke .
conscliousness in his rellglous experience.

123On this see, among others, John C. Lilly, Programming and

Metaprogramming in the Human Biocomputer (New York, 1972) and T.X.
Barber, LSD, Marihuana, Yoga, and Hypnosis (Chicago, 1970). Both of
these works are highly technical and attempt to avoid the clichés
and exuberances of those in the drug-cult. See also the essays in
C. Tart ed., Altered States of Consciousness (New York, 1972).
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One of the most typical aspects of the
shamanistic experience is the change

into another state of consciousness, often
called a trance, with the shaman feeling
that he is taking a journey....A shaman

on a "trip" or journey typically passes
through situations involving spirits, often
hostile, and often belonging to other
shamans with whom he has to deal in order
to cure an illness orlgz bewitch someone
with his own spirits.

Extreme caution is necessary here, however, because there is no hard
evidence for shamans being present within Aryan society or for shaman-

istic activity being reflected in the Rgveda. If Amanita muscaria was

borrowed from another culture by the migrating Aryan tribes it was
incorporated into an already existent priest-functionary (géi)
structure. The exact role of the priest, though, is not known.

One may conclude only that by the time of the final compilation

of the text there is a hierarchical, regularized priesthood engaged in
minute rationalistic speculation. An examination of the hymns of the
ggveda demonstrates that the majority of hymns must have been composed
in a period of transition between the introduction of the hallucinogenic
mushroom and the full-blown ritualistic speculation of the later Vedic
period. Moreover, these two perspectiyves also become important

in the interpretation of the Indra-Vrtra conflict. An analysis of

124M.J. Harner, Hallucinogens and Shamaniém, xii.
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the relevant texts shows an orientation in the earlier strata. to-
wards the crisis of obtaining géég on the one hand, and, on the
other hand, the crisis of preventing someone inimicable from doing
harm through the ingestion of géﬁg. Combining the assumption of shift-
ing cultic settings with an examination of the contextual occurr-
ences of vftrahéﬁ and the Indra—Vftra conflict enables one to rec—
ognize the accommodation (through actualization) and 'taming' of
the earlier view within the confines of the Agni sacrificial com-
plex. Thus it is only in the later strata that Kuiper's comments
on the meaning and significance of the Indra—Vytra conflict become
apposite. It is not coincidental that the usage of §éé§ is simul-
taneously declining.

The body of the thesis examines the contextual occurrences
of VFtrahéh and the Indra—Vftra conflict in order to demonstrate
the shifting cultic settings. Chapter Two examines references to
Indra as v¥trah5;, establishing the absence of thematic connect-
ions between Indra as v¥trahéﬁ and the mythological narrative of
the Indra—VFtra conflict. Chapter Three examines non-Indra refer-
ences to VFtrahaﬁ, establishing two ritual contexts: 1) the gain-
ing of material prosperity and material benefits brought about by
the v¥trahég, and, 2) the gaining of a vision through ingesting
géég. Some of the references examined in Chapter Two fit this second

context well. Chapter Four examines in detail the Indra-Vrtra
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conflict, establishing through textual analysis the usage of
conflict imagery to express both ritual contexts mentioned above.
In the concluding chapter the question of the decline in the use

£ .
of soma is considered.



CHAPTER TWO

Occurrences of Indra-Vrtrahan in the Rgveda

In the preliminary exposition of the Indra-Vrtra complex under-
taken in this chapter, I have decided to concentrate on Indra as

Vrtrahan. I have done so primarily for two reasons: first, since the

purpose of this thesis is the explication of the Indra-Vrtra conflict,

/
beginning with vrtrahan provides an exemplary starting point, especially

since the epithet is regularly applied to Indra yet the two words

/ / .
vrtrahan and vrtra rarely appear together. Many scholars, as previously
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