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Abstract 

This dissertation undertakes an analysis of the two concluding books of the 
Sanskrit Muhabharata or "Great Epic of India." Although the Muhilbhilrata is 
traditionally understood as a smrti or "remembered" work in contradistinction to 
the Vedic corpus of "heard" (sruti) scripture, I argue in this thesis that we can best 
understand the content and configuration of the Muhabh(lratu' s two final books 
by reading them against a background of Vedic ritual and myth. Adopting this 
hermeneutical approach, I treat the two key narrative issues which we find 
developed at the Mahabharata's conclusion: the manner in which the poem's 
principal characters die (chapters two and three of the thesis), and the account of 
their afterlife fates (chapter four of the thesis). In chapter two I argue that a Vedic 
ritual called the yatsattra helped to shape the substance and sequence of the 
narrative account of the epic heroes' deaths. In chapter three I pursue this issue 
further, arguing that, as elsewhere in the Muhabharata, the yatsuttra in Books 17 
and 18 is tied to the later ritual institution of circumambulatory pilgrimage or 
tlrt/1uyatnl, a rite also figuring in the account of the characters' deaths. In treating 
the second narrative issue in chapter four, I examine the backdrop of Vedic myth 
which underlies the narrative of the entire Mahabharata, and which is restated at 
the conclusion of the poem. As in chapters two and three, I argue that in order to 
understand the Muhabharatu's final scenes, we must appreciate the extent to 
which the poem has been fashioned against the paradigm of the Veda and its ritual 
and mythic world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Muhiibhiiruta or "Great [Epic] of India" might well be the most important 
text in the entire history of South Asia. Were one to challenge such an audacious 
claim, it would likely be in order to cite the Mahiibhiiruta's sister epic, the 
Riimiiyal}a or "Course of Rama," as a work more worthy of such valuation. 
However, few scholars of Indian history and civilization would hasten to 
nominate a third candidate for first rank in tracing the key sources of South Asian 
religion and culture. The Muhiibhiirutu, like the Rlimiiyw:za, represents a veritable 
index to the religious, philosophical, ritual, ethical, mythic, and legal traditions of 
India, and its narrative has been sung, danced, recited, epitomized and enacted in 
every region of India for over 1500 years. I should be pleased to think that this 
dissertation makes even a modest contribution to the extensive scholarship on a 
poem so crucial for our understanding of the religious and cultural life of South 
Asia. 

The Muhiibhlirutu is often thought to be the work of many hands, but 
many centuries ago was consolidated in a comprehensive act of editing which 
produced the form of the text we have today. One of the most important 
touchstones of meaning for those responsible for this redaction was the Veda, 
India's ancient corpus of ritual and myth. l As such, the Muhiibhliruta, although it 
is not a Vedic text, was created and constituted into its present form by those for 
whom the Vedic world was a key frame of reference. This dissertation is 
concerned with the concluding episodes of the Mahiibhiirata, and seeks to 
highlight precisely this Vedic aspect or dimension of the poem. 

Below I will lay out the dissertation's principal concerns in a more 
systematic way. First, however, we will acquaint ourselves with the Mahiibhiirutu 
in general terms, and subsequently introduce an important issue of scholarship on 
the epic. In acquainting ourselves with the text, we will take note of both Western 
academic and traditional Hindu understandings of the origin and character of the 
work, and subsequently review the poem's basic contents. Its name, literally the 
"Great India," is usually rendered the "Great Epic/Narrative oflndia."21t is a 

I The Vedic corpus centers on ritual sacrifice, and consists of the ~gl'eda, Silmal'eda, 
Yajurl'eda and Atharl'l1\'eda; each of these Vedas contains: i) a mantra portion (the hymns and 
liturgy used in the rituals); ii) a brilhmWll1 portion (extensive prose commentary on the mantras, 
often including myths explaining the origins of the rituals); iii) an ilra1Jyaka portion (philosophical 
speculations on the meaning of the rituals) and iv) an upani~ad portion (philosophical speculations 
on the meaning of the rituals as well as more general philosophical issues such as the nature of the 
self and ground of reality). In the case of each of the four Vedas, the mantra and brilhma!1l1 
sections deal directly with ritual. In addition, later texts appended to the Vedic corpus such as the 
sruuta siitras elaborate further upon the mechanics of the sacrifices. When in this dissertation I 
speak of Vedic myth and ritual, I refer particularly to the mantra and brilhma!1l1 portions of the 
Vedas and to their associated extra-canonical ritual literature. 

2 The mythic King Bharata is introduced in the Mahilbhilrata itself as a forefather of the 
poem's characters (1.62-69) (unless stated otherwise, text references are to the Critical Edition of 
the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute; see below). From this name derives the patronymic 
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Sanskrit poem dating back at least to the late 5th century CE,3 and is traditionally 
said to total some 100,000 verses. 4 Western scholarship on the text has 
predominantly asserted a gradual growth model for the poem, hypothesizing 
several centuries of formation through interpolation and expansion. In defining 
the literary genre of the Mahiibhiirata, Western scholars have often conceived of 
the poem as "epic," principally on account of its perceived similarities, in both 
form and content, with the Odyssey and Iliad. 5 Below I will make frequent use of 
the term epic to characterize the poem, and I define the term here loosely as a 
lengthy narrative, the events of which are presented as both mythic and historic, 
and which centers on characters understood to be the distant ancestors of 
humankind. 

As for the Mahiibhiirata's place of origin, it is impossible to identify a 
location any more specific than the Northern half of the Indian subcontinent. 
Although in South India today the poem is as well known and loved as anywhere 
else, and maintains its own unique Mahilbharata traditions, the epic's origins 
were very likely northern, as the story takes place in Aryavarta or North-Central 
India, and makes Indraprastha (the area of modem Delhi) one of its principal 
centers of action. Meanwhile the epic authors' geographical knowledge south of 
the Vindhya mountain range (modem Madhya Pradesh) is thin at best. 

Introducing the Mahiibhiirata from the perspective of the Hindu tradition 
of course yields a different picture: the poem is ascribed to a sage named Vyiisa 
(lit. "arranger;" also known as Veda Vyasa or Kr.'?I,la Dvaipiiyana Vyasa), who is 
said to have collected the Vedas or ancient ritual and philosophical texts which 

Bhiirata or "descendant of Bharata," which came to refer first to the area of North-Central India, 
and today to the entire country. 

3 The earliest evidence for the existence of a form of the Mahilbhilrata comparable in size 
to the form of the text we have today is an inscription of 532-533 CEo King Sarvaniitha of 
Ucchakapla refers in a land grant inscription to the poem as consisting of 100,000 verses. See 
Georg BUhler and Johann Kirste, "Indian Studies - no.II: Contributions to the History of the 
Mahabharata." Sitzungsberichte: Kaiserliche Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Wien. 
Philosophisch- historische Klasse 127, no. 12 (1892): 26. The dating scheme ofE. Washburn 
Hopkins, perhaps the most oft-cited hypothesis on the dating of the text, draws on both evidence 
external to the poem and the internal evidence of the text's meter and formal elements. He sets the 
termillus a quo at 400 BCE and terminus ad quem at 400 CEo See Hopkins, The Great Epic of 
India: Character and Origill of the Mahiibhilrata (C. Scribner's Sons, New York, 1901), 397-398. 

4 This total entails the inclusion of an appendix to the text, the Haril'Umsa; the 
Mahilbhilrata as constituted today in the Critical Edition of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute (see below) totals 73,650 verses without this appendix. Its most common verse form, 
called sloka, is a genre of meter known as anu~!ubh, and consists of 32 syllables broken into 4 x 8 
units or pudus. A single verse thus consists of two lines of 16 syllables each. This metric form is 
also used in the epic Rilmilva~lU, and in the numerous popular works of mythology and lore known 
as Puril~lUs. 

5 See. for example A.B. Keith, A History of Sanskrit Literuture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1928), 13; N.J. Allen, "Arjuna and Odysseus: A Comparative Approach." South Asia Library 
Group Newsletter 40 (1993): 39-42. The Rilmilya!lU has been treated similarly: Robert Antoine, 
"Calliope and the Epic of RiivaJ.la." Jadal'pur Journal of Comparatil'e Literature II (1973): 45-92. 
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represent the ultimate scriptural authority in the Hindu tradition. The events of the 
poem mark the close of the Dl'iiparu Yuga or third great eon of time lasting 
864,000 years, and marks the beginning of our current eon, the Kali Yuga (to last 
432,000 years). 

Traditional Hindu taxonomies of literature, meanwhile, can place the 
Mahiibhiiruta within a variety of overlapping scriptural frameworks or categories. 
In general terms, it shares with many other works the status of smrti or "works 
that are remembered." Such works are highly revered and ascribed to ancient 
sages such as Vyasa and Manu (a figure somewhat analogous to Adam in Judeo­
Christian tradition), but are nonetheless distinguished from sruti or "works that 
are heard," that is, the four Vedas.6 The Vedas enjoy the highest status of any 
literature in brahminical tradition; they are understood to be revealed truth 
received by humankind, but ultimately apauru~e)'a or not originating from 
mortals. However, we will see below that this traditional typology, which 
distinctly sets the Mahiibhiiruta apart from the Veda, must be qualified if we are 
to understand the epic. 

Other genres within which the Mahiibhiiruta may be subsumed are itihiisa, 
puriifla, dharmaSiistru and kiil'ya. The term itihiisa (lit. "just as it was" ) is 
sometimes compounded with puriifla, lit. an "ancient" work of myth, legends, and 
royallineages. 7 A strict distinction between itihiisa and purafla is difficult to draw 
in terms of style or content. The Riimiiyafla is also considered an itihiisa, while 
the term purafla refers more often to a large body of literature than it does to the 
Mahiibhiiruta itself. More distinctly, however, the poem is understood to offer, in 
both its narrative contents and more didactic or theoretical portions, instruction on 
law, righteousness and ethics. As such the Mahiibhiiruta is said to be a 
dharmaS(lstru or treatise on dharma - a key term encompassing the notions of 
justice, order, duty, righteousness, law and even "religion." Finally, the 
Mahabharuta is sometimes considered a kiil'ya or work of ornate court poetry, 
although this characterization is more often applied to the R(lmiiyafla, whose 
author ValrnIki is honored with the title of Adikal'i or "First Poet." 

Before proceeding to the contents and story of the poem, some important 
observations on the present form of the text are necessary. Until the 1960's, three 
published editions of the Mahiiblulrata were predominantly in use: two of these, 
the Calcutta Edition (published from 1834 to 1839 in four volumes), 
and the Kumbakonam, (an edition purporting to represent the Southern Recension 
of the Mahiibhiiruta, published from 1906-1914, and reprinted in 1985 in eight 
volumes) are now seldom used. The third of these older editions of the text is the 
Bombay Edition, published from 1862-1863 in six volumes. This edition takes for 
its material the text arranged in VaraJ:.1asI by a late 17th century commentator 
named NIlakaJ:.1tha Cathurdhara (Chaudhuri), who in his day had created a large 

6 See above, note 1. 
7 1.1.204; 1.102.18; 12.50.34. 
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manuscript edition of his own and provided commentary upon it. 8 The Bombay 
Edition is essentially a full publication of this 17th century form of the text, along 
with the commentary. The Bombay Edition, which followed a traditional Indian 
manuscript or po!hf format for its volumes, was then reprinted in 1929-1936 by 
the Citrashala Press (Pune) in six volumes, in European printing format, also with 
the running commentary of Nilakal).!ha. Both the older Bombay text and the more 
manageable Citrashala are today often referred to as the "Vulgate" or as 
"Nilakal).tha's text." Below we will occasionally consult this edition, and grapple 
with an issue of the Mahiibhiirata's ending taken up by Nilakal).!ha himself in his 
commentary. 

None of these older editions, however, were critical in the strict sense of 
the term, and so from 1933 until 1966 the Mahiibhiirata was published in the 
form of the Critical Edition by the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (BORI) 
in Pune under the general editorship of V.S. Sukthankar. This massive project 
entailed the collection of manuscripts from all over the subcontinent, and is 
perhaps one of the most ambitious undertakings in the history of Indology. The 
Critical Edition offers a basic text abstracted from the many manuscript sources, 
and an exhaustive account of variants from the critically posited reading in an 
apparatus appended on each page. This edition of the Mahiibhiirata is by far the 
most widely consulted today. Unless specified otherwise, all references to the 
Mahiibhiirata in this dissertation are to the BORI text, which I will refer to as the 
Critical Edition. 

The Critical Edition is naturally the shortest edition of the Mahiibhiirata, 
as it seeks to define the root text of the poem shared in all manuscripts. Whatever 
their respective sizes, however, all published editions of the Mahiibhiirat(l 
embrace the traditional organization of the work into 18 par1'Uns or books.9 These 
vary widely in extent, ranging from a mere 106 verses in the case of Book 17, to 
12,890 verses in the case of Book 12.10 The basic narrative of the epic stretching 
across these 18 books can be summarized as follows. 

Book 1, The Adipar1'Un ("First Book"), opens with a considerable amount 
of material concerning the text itself, and in particular provides stories pertaining 
to the actual recitation of the poem. Two distinct narrative frameworks are 
established at the outset, and are preserved consistently across the epic until its 
conclusion in Book 18. Below we will examine these narrative frames more 
closely. The Adipan'an begins by establishing these contexts of recitation and 
provides a good deal of other introductory material, genealogical tales and scene­
setting legends before recounting the birth stories of the poem's principal 

8 This commentary was complete by 1669, when it was copied by Nilaka~!ha's son. 
Christopher Z. Minkowski, "What Makes a Work 'Traditional'? On the Success of Nllaka~!ha' s 
Mahiibhiiruta Commentary," in Boundaries, Dynamics and Construction of Truditions in South 
Asia, ed. Federico Squarcini (Firenze: Firenze University Press. 2005), 242. 

9 This includes the two published editions of the Southern text (Kumbakonam and edition 
of P.P.S. Sastri), despite the fact that Southern manuscripts divide the text into 24 pan'ans. 

10 Any such figures presented in this dissertation refer to the Critical Edition. 
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characters, all of whom are of royal blood: the five Pal).<;iava brothers (in order of 
birth: Yudhi~thira, Bhima, Arjuna, and the twins Nakula and Sahadeva) and their 
cousins, the one hundred Kauravas or Dhartara~tras (of whom the most important 
is the eldest, Duryodhana). The Adiparl'Un relates tales of their youth, establishing 
the mutual animosity between the two sets of cousins, and tells of the marriage of 
the five Pal).<;iava brothers to a common wife DraupadI. The Pal).<;iavas' most 
important ally, Vasudeva Kr~l).a, is also introduced in Book 1. 

The central conflict around which the entire epic turns is set off in Book 2, 
the Sabh{lpan'wl ("Book of the [Dicing] Hall"). The kingdom is divided between 
Yudhi~thira and Duryodhana, each based in their own city-center; hence, when 
the eldest Pal).<;iava Yudhi~thira claims for himself the title of universal sovereign, 
the long-standing acrimony of Duryodhana is provoked. Duryodhana arranges for 
an ostensibly friendly game of dice and invites Yudhi~thira, intending to win over, 
by hook or by crook, all of his cousin's wealth. With the assistance of his wily 
uncle Sakuni, Duryodhana succeeds and utterly impoverishes the Pal).<;iavas. As 
part of the pact made during the dice match, Yudhi~thira, his four brothers and 
their common wife must spend twelve years exiled to the forest wilderness and a 
thirteenth year in disguise among people. 

The twelve years of forest exile are related in Book 3, the Arw}yakaparl'Un 

("Book of the Forest"). Not long after the period of exile begins, Arjuna strikes 
off on his own in search of magical weapons, correctly anticipating that a war will 
be necessary for them to regain the kingdom at the end of their period of exile. 
During his absence the Pal).<;iavas undertake a tfrthay{itr{l or pilgrimage tour to the 
sacred fording-places of North-Central India. After completing their long tour and 
reuniting with Arjuna in the northern mountains, they make their way to the 
kingdom of Virata, where the Pal).<;iavas spend their thirteenth year in disguise. 
The events of this year are recounted in Book 4, the Vir{l!apan'an ("Book of 
Virata"). Having honored the stipulations of the dicing contract, the Pal).<;iavas 
then return from exile to reclaim the kingdom that is rightfully theirs. Book 5, the 
Udyogaparl'an ("Book of the Effort") tells of Duryodhana's obstinate refusal to 
yield even a tiny portion of the kingdom to his cousins, the futile attempts at 
negotiation and diplomacy, and the preparations for war. 

Books 6 to 9 relate the events of the I8-day battle on Kuru Field. Each of 
these four "Battle Books" is named after the acting general of the Kaurava army: 
Bhi~ma (Book 6), Drol).a (Book 7), Kafl).a (Book 8), and Salya (Book 9) each take 
charge of Duryodhana's soldiers in succession, but all are defeated by the 
pal).<;iavas. The most famous portion of the Mah{lbh{lrata (and perhaps the most 
well-known piece of Sanskrit literature of all time), the Bhagal'Ud Gft{l or "Song 
of the Lord," marks the beginning of the great war in Book 6. Arjuna, grieved at 
the prospect of fighting his own family, is counseled by his charioteer Vasudeva 
Kr~l).a to take up arms. In the course of the dialogue, Kr-?l).a reveals his divine 
nature to Arjuna and inspires him to fight. Kr-?l).a then goes on to advise the 
pal).<;iavas throughout the battle, often urging them to resort to trickery and 
questionable military conduct. 
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Through a combination of their own efforts and Kr~J?a' s strategies, the 
PUJ?<;lavas are victorious after 18 days. On the Kaurava side, little is left but a 
defeated and dying Duryodhana, and three characters named Asvatthaman, 
Krtavarman and Kfpa. Book 10, the Sauptikaparl'Un or "Book of the Sleepers" 
recounts a vicious night attack on the sleeping PaJ?<;lava camp conducted by 
Asvatthuman, who seeks revenge for the unjust killing of his father during the 
battle. Absent from the camp during the nocturnal assault, the five PaJ?<;lavas and 
Kr~J?a return to find that their entire army has been slaughtered. Book 11, the 
Strfparl'Ufl ("Book of the Women") then relates the gruesome and pitiful scene of 
the following day, when the grieving warriors' widows search through the 
carnage of the battlefield for the bodies of their husbands, and subsequently 
cremate the deceased. 

The next two books, the Santipan'an or "Book of Peace" (Book 12) and 
Anuslisanaparl'Un or "Book of Instruction" (Book 13) make up a large mass of 
didactic material constituting approximately 25% of the Mahabharata. Wise old 
Bhl~ma, the first of the four generals of the Kaurava army, had been defeated but 
remained alive since the close of Book 6, and has since then been lying on a bed 
of arrows awaiting an auspicious time to die. Once the war is over, he instructs 
Yudhi~thira at great length on the complexities of dharma or righteousness and 
law, expostulating in the Santiparl'Un principally upon the duties of a king, 
apaddharma or ad hoc law for times of crisis, and mok~a or final emancipation. 
The Anusasana extends the instruction into miscellaneous matters, and BhI~ma 
finally gives up the ghost at the conclusion of Book 13. 

Although Yudhi~thira is now the unquestioned and victorious king, he is 
nonetheless so grieved at the destruction of the war that he cannot bring himself to 
take the throne. Book 14, the ASl'Umedhikaparl'Un ("Book of the Horse Sacrifice") 
centers on the elaborate Vedic ritual of the aSl'Umedha or Horse Sacrifice intended 
to atone for the violence of the battle, ease Yudhi~thira's conscience, and establish 
his sovereignty once and for all. 

Book 15, the Asramal'asikapan'an ("Book of the Dwelling in the 
Hermitage"), relates the final days of Dhrtara~tra, the PUJ?<;lavas' old uncle, and 
some of the other characters. Dhrtaru~tra and a small group of followers leave the 
kingdom and retire to a pious life of poverty and contemplation in the forest, but 
eventually die in a conflagration set off by their own ritual fires. Book 16, the 
Mausalaparl'Un or "Book of the Clubs," recounts the last days of the PaJ?<;lavas' 
dear friend Vasudeva Kr~J?a and his two-fold tribe made up of the Vr~J?is and 
Andhakas. Fulfilling two curses that have been laid on their head, the entire clan 
destroys itself in a drunken frenzy with iron clubs. Kr~J?a walks away from the 
melee, lies down under a tree and is fatally shot in the foot by a hunter's arrow. 

The two final pan'ans, 17 (the Mahilprasthilnikapan'an or "Book of the 
Great Departure") and 18 (Sl'UrgarohaIJapan'an or "Book of the Ascension to 
Heaven") are the books with which we are especially concerned in this 
dissertation. They relate the death and afterlife experience of the five PaJ?<;lavas 
and DraupadI. Renouncing the kingdom once and for all, the group of six set off 
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on foot to the northern mountains, intending to walk to heaven. All but 
Yudhi1?thira die along the way, while the latter is taken to paradise in his mortal 
body. There he is enraged to find his enemy Duryodhana enthroned in glory, and 
subsequently witnesses his wife and brothers suffering in hell. After declaring he 
would rather remain in the nether regions with his family than enjoy his well­
earned heavenly position, the horrific hell scene is dissolved and declared by the 
gods to have been illusory. Yudhi1?thira dives into the Gmi.ga river, renounces his 
mortal body, and ascends to heaven where he beholds all the principal characters 
of the epic story in their heavenly stations. The poem then concludes with a block 
of phalusruti material or verses touting the "fruits of hearing" and reciting the 
Muhiibhiiruta. An important appendix to the Mahiibhiirutu, the Hurimmsu or 
"Lineage of the Lord [Kf1?l).a]," then follows. 

The above summary of the Muhiibhiirutu's massive narrative is of course 
nothing more than a bare thread of the plot, and cannot hope to do justice to the 
original. But in one respect especially we must qualify this precis of the poem's 
story: the narrative is not continuous, but is frequently interrupted as material 
subsidiary to the thrust of this basic plot is introduced. Indeed, the reason that the 
Muhiibhiirutu is as massive as it is today is because it contains a large amount of 
material which departs, in varying ways, from the basic story as presented here. 
To be sure, there are cases in which it is arguable whether or not such material 
serves the principal narrative development. However, even the most cursory 
glance at the epic as a whole yields the impression of a narrative which has come 
to serve as a gathering-place for multiple theological and philosophical voices. 

The most obvious example of the suspension of the principal narrative and 
introduction of other genres are Books 12 and 13, which present a wide range of 
teachings on philosophical and legal matters over a span of nearly 20,000 verses. 
Another example is Book 3, which totals over 10,000 verses principally on 
account of the many teachings and stories told to Yudhi1?thira and his family by 
various sages while they are in exile. Similarly, the Muhiibhiirutu's opening book 
of over 7,000 verses does not begin to relate the birth stories of the poem's 
principal characters until after 90 udhyiiyus or chapters of introductory material, 
nearly halfway through the book. Thus to present the Muhiibhiirutu simply as an 
epic story of a war between two sets of cousins would be to grossly oversimplify 
the text, which is heterogeneous in terms of the genres of material included within 
it, as well as in its style, grammar and formal aspects. 

This brings us now to a key issue of scholarship on the text: how should 
we read the Muhiibhiiruta? On the one hand the poem shows clear signs of 
reworking, interpolation, inconsistency in the style of its language, grammar and 
syntax, inconsistency in the distribution of locutions and formulaic phrasing, II and 
contains a good deal of near-verbatim and identical material shared with other 

11 See especially John Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics (Boston: Brill, 1998), 103-116. 
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legal and theistic texts such as the Manusmrti and various Purii~Uls. 12 Even the 
small, self-contained episodes within the text may, upon close examination, 
betray signs of heavy reworking. 13 The Critical Edition itself attests to the process 
whereby the poem attracted interpolations from all over the subcontinent as 
various manuscript traditions preserved the text by recopying generation after 
generation, each apparently motivated by its own theological and philosophical 
concerns. In this sense, one might well treat the poem as a kind of encyclopedia, 
and approach it as one might approach a canon or growing body of scripture, 
whereby an assumption of heterogeneity and multiplicity in its authorship governs 
the inquiry. 

However, the Mahiibh(lrata is also characterized by a strong and coherent 
narrative, consistency in rendering the well-drawn personalities of its main 
characters, much structural symmetry and repetition of motifs across all 18 books; 
the changes of genre and interruptions of the principal narrative are almost always 
furnished with smooth transitions. As we will see in greater detail below, the 
entire epic is overarched by two narrative frames which act as a kind of packaging 
or structuring device that greatly consolidate and pull together the contents of the 
poem. In this sense, one might just as readily wish to treat the poem as a very 
large piece of literature, and approach it as one might approach Ii fa recherche du 
temps perdu or other large works of fiction, whereby an assumption of a 
conscious or deliberate design underlying the entire text, large as it may be, 
governs the inquiry. 

Scholarship on the Mahiibhiiruta has grappled for decades with this 
question of how best to conceive and treat the text. While we cannot hope to 
review the substantial existing research on the Mahiibhilruta in a comprehensive 
way, it is crucial that we take note of two tendencies in the approach to the 
Mahiibhiiruta which correspond roughly to the two models presented above. I will 
characterize these orientations respectively as analytic and synthetic. The former 
of these tends to emphasize the text's individual portions and heterogeneity, 
diversity of style and content and gradual growth by accretion over time, while 
the latter tends to emphasize the text's homogeneity, unifying elements, and 
stresses a holistic treatment of the poem. These working orientations of course are 
not "schools" or formally articulated methodological camps, but have nonetheless 
become more sharply defined in contemporary debate on the epic. 

The analytic approach is exemplified in older scholarship principally by 
Weber, Holtzmann (Sr. and his nephew Holtzmann Jr.), Ludwig, Hopkins, 

12 See especially E. Washburn Hopkins, "On the Professed Quotations from Manu Found 
in the Mahabharata." Journal of the Americall Oriental Society II (1882-1885): 239-275. 

13 For an exemplary study of this kind, see Heinrich Lliders, "Die Sage von ~~yasrilga." 
Nachrichten I'on der Koniglichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen, Philologisch­
historische Klasse (1897): 87- 135, and an important follow-up thereto: Ian Proudfoot, 
"Interpreting Mahabharata Episodes as Sources for The History ofIdeas." Journal of the 
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 60. part I (1979): 41-63. 
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Winternitz, and Oldenberg. 14 The work of these scholars was most often directed 
towards uncovering an Urtext or original narrative, which was understood to have 
become overladen with material usually felt to be of secondary importance. In 
principle, this type of approach stressed a formal analysis of the text (that is, an 
examination of meter, language, syntax, and grammar), which allowed the scholar 
to identify in the Mahabharuta the hands of many writers, editors, interpolators 
and copyists. This type of work made possible inferences about the growth of the 
text and relative antiquity of text portions one to the other. The epic was thus felt 
to be best understood as a long-standing textual tradition attracting material into it 
and inviting various acts of revision, editing, and reworking. Whatever 
motivations lay behind them, these early analytic treatments of the Mahiibhiiruta 
emphasized a sensitivity to the poem's growth over time and attempted to identify 
the important changes it had undergone. 

In the weaker examples of this type of scholarship we occasionally find an 
over-zealousness in the application of the labels "genuine" and "spurious," and a 
tendency to take unsupported liberties in defining between the "real" and 
"corrupted" text. Perhaps the most extreme case of this is the work of Holtzmann 
Sr., which culminated in a none-too-convincing attempt to literally rewrite (that 
is, "reclaim" or reconstitute to its original form) the entire Mahiibharuta story in 
German verse, wherein the good and bad camps were inverted, thereby making 
Duryodhana the hero. IS On the stronger side of earlier analytic scholarship, 
however, is E. Washburn Hopkins' The Great Epic of India, a masterly work 
which most often builds its arguments regarding the growth of the poem on the 
basis of the text's formal aspects, avoiding thereby the danger of identifying 
certain types of material as earlier or later merely on the basis of their content. 
Hopkins' work on meter in the Mahabharuta has become a standard for the field 
seldom surpassed,16 and the book has been continuously reprinted since 1901. 

The analytic approach to the text continues in scholarship today, and we 
might cite in this regard the names of Goldman, Proudfoot, Brockington, Mary 
Carrol Smith, Schreiner, Griinedahl, Malinar, Oberlies and 1.A.B. van Buitenen, 
among others. 17 These scholars of course each pursue their own particular issues, 

14 The most important works of these scholars are, in order of publication: Albrecht 
Friedrich Weber, Indische Skizzen (Berlin: Ferdinand DUmmler, 1857); Adolf Holtzmann (Jr.), 
Uber das Altindische Epos (Durlach: Gymnasium, 1881); Adolf HoItzmann (Jr.), Das 
Mahilblzilrata und seine Theile (4 vols. Kiel: C.F. Haeseler, 1892-95); Alfred Ludwig, "Ober die 
mythische Grundlage des Mahabharata." Sitzungsberichte der Koniglich-Bohmischen Gesellschaft 
der Wissenschaften 9 (1895): 1-26; Hopkins, The Great Epic of India; Moriz Winternitz, 
Gesclzichte der indischen Literatur (vol. I. Leipzig: C. F. Amelangs Verlag, 1908); Adolf 
Holtzmann (Sr.), Indische Sagen: Ubersetzt I'on Adolf Holtzmal111 (Jena: E. Diederichs, 1921); 
Hermann Oldenberg, Das Mahabharata: seine Entstehung, sein Inhalt, seine Form (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoect and Ruprecht, 1922). 

15 Holtzmann (Sr.), Indisclze Sagen, 3-72. 
16 Hopkins, The Great Epic of India, 191-362. 
17 Some key contributions of these scholars to Mahilbhilrata studies are, in order of 

publication: Robert P. Goldman, Gods, Priests and Warriors: The Bhrgus of the Mahilbhilrata 
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but all of them make important contributions to the scholarly tradition of 
Mahilbh(lrata research which seeks to chart the growth of the text and understand 
the processes of interpolation, accretion, and reworking which have helped to 
make the epic what it is today. 

The synthetic approach to the text also traces back to the early days of 
Mahiibhiirata scholarship, in particular to the work of Joseph Dahlmann. 18 

Dahlmann boldly asserted the unitary origin and authorship of the entire poem, 
claiming that the text had been written as a form of instructive storytelling. In so 
doing he accepted, in a very literal way, the aforementioned traditional Hindu 
classification of the poem as dhannasiistra or systematic work of instruction on 
law, ethics and social organization. In asserting the unitary nature and authorship 
of the text, Dahlmann went completely against the grain of the dominant analytic 
scholarship of his generation. Hopkins thus referred to the synthetic approach as 
"the Dahlmannian delirament, " 19 while Macdonnell said of Das Mahiibhlirata als 
Epos und Rechtsbuch that it "is not likely to find any support among scholars. ,,20 

Oldenberg spoke for his generation when he described the unitary approach to the 
Mahllbh{lrata as a "scientific monstrosity" and a waste of time. 21 

Today, however, synthetic readings of the Mahiibhiirata have become 
more popular, rest on firmer footing than the arguments presented by Dahlmann, 
and have greatly broadened the scope of concerns with which scholars may 
approach the text. Three scholars in particular - Georges Dumezil, Madeleine 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1977); Ian Proudfoot, Ahirhsii and a Mahiihiirata Story: 
the development of the story of Tuliidhiira in the Mahiibhiirata in connection with non-l'iolence, 
COlt' protection and sacrifice (Canberra: Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian National University. 
1987); Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics; Mary Carroll Smith, The Warrior Code of India's Sacred 
Song (New York: Garland. 1992). The work of Peter Schreiner, Angelika Malinar, Thomas 
Oberlies and Reinhold Griinedahl are collected in an important work on the Niiriiya1}Zva portion of 
Book 12 of the Mahiibhiirata: Peter Schreiner, ed. Niiriiya1}fya-Studien (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 
Verlag. 1997). J.A.B. van Buitenen, although principally known for his work in translating the 
first five pan'ans or books of the Mahiibhiirata, embraces and advances the gradual-growth model 
in the introductory material of his widely-consulted volumes: J.A.B. van Buitenen, ed., trans., The 
Mahiibhiirata (vols. 1-3. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973- 1978). 

18 Joseph Dahlmann, Das Mahiibhiirata als Epos und Rechtsbuch: Ein Problem aus 
Altilldiells Kultur und Literaturgeschichte (Berlin: Felix L. Dames, 1895); Joseph Dahlmann, 
Genesis des Malziibhiirata (Berlin: Verlag von Felix L. Dames. 1899). A similar position to 
Dahlmann's was taken in 1939 by Vittore Pisani, who also asserted a unitary authorship of the 
entire poem. although later on came to embrace a model of longer chronological development: 
Vittore Pisani, "The Rise of the Mahabharata," in A Volume of Eastern and Indiall Studies 
presented to Professor F. W. Thomas, ed. S.M. Katre and P.K. Gode (Bombay: Karnatak 
Publishing House. 1939). 166- 176. 

19 E. Washburn Hopkins, "The Bharata and the Great Bharata." American Journal of 
Philology 19, no. I (J 898): 4. 

20 Arthur Macdonnell, A History of Sallskrit Literature (3rd Indian ed. Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1972), 288. 

21 Oldenberg, Das Ma/lllbharata, 32. 
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Biardeau and Alf Hiltebeitel - are often cited as the key figures in synthetic 
treatments of the text today. 

In the late 1960's and early 70's Georges Dumezil, inspired in part by the 
work of Stig Wikander,22 argued for a reading of the text governed by the 
structures and themes of Indo-European mythology. 23 Dumezil' s structuralist 
approach introduced to epic scholarship a new frame of reference against which 
the Mahiibhiiruta could be read: as a developed work of mythology, the poem is 
unified by overarching mythic structures common to all Indo-European myth and 
folklore, in particular the tri-partate division of society into the domains of the 
sacerdotaillegislative, militarylkingly, and popular/fertile. 24 Taking such mythic 
structures as a kind of code or logic for unlocking the text, Dumezil departed 
significantly from the analytic trend in epic scholarship and asserted an integrity 
for the text that had hitherto been seldom championed. 

Madeleine Biardeau, perhaps the most outspoken proponent of the 
synthetic approach, inherited much of Dumezil' s structuralist methods and is 
arguably the most widely-read French scholar of the Mahiibh{lruta today.25 
Whereas Dumezil's mythological frame of reference was Indo-European, hers is 
squarely based on the PuriilJas, a large body of Hindu mythological literature. By 
emphasizing, as Dumezil, a logic of mythic structures which are determinative for 
the meaning of the entire text, Biardeau suggests a unitary authorship for the 
poem, which she characterizes as a brahminical reply to the "menace of 
Buddhism. ,,26 

22 Stig Wikander, "Pandavasagen och Mahabharatas mythiska fOrutsattingar." Religion 
oelI Bibel6 (1947): 27-39. 

23 Georges Dumezil, My the et Epopee; L'Ideologie des Trois Fonetions duns les Epopees 
des Peuples Indo-Europeens (3 vols., Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1968-1973). 

24 Dumezil applies the tri-partate structure particularly to the five pa~1avas. See My the et 
Epopee vol. I , 67-86. 

25 Biardeau's most well-known works are a series of five large essays, now published in 
two volumes: Madeleine Biardeau, Etudes de Mythologie Hindoue I: Cosmogonies PUril!liques, 
(Pondichery: Publication de I' Ecole Fran~aise d'Extreme-Orient, 1981); Madeleine Biardeau, 
Etudes de mythologie hindoue II: Bhukti et avutilru, (Pondichery: Publication de I' Ecole Fran~aise 
d'Extreme-Orient, 1990), and a more recent two-volume abridged translation and exegesis of the 
poem: Madeleine Biardeau, Le Muhilbhilrutu: Un reeit fondateur du brahmanisme et son 
interpretution. (2 vols. Paris: Editions du Seuil, 2002). 

26 Biardeau, Le Muhilbhilrutu, vol. I, 139. Biardeau asserts that the poem is "the unique 
work of a poet or of a small team of brahmin poets, attached to one or more allied royal courts, but 
working in strict collaboration. Nonetheless, the hypothesis of the single author remains preferable 
on account of the strength of the conception of the whole [poem] as it is." ("[Le Mahilbhilrtu est] 
une oeuvre unique d'un poete ou d'une petite equipe de poetes brahmanes, attachees a une ou des 
cours royales alMs, mais travaillant en etroite collaboration. L'hypothese de l'auteur unique reste 
preferable toutefois a cause de la puissance me me de la conception de I'ensemble com me tel.") 
(Le MalIilbhilrutu, vol. I, 145-146); Biardeau asserts as the foundation hypothesis of her two 
volume translation and study of the Mahilbhilrutu "a causal relation between the conversion of 
Asoka [to Buddhism] and the composition of the Muhilbhilrutu" (Le Muhilbhilrutu, vol. 2, 749). 
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Finally, the synthetic trend in scholarship on the Mahilbhilrata is best 
represented today by the work of Alf Hiltebeitel. 27 A prolific writer, Hiltebeitel 
pursued Dumezil and Biardeau' s mythic-structuralist reading of the text in his 
popular 1976 publication, The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahilbhilrata, 
particularly emphasizing the motifs of apocalypse and bhakti or theistic devotion 
as the dominant and unifying themes underlying the text. Hiltebeitel has 
continued to question the working assumptions and conclusions of the more 
analytically oriented approaches to the text, and proposes, in the vein of 
Dahlmann and Biardeau, a model of authorship for the poem which challenges the 
long-term gradual growth model for the poem's origins.28 His most recent book 
contribution, Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader's Guide to the Education of 
the Dharma King, has been acknowledged as a major contribution to 
Mahabhilrata scholarship that advances the case for a holistic reading of the text 
as a unified work. 29 

There is no question that both the analytic and synthetic orientations 
towards the text each afford valuable insights into the Mahilbhilrata. Dangerous 
pitfalls can threaten a handling of the poem that is over-zealous in either direction, 

"7 Some of Hiltebeitel's principal contributions are, in order of publication: Alf 
Hiltebeitel, The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahilbhilrata (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1976); Alf Hiltebeitel, "Toward A Coherent Study of Hinduism." Religious Studies Review 9, 
no.3 (July 1983): 206-212. This latter article is a review of 3 works of Madeleine Biardeau 
strongly advocating her comprehensive treatment of Hindu mythology and structuralist approach; 
Alf Hiltebeitel, "Epic Studies: Classical Hinduism in the Mahilbhilrata and Rilmilya1}a." Journal of 
the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 74 (1993-94): 1-62. This latter article is principally a 
review of two books, namely Ruth Katz, Arjuna in the Mahilbhilrata: Where Krishna is, there is 
Victory (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1989) and the first volume of the 
Princeton University Press translation of the Rilmilya1}a: Robert P. Goldman, trans. The Rilmilya~w 
of Villmfki: An Epic of Ancient India (vol. I. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Alf 
Hiltebeitel, Rethinking India's Oral and Classical Epics: Draupadfamong Rajputs, Muslims, and 
Dalits (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Alf Hiltebeitel, "Reconsidering 
Bh!"guization," in Composing a Tradition: Concepts, Techniques and Relationships. Proceedings 
of the First DubrOl'nik International Conference on the Sanskrit Epics and Puril~zas, August 1997, 
ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner (Zagreb: Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 
1999), 155-168. This latter article offers a rejoinder to a long-standing hypothesis on the 
reworking of the Mahilbhilrata by a group of priests known as the Bh!"gus; Alf Hiltebeitel, 
Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader's Guide to the Education of the Dharma King (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 200 I); Alf Hiltebeitel, "Not Without Subtales: Telling Laws and 
Truths in the Sanskrit Epics." Journal of Indian Philosophy 33 (2005): 455-511. 

"3 In Rethinking the Mahabharata, Hiltebeitel hypothesizes that the poem was composed 
by a committee of brahmins, "at most through a couple of generations" (20); Hiltebeitel proposes 
that this commitee of "uiichUl,!tti" ("living by gleaning") authors worked together around the 
period of 150 BCE - 0 CEo and posits a complex and mysterious relationship between them and 
the figure of Vyasa, the Mahilbhilrata's mythic author (Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata. 
18-19 and 32-91). 

29 For book reviews of Rethinking the Mahabharata see Hugh M. Flick Jr., Asian Folklore 
Studies 61, no.2 (2001): 341-342; Mary Brockington, Indo-Iranian Journal 45, no.4 (Winter 
2002): 361-365; Peter Schreiner, The Journal of Religion 83, no.2 (April 2003): 332-334; James 
L. Fitzgerald, Journal of the American Oriental Society 123, no.4 (Oct.-Dec. 2003): 803-818. 
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however. On the one hand, the work of identifying interpolations and accretions 
can, if not governed by disciplined philological method, quickly devolve into an 
arbitrary atomizing of the text and yield a distorted image of the poem as a broken 
and disorganized patchwork. Circularity in argumentation may afflict an analytic 
approach to the text which takes as its criteria the text's content and not its form 
in the process of identifying multiple authorial or editorial layers or strata.30 On 
the other hand, an over-zealous holistic approach that too casually connects any 
two moments or episodes of the enormous poem, no matter how widely separated 
they are in the text, may always be threatened by the possibility of their having 
been authored or incorporated into the poem at different times. If one takes the 
notion of unitary authorship too far, the poem's many inconsistencies in content, 
genre, style and grammar must be explained as the result of conscious literary 
design - an exegetical strategy that can also quickly devolve into the assignation 
of artistic values to elements far better explained by the more parsimonious 
hypothesis of multiple authorship. 

Much moreso today than in Dahlmann's time, then, the contemporary 
scholar of the Mahilbhiirata is confronted with the task of self-consciously 
defining his or her basic working orientation towards the Mahiibhiirata. Indeed, it 
is very difficult to conduct research on the epic today in a meaningful way 
without first defining for oneself some kind of methodological position with 
respect to the analytic and synthetic treatments of the text. This dissertation is by 
no means free of such concerns, and so I have spent some time above establishing 
this important issue of epic scholarship as the background against which the thesis 
has taken shape. Below I articulate, and support as much as possible in the 
accompanying notes, the position I take towards the text vis-a-vis these major 
scholarly trends. To embark upon a full defense and documentation of this 
position would of course entail more than an entire dissertation itself, and so this 
declaration must be of necessity something in the manner of a manifesto. 

I embrace a conception of the Mahiibhiirata as a text heterogeneous in 
content and authorship, but consolidated in a comprehensive act of editing which 
produced a written form of the text by around the 4th or 5th century CE. 31 The 
present-day Critical Edition of the Bhandarkar Institute represents an 
approximation of this early written text.32 This form of the Mahiibhiirata became 

30 Hiltebeitel's review of Ruth Katz's Arjuna in the Mahilbhilrata is helpful on this point 
(Hiltebeitel, "Epic Studies.") as is Proudfoot, "Interpreting Mahabharata Episodes." 

31 See above, note 3 on the dating of the text. 
32 James Fitzgerald refers to this form of the text as the "written archetype," and writes: 

"The effort to establish a critical edition of the Sanskrit text of the Mahilbhilrata ... revealed that a 
single Sanskrit version of the "Mahilbhilrata", fixed in writing, was at the base of the entire 
manuscript tradition of the Sanskrit Mahilbhilrata ... [The Critical Edition's manuscripts] point 
conclusively to a single written "text" of a Mahilbhilrata at some point in the ancestry of these 
manuscripts ... The critical edition of Poona is the closest approximation to the archetype behind 
the manuscript tradition we will ever get ... " In the accompanying notes, Fitzgerald adds: "The 
amount of unity, both petty and general, that exists among the MBh manuscripts ... can be 
explained only on the assumption of a fixed text antecedent to those manuscripts, an archetype. 
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authoritative for later tradition, and as such may be referred to as the "normative 
redaction. ,,33 The fixing of the text at this point was not an act of creation ex 

nihilo, but one of redaction: forms of the text had hitherto existed as floating oral 
compositions/4 and almost certainly in earlier written forms as well. The 
heterogeneity of this normative redaction (which, again, is now available to us 
more or less in the form of the Critical Edition) is borne out in much of the work 
of analytic scholarship on the basic text of the Critical Edition, and allows us to 
infer that the process of growth by interpolation and accretion, which we know 
occurred subsequent to the creation of the normative redaction, likely occurred in 
some degree prior to the creation of this written archetype as well.35 

For the variations which exist can be explained as later, particular innovations resulting from 
various dynamic factors in the tradition, while the unity cannot be explained, generally, as parallel 
independent invention." Fitzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda," 152-153. On the whole I embrace 
Fitzgerald's conception of this earliest inferable form of the text, but prefer Bigger's term 
"normative redaction" (see below) since the term "archetype" may tend to suggest a simple and 
homogenous text in contradistinction to a later complex and developed one, and this is not the case 
with the text of the Critical Edition. 

33 I borrow the phrase "normative redaction" from Andreas Bigger, (Andreas Bigger, 
"The Normative Redaction of the Mahiibhiirata: Possibilities and Limitations of a Working 
Hypothesis," in Stages and Transitions: Temporal and Historical Frameworks in Epic and 
Puru~lic Literature. Proceedings of the Second Dubrol'nik International Conference 011 the 
Sanskrit Epics and Puru~ws, August 1999, ed. Mary Brockington (Zagreb: Croatian Academy of 
Sciences and Arts, 2002), 17-31], who articulates a position similar to that expressed by 
Fitzgerald, but with important qualifications. Bigger characterizes the early written form of the 
text as the "normative redaction," likening it to "a kind of screen-shot," (20) emphasizing thereby 
the fluidity of the text both prior and subsequent to the creation of what Fitzgerald refers to as the 
"written archetype." 

34 That the Muhubhuruta took its rise initially from ancient oral sources is a hypothesis 
that has been pursued almost from the beginnings of European scholarship on the text and is still 
pursued today. The works of Milman Parry and Albert B. Lord have been key sources in such 
research on the Mahubhurata: Milman Parry, "Studies in the Epic Technique of Oral Verse­
Making I: Homer and Homeric Style." Han'ard Studies in Classical Philology 41 (1930): 73-147; 
Milman Parry, "Studies in the Epic Technique of Oral Verse-Making II: The Homeric Language 
as the Language of an Oral Poetry." Han'urd Studies in Classicul Philology 43 (1932): I-50; 
Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1960). For 
more recent scholarship on the oral heritage of the Muhubhiirata and Rumuywya, see John 
Brockington, "The Textualization of the Sanskrit Epics," in Textualization of Oral Epics, cd. Lauri 
Honko (New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 2000), 193-215; John Brockington, "Formulre in the 
Riimiiya'.la - An Index of Orality?" in Composing a Tradition: Concepts, Techniques and 
Relationships. Proceedings of the First Dubrol'flik Illfernational Conference on the Sanskrit Epics 
and Puru"(ws, August 1997, ed. Mary Brockington and Peter Schreiner (Zagreb: Croatian Academy 
of Sciences and Arts, 1999), 121-130; John D. Smith, "Formulaic Language in the Epics of 
India," in The Heroic Process: Proceedings from the International Folk Epic Conference, Dublin, 
September 1985, ed. Bo Almqvist, Seamus 6 Cathain and Pradraig 6 Healai (Dun Laoghaire: 
Glendale Press, 1987), 591-61 I; John D. Smith, "The Singer or the Song? A Reassessment of 
Lord's 'Oral Theory.'" Man, New Series, 12, no.1, (April 1977): 141-153. 

35 Hence Bigger's use of the phrase "screen shot" (see above). Ian Proudfoot frames the 
issue succinctly: "(I]n the light of the persuasive evidence provided by the compilation of the 
Poona Critical Edition which irrefutably demonstrates that a great many accretions both extensive 
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Hence I do not conceive of this early form of the written Muhiibhiiratu -
the written archetype or normative redaction - as the product of unitary 
authorship per se. That is to say, I do not believe that the material constituting the 
written archetype came about as an actual literary creation by design of a single 
writer. 36 But it does seem likely, given the integrated and cohesive nature of the 
Critical Edition text, that the normative redaction was prepared in writing and 
organized in quite a comprehensive act of editing and compilation. Hence, 
whatever the provenance, authorship and age of the materials brought together in 
the course of this editing, the normative redaction presents them in a continuous 
and integrated framework that would appear to make of the Muhiibhiiratu a self­
contained piece of literature. Consequently, the position I take which is definitive 
for the work of this dissertation is to acknowledge and accommodate a degree of 
heterogeneity of the poem's materials, while recognizing the important integrating 
effect of redaction which the written archetype fixed, preserved, and made 
authoritative for later manuscript traditions of the Muhiibhiirata. Once again, it is 
on the basis of the present day Critical Edition of the poem that I and other 
scholars infer the existence and character of such a written archetype or normative 
redaction, and in this dissertation I will build hypotheses about the normative 
redaction based principally upon a close reading of the Bhandarkar Critical 
Edition text. 

Above I have made passing reference to some of the elements which 
bespeak the poem's unity and integrity as a piece of literature: the coherent 
narrative, consistency in the rendering of the story's characters, structural 
symmetry and repetition of motifs across the poem. I would argue that such 
elements provide us with some examples of the normative redactions's 
cohesiveness - a cohesiveness that, as I have just proposed, is likely attributable 
to a process of systematic redaction or editing. But in addition, I would argue that 
the two narrative frames within which the entire Mahiibhiirata story is presented 
also provide us with an indication of the integrating and consolidating effect of 
redaction. These frames are established at the very beginning of the poem, are 
carried through consistently across the entire text, and closed at the epic's 
termination. Moreover, they point to an aspect of the normative redaction which is 
central to this dissertation: the structuring effect of Vedic ritual upon the 
Mahiibhiirata's narrative. 

and minute have been added to branches of the Mahabharata tradition subsequent to the time of 
the archetypal text, it is unreasonable not to accept that there has been accretion anterior to the 
archetypal text." Proudfoot, "Interpreting Mahabharata Episodes," 45-46. 

36 As we noted above, Biardeau states that "the hypothesis of the single author remains 
preferable on account of the strength of the conception of the whole [poem] as it is." (Le 
Mahilbhilruta, vol. 1, 145-146). Here it is clear that Biardeau, while also imagining a committee of 
authors similar to Hiltebeitel, ultimately prefers a hypothesis of unitary authorship which is 
premised upon a perceived all-embracing design behind the poem. Hiltebeitel, however, does not 
go so far as to imagine a single author (see above, note 28). 
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The first of these narrative frames is established as follows: the sage 
Vyasa is the creator of the Mahiibhiirata, and he teaches the poem to his five 
students, one of whom, Vaisarhpayana, recites it on the occasion of a long and 
elaborate ritual sacrifice commissioned by King Janamejaya called a sattra 
("sitting" or "sacrificial session" - we will discuss this Vedic rite in detail below 
in section 2.2.1.). The ritual lasts for several days, and during the pauses between 
the ceremonial activities, Vaisarhpayana relates to the king the great story 
composed by his teacher Vyasa (whose silent presence at the recitation authorizes 
Vaisarhpayana's rendering of the work). King Janamejaya, who is none other than 
the great-grandson of Arjuna, one of the story's most important characters, is 
delighted to hear the many legends of his forefathers. The narration of 
Vaisarhpayana to the attentive and inquisitive King lanamejaya constitutes the 
principal narrative framework of the Mahiibhiirata, and the epic constantly reverts 
from the material of the poem back to the recitation environment as lanamejaya 
asks Vaisarhpayana for more details or interrupts him with exclamations of 
wonder and amazement. 

Also present as a silent witness at King lanamejaya's sacrifice is a bard 
named U grasravas. He listens carefully to Vaisarhpayana' s recitation of the poem, 
and once the sattra sacrifice is brought to a close, wanders off. He soon 
encounters a group of brahmin priests who are also engaged in a sattra sacrifice in 
Naimi~a forest. The priests and their leader Saunaka ask Ugrasravas to recite the 
great poem that is still fresh in his memory, and he obliges them. This constitutes 
the second narrative frame of the Mahilbhiirata, which encompasses and brackets 
the Vaisarhpayana-to-lanamejaya narration. Thus such phrases as "Vaisarhpayana 
said ... ," and all reports on lanamejaya's sattra constitute the repeat recitation of 
Ugrasravas to Saunaka and his fellow sattra priests.3

? All of the many other 
instances in the poem of one-to-one communication, such as the Bhagal'ad Gitii 
(Kr~l).a' s conversation with Arj una in Book 6, which itself is relayed by a 
character named Sarhjaya to the blind King Dhrtara~~ra) or Bhl~ma's long 
discourse to Yudhi~thira in Books 12 and 13, make up subsidiary narrative boxes 
contained within these two frames (see Fig. 1 below). 

The two outermost narrative frames or contexts of recitation, which are 
introduced in the poem's very first verses, and in a sense package and present the 
material of the Mahiibhiirata, are a key aspect of the normative redaction. In fact, 
I would argue that they can be taken as an important clue to reading the 
Mahiibhiirata, since they embrace and structure the entire poem from start to 

37 On the matter of this double frame, Minkowski writes: "[T]he use of a second frame 
story solves the narrative problem of the first. That is, it answers the simple question: who is 
telling the story of Vaisampayana?-with a simple answer: U grasravas. But this seems to be a 
very dangerous solution, since it must necessarily provoke the same question it is designed to 
answer, now compounded with the threat of an infinite regression." Christopher Z. Minkowski, 
"Janamejaya's Sattru and Ritual Structure." fournal a/the Americall Oriental Society 109, no.3 
( 1989), 406. 
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finish. What is of special importance is the fact that both of these narrative frames 
are rooted in the ritual environment of the sattra or "sacrificial session," and are 
thus intimately connected with the Vedic ritual world. This tells us something 
about those who consolidated the Mah5bharata story and integrated it within these 
contexts of recitation: for them, the Vedic world of sacrifice was a dominant 
concern. That these authors and editors were brahmin males is commonly 
assumed and highly likely, although in the discussion below I will focus on the 
text itself and refer to its creators as its "authors and editors," rather than develop 
a hypothesis on the social identities of these writers and redactors. 38 

Perhaps more than any other scholar, Christopher Minkowski has 
investigated this relationship between Vedic ritual and the narrative frames 
making up the Mahiibhiirata's basic structure. In a 1989 article, Minkowski 
focused on the contexts of recitation of the text and the phenomenon of 
"embedding": the boxes-within-boxes pattern that characterizes the epic's 

Ugrasravas to Saunaka (sattru in Naimi~a Forest) 

Vaisarhpayana to Janamejaya (sarpasattra or Snake Sacrifice) 

................ ; ( ........................... : 
Markal)<;leya 
to Yudhi~~hira 

Sarhjaya to 
: : Dhrtara~!ra 

:..' K!~l)a to l 
: Arjuna 

: .................... ; 
.: ~ ... ,. . . ..... . .... .. ..... . ; 

BhI~ma to Yudhi~thira 

:. ................... ••••••• t ...... , ................. . 

Fig.l. Narrative Frames in the Mahubhurata 

etc. 

narrative frames is the literary equivalent of the rites-within-rites that make up 
whole Vedic rituals.39 Minkowski argues that this Russian-doll configuration is 
not haphazard but self-conscious, as the language and phrasing which occurs at 
the transition points between such boxes is consistently formulaic. Hence the 
association of the MaJu7bhilrata's recitation with Vedic sacrificial institutions is 
already made within the text itself; moreover, Minkowski points beyond this level 
to that of the text's narrative structure as well. 

In a companion article to this piece, Minkowski points to even deeper 
links between the Mahilbhiirata and the Vedic traditions of the sattra, particularly 
by means of a complex of snake mythology and motifs which are associated with 

38 For a more developed hypothesis on the social identities of the Mahubhurata's 
creators, see Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata, 19-20. 

39 Minkowski, "Janamejaya's Sattra and Ritual Structure." 
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both the Vedic sattru literature and the text of the Mahiibhiiruta. 40 Minkowski 
shows that Janamejaya's snake sacrifice has its source in older Vedic literature 
and that the link between sattras, snakes, and Mahiibhiiruta can be traced to 
literature which almost certainly preceded that of the extant epic itself. In these 
older accounts we find names of people and places important in the Mahiibhiiruta, 
thus suggesting that those who composed the Mahiibhiiruta's frame story were 
drawing on pre-existing traditions which themselves already associated certain 
names and places of the Mahiibhiirata story with snakes and sattrus. When we 
recall that beyond Janamejaya's sattru is a second re-telling of the tale which 
takes place at yet another sattru in Naimi~a forest (a place associated with Sllttras 
in the older Vedic literature), it should become clear that the Vedic institution of 
the sattru is inextricably tied to the Mahiibhiirata as we have it today. 

I would suggest, then, that the epic has reached its present form in part 
through the activity of authors and editors for whom the Vedic universe - its 
gods, cosmos and rituals - was a key frame of reference and touchstone of 
meaning. And if, as Minkowski demonstrates, these over-arching frames carry so 
much of the Vedic world within them, it would seem advisable that we read the 
Mahiibhiiruta with a sensitivity to the themes, motifs and structures of the Vedic 
world. In the ensuing dissertation I will focus on precisely this Vedic aspect of the 
poem and argue that in order to fully understand the Mahiibhiirata's concluding 
episodes in Books 17 and 18, we must understand these Vedic themes, motifs and 
structures. 

At first glance, such an approach to the text might be discouraged by what 
appears to be a certain discontinuity between the Veda and the Mahiibhiiruta. The 
considerable difference between the language of the Veda and that of Epic 
Sanskrit would seem to bespeak such discontinuity, as is occasionally stressed in 
survey works on Indian literature.4J Moreover we have already noted above that, 
according to traditional Hindu typologies of literature, the Mahiibhiiruta is a work 
of smrti or "remembered" scripture in contradistinction to the sruti - that is, the 
four Vedas. Indeed, simply in terms of their content, this distinction would seem 
justified: the Vedas are a priestly literature, consisting principally of a liturgy for 
sacrificial rituals, accompanied by elaborations upon the procedures involved, the 
mythological origins of the rites, and speculation upon their secret meaning and 
power. The Mahilbhiirata, meanwhile, is very much a k~atriya's or warrior's 
poem, centering on a great battle of eighteen armies and abounding in tales of 
military prowess and valour. Given such discrepancies as these between the Veda 
and the Mahiibhiiruta (and certainly more could be enumerated), one might 

40 Christopher Z. Minkowski, "Snakes, Suttras and the Muhiibhiiratu," in Essuys on the 
Muhiibhiiratu, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. 1. Brill, 1991),384-400. 

41 "In turning from the Vedic to the Sanskrit period, we are confronted with a literature 
which is essentially different from that of the earlier age in matter, spirit and form. Vedic literature 
is essentially religious; Sanskrit literature, abundantly developed in every other direction, is 
profane ... The religion itself which now prevails [in the Epics] is very different from that of the 
Vedic age ... " Macdonnell, A History of Sunskrit Literature, 279. 
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assume that the old Vedic world so concerned with elaborate ritual sacrifices 
would offer little by way of helping us understand the epic war poem. 

Beyond the surface appearances, however, lies a rich complex of ritual, 
philosophical and mythic continuities between the Veda and the Mahiibhiirata. 
Indeed, many scholars to date have investigated the relationship between the 
Mahiibhiirata and the world of the Veda. We have already made reference to the 
work of Christopher Minkowski on the Vedic character of the poem's narrative 
frames; in addition, other scholars have pursued such issues as, among other 
things, the Mahiibhiirata's self-proclaimed status as a "Fifth Veda,,,42 the poem's 
recurring meditations on the analogy between war and ritual sacrifice,43 the 
poem's transposition of Vedic myth into the epic narrative,44 and the links 
between important geographic sites in the Veda and Mahiibhiirata. 45 Throughout 
the course of this dissertation, we will have occasion to revisit some of these 
themes, as well as examine the work of 1.A.B. van Buitenen and several others 
who posit a unique relationship between Vedic ritual and the structure of certain 
narrative sequences in the Mahiibhiirata. Hence, notwithstanding the prima facie 
disparity between the worlds of the Veda and the epic, it has been shown in the 
past that reading the M£lhiibhiirata with a sensitivity to the Veda's ritual and 
mythic themes can yield much to our understanding of the epic poem. Alf 
Hiltebeitel thus does not exaggerate when he declares that "[t]here is no end to the 
maze one could trace between the Veda and the Mahiibhiirata ... ,,46 

The complex relationship between the Veda and the Mahiibhiirata has 
justly become a key theme of contemporary research on the epic. Nonetheless, I 
know of no research to date treating this theme in connection with the poem's 
important concluding episodes. Consequently, two questions presented 
themselves to me which established the parameters for the work of this 
dissertation: Can we understand any text without understanding its conclusion? 
And ifreading the Mahiibhiirata with a sensitivity to Vedic themes and motifs has 
proven fruitful for other portions of the text, might this not also be the case for the 

42 James L. Fitzgerald, "India's Fifth Veda: The Mahiibhiiruta's Presentation ofItself," in 
Essays on the Mahiibhiiruta, ed. Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), ISO-171. The poem's 
self-definitions as "Fifth Veda" occur at I.S7.74 and 12.327.18. 

43 Tamar Reich, "Sacrificial Violence and Textual Battles: Inner Textual Interpretation in 
the Sanskrit Mahiibhiiruta." History of Religions 41, no.2 (200 I): 142-169. 

44 Wikander, "Pandavasagen och Mahabharatas mythiska forutsiittingar;" Georges 
Dumezil, "La transpositions des dieux souverains mineurs en heros dans Ie Mahiibhiiruta." Indo­
Irunian Journal 3, no. I (1959): 1-16; Dumezil. My the et Epopee vol. I; Bruce M. Sullivan, K!fj~lU 
DI'aipiiyana Vyiisa and the Mahiibhiirata: A Nell' Interpretation (New York: E.J. Brill, 1990); 
Gosta Johnson, "Varul)a and Dhrtara~!ra." Indo-Iranian Journal 9, no.4 (1966): 24S-26S. 

4S Alf Hiltebeitel, "Conventions of the Naimi~a Forest." Journal of Indian Philosophy 26 
(1998): 161-171 and Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata, 92-176. 

46 Hiltebeitel. Rethinking the Mahabharata, 131. See also Hiltebeitel's notes on this page 
for further references to works addressing the relationship between the Veda and the 
Mahiihhiirata. See also Nicholas Sutton, Religious Doctrines in the Mahabharata (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 2000), 30-39. 
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conclusion as well? Whatever the Mahiibhiirata may appear to be on the surface 
- a work of snIrti, a grand tale of war and military bravado, or even a scripture of 
bhakti or religious devotion looking forward to later theistic developments in 
Hinduism - it is also a text emerging from a rich culture steeped in Vedic values, 
myth and ritual. I propose here that we cannot fully understand the epic without 
understanding the way that this Vedic culture has helped to shape the poem, and 
that the great epic's concluding episodes in particular should invite this type of 
analysis. 

We may return now to the principal concern of this dissertation: through a 
careful analysis of the epic's two final books, the Mahiiprasthiinikapar\'([n (17) 
and the Smrglirohw}apan'an (18), I hope to illustrate some of the ways the ritual 
and mythological culture of the Veda was carried explicitly and implicitly into the 
Mahiibhiirata's narrative. I will argue that the motifs and ritual structures of the 
Vedic world were an important frame of reference for the authors of the poem's 
conclusion, and that in order to understand why the Mahiibhiirata ends the way it 
does, we must understand this frame of reference. 

This task will begin in chapter 1 with a careful look at the available 
materials for the ending of the Sanskrit Mahiibhlirata and set the ground for the 
principal work of the dissertation in chapters 2-4. The dominant concern of 
chapter 1 is to build arguments championing the integral relationship of Books 17 
and 18 to the rest of the preceding epic. In so doing, I anticipate and reply to 
doubts that these books could be later additions to the text added on with no real 
relation to the preceding mass of material, for if this were indeed the case, the 
claims I present subsequently about the relationship of these books to the rest of 
the poem would be considerably weakened. Hence I will argue in chapter 1 
against those who question the authenticity of these books, and demonstrate that 
the ending of the poem as we find it in the Critical Edition's pan'ans 17 and 18 is 
in fact an integrated part of the greater text, and constituted the normative 
redaction's conclusion. 

The three principal chapters of the thesis which follow ultimately address 
two major issues. In both cases, we will see the structures and mythic themes of 
the Vedic world functioning in different ways. The first issue, dealt with in 
chapters 2 and 3, is the way in which the principal characters die. I will argue in 
chapter 2 that Vedic ritual paradigms, in particular a form of sattra sacrifice 
called the siiras\'([ta yiitsattra ("sacrificial sitting along the SarasvatI river"), 
helped to shape the substance and sequence of the two final books which describe 
the self-imposed death of the PUI)<;lavas and DraupadL Chapter 3 pursues this issue 
further and outlines the way in which this same form of Vedic sattra sacrifice had 
been deployed elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata as a model for representing a 
newer, post-Vedic religious institution. This institution, namely circumambulatory 
pilgrimage or priidak~if}yii tlrthayiitrii, also figures in the poem's ending, and I 
will attempt to show that the family relationship between these two ritual forms as 
we find them in the Mahiibhiirata helps us to understand why the PUI)<;lavas 
perform a circumambulation just prior to their deaths. Thus by looking back to the 

20 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

broader context of the Mahiibhiirata, we will see Vedic ritual again functioning as 
a reference point for the development of themes and motifs occuring in the 
poem's final scenes. 

The second major issue, dealt with in chapter 4, is what happens to the 
heroes after they die. Here we will see how the epic's cast of characters, and 
indeed the entire story of the Mahiibhiirata, is set against a backdrop of Vedic 
myth which is restated definitively at the conclusion of the poem. As in chapters 2 
and 3, understanding what is happening here in the poem's final scenes requires 
that we appreciate the extent to which the Mahiibhiirata in its present form has 
been fashioned against the paradigm of Vedic myth. In treating the 
Mahiiprasthiinika- and Sl'argiirohw;a- parl'Uns in this manner, I hope to support 
and advance our understanding of the Mahiibhiirata as a text shaped by authors 
and editors whose work of writing, consolidating and framing together the story 
of the great Bharata war was guided by the image of the Veda and its ritual and 
mythic world. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.0. Introduction 

This dissertation turns on the twofold claim that the Muhabharutu's concluding 
episodes are of special importance for our understanding of the text, and that in 
order to properly understand this conclusion, we must understand its Vedic 
character. Two matters of business require our immediate attention, however, and 
will be taken up in this chapter in order to establish the grounds for the principal 
arguments offered in chapter 2-4. The first task is to provide a more thorough 
synopsis of the two books in question - the Muhaprusthaniku- and 
S,'urgarohw:zu- pun'uns - in sections 1.1.1. and 1.1.2 (these two books are also 
offered in full translation in Appendix 1). In the course of the summary, I will 
address some minor issues as they arise in the course of the narrative, while 
marking the key questions that will constitute the central concerns of the 
dissertation taken up in chapters 2-4. As such the synopsis will serve as a means 
of dealing briefly with some curious elements of Books 17 and 18, while 
providing the narrative context for the major issues treated in the principal thesis 
chapters. 

The second issue is of a more theoretical nature, and seeks to answer 
several questions touching upon the materials at hand: Do purmns 17 and 18 give 
us the real ending of the Muhiibhiirutu? Are there not other versions of the 
Sanskrit Muhabhiirata with different endings? Or might these two small books 
simply have been tacked on to the poem as a kind of afterthought? Such questions 
must certainly be resolved before we begin building arguments about the 
relationship of these two final books with the rest of the poem. As we will see, 
some epic scholars have had reservations about the authenticity and antiquity of 
Books 17 and 18. I will reply to such doubts and argue in section 1.2. that there is 
no compelling reason to question the antiquity of the of the poem's ending as we 
find it in the Critical Edition. 

1.1.1. Synopsis: The Book of the Great Departure (Mahiiprusthanikupun'un) 

Book 17 opens as Yudhi~thira receives from Arjuna the news of the death of 
Kr~f.la, Baladeva47 and their clan. The sense of doom and resignation to decay that 
this news precipitates is already established in Yudhi~thira's mind at the start of 
the preceding book (Muusu/uparmn), where the Dharma King had witnessed 
many bad omens. Parmn 16 had told the story of the complete self-destruction of 

47 For simplicity'S sake only the name Baladeva will be used in this dissertation, despite 
the fact that this character is more often called Rama in the Muhilbhilrutu (an inconvenient name, 
as it is shared by another important Muhilbhilrutu character, Rama Jamadagnya); Baladeva is also 
known in the Muhilbhilrutu as Sarhkar:;;al,la, Rauhil,leya, Halayudha, Haladhara, and Bala. 
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the Vr~l).is, Andhakas and Bhojas, the death of Kr~l).a, and Kr~l).a's brother 
Baladeva. Hence Yudhi~thira sets his mind on prasthiina or "setting forth" 
(exactly what this consists of is discussed below) and declares "time cooks all 
things," telling Arjuna that it behoves him to understand this. Arjuna concurs with 
Yudhi~!hira, repeating "Time! Time!" Yudhi~thira declares that he is intent on the 
renunciation of action, and his four brothers also adopt his renunciatory mindset. 

So as not to leave the kingdom in disarray, Yudhi~thira makes the 
following arrangements: Yuyutsu, the only surviving son ofDhrtara~tra by a 
slave-woman, is first given control over the entire kingdom. However, successors 
are established at each major capital: Parik~it in the eastern city of Hastinapura 
and Vajra, Kr~l).a's great-grandson and last surviving member of the Yadu clan, in 
the western city of Indraprastha. 

Before they can set out, final sriiddha rites are perfonned for the deceased, 
along with copious gifts to brahmins. Breaking the news to the populace of his 
intention to set out on the final journey is somewhat difficult, but Yudhi~tl;tira 
does not heed the protestations of his subjects. Trading in their ornaments for 
bark-clothes and perfonning the final renunciatory rite by throwing their domestic 
fires into the water,48 the Pal).<;lavas and Draupadi prepare to set out. The populace 
is greatly distressed to see them again in such a state, just as they were after losing 
everything in the dice match many years ago. They set out in their usual order of 
birth, with DraupadI last, all of them followed by a dog, and behind them a sad lot 
of townfolk who, unable to beseech them to stop, eventually tum back to the city. 
Two women associated with Arjuna, UliipI and Citrangada, now throw in the 
towel as well, Uliipl diving into the Ganga while Citrangada returns to her home 
town of Mal).ipura:w And so the Pal).<;lavas and Draupadi are off, fasting and 
concentrated upon yoga. A pertinent question is: Where are they going? 

We come here to the first of the two major issues of the dissertation, 
addressed in chapters 2 and 3. This is in fact a knot of several questions: What is 
the Pal).<;lavas' goal in performing the mahiiprasthiina or Great Setting-Forth? 
Where are they are going? Why do they choose this method of ending their 
earthly days? These problems are taken up in detail in chapters 2 and 3; for the 
moment, we will address them only to the extent necessary for the present 
synopsis, and in order to establish the narrative context for the material below. 

48 The extinguishing of the domestic fires for the sUrhnyiisin is often understood to 
symbolize not total extinction but merely the fires' internalization. Kane cites Manusmrti 6.25, 
Yujfiavalkyasmrti 3.45 and states: "Ultimately he is to leave the keeping of fires by depositing the 
sacred fires in his own self according to the rules prescribed (in Vaikhunasa slitra)." P.V. Kane, 
History of Dhurmusiistru: Ancient und Mediuevul Religious und CiI,i/ Lull' in Indiu. (2nd ed., vol 
2.2. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1968), 920. Clearly the Vulgate commentator 
Nllakmgha understands the PUI)<;lavas' extinction of the fires in this way: "It should be understood 
that 'upsu ugnfn utsrjyu' ("having abandoned the fires into the waters") means 'having deposited 
the fires into the self.'" (iitmun)' ugnfn sumiirop)'iipsv ugnfn utsrjyeti jiieyum I 17.1.22). 

49 The city is also called MaI)aliira (1.207.14; 1.209.23). 
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To the question "Where are they going?" we might initially give the reply: 
"N owhere in particular." This response comes from an understanding of the 
PUJ:.lqavas' undertaking based on the title of Book 17 - mahiiprusthiin[ik]a, and 
from Yudhi.'Hhira's statement at 17.1.2 that he "sets his mind on departure 
(prusthiina)." Dharmasiistra or legal tradition knows the mahiiprasthiina or 
"Great Setting-Forth" as an act of ritual suicide, intended not to bring the 
renunciant to any particular place, but to lead him or her to death through sheer 
exhaustion.50 We find in P.V. Kane's treatment of the mnaprustha or forest 
hermit: "Apart from suicide or self-imposed death for the purposes of penance or 
at holy places the srnrtis allowed ... a forest hermit to start on the great journey 
[mahiiprasthiina] to meet death and also allowed in certain circumstances death 
by entering fire, or by drowning or by fasting or by throwing oneself from a 
precipice even for those who were not hermits. ,,51 Kane then cites the 
Apariirkacandikii, of Aparurka: "[a householder] suffering from serious illness 
[who] cannot live, or who is very old, who has no desires left for the pleasures of 
any of the senses and who has carried out his tasks, may bring about his death at 
his pleasure by resorting to Mahuprasthuna, by entering a fire or water or by 
falling from a precipice. ,,52 Given the title of the Mahiibhiiruta's Book 17 and the 
detail of Yudhi~thira's "setting his mind on prusthiina," we would certainly be 
warranted in assuming the PUJ:.lqavas are actually not going anywhere, but rather 
are committing just such a mahiiprusthiina suicide. In fact, no explicit mention is 
made in the text of any location that is sought except perhaps, generically, "the 
forest. ,,53 As such, a generic sense of mnaprustha or resorting to a life in the 
forest also seems to be suggested, although there is no question that full-scale 
renunciation is what is taking place: they have extinguished their sacrificial fires 
(the true viinaprusthin or forest-dweller, by contrast, brings his fires with him); 
they have performed a final renunciatory rite, and put on clothes of tree bark. 

But although it is not stated explicitly in the text, the PUJ:.lqavas do have a 
specific goal in mind: the door of heaven. We will address this issue at length in 
chapters 2 and 3; for the moment let it suffice to say that we find here both a sense 
of suicide through sheer exhaustion as attested in dharmasiistru literature (hence 
the book's title) and a sense that Yudhi~thira is leading the way to the gate of 
heaven.54 

50 P.V. Kane places the earliest works of Dhurmusustru prior to the period 600-300BCE, 
and asserts that they "had attained a position of supreme authority" by the 2nd century BCE 
(Kane, History of Dlwrmusustru, vol I, 9). 

as well. 

51 Kane, History of Dhurmususfru, vol 2.2, 926. 
52 Ibid, 936. 
53 17. I.31 b; a moment later (17. I.37c), Agni seems to think they are headed for the forest 

54 NTlakal)!ha understands the Piil)qavas' journey as being made up of both these 
elements. He specifies that the goal of the prusthunu upon which Yudhi~!hira sets his mind is 
heaven (prusthul1e sl'ilrgmh gUl1tU/il grhun ni~suru~le I 17.1.2), but also states, with overtones of 
the sustru material cited by Kane, that the Muhuprusthunikupurl'ill1 as a whole "sets out to 
demonstrate, by means of the conduct of the Piil)qavas, that it is permissible to renounce the body 
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At the beginning of this journey, the group initially proceeds East to the 
mountains, and they are about to perform a circumambulation of Aryavarta or 
North-Central India, when a last bit of unfinished business delays them 
momentarily. Although they are supposed to have left everything behind, Arjuna 
has kept hold of his Gal)<;lIva bow, being fond of the jewels embedded in it, as 
well as his two quivers. These weapons had been offered to him by Agni, the god 
of fire, on the occasion of the burning of Khal)<;lava forest (1.216.1); Agni himself 
had received the Gal)<;lIva from Varul)a.55 But the Gal)<;lIva and quivers must now 
return whence they came, and so Agni appears before them in the form of a man 
asking they be returned, as there is no further need for them. Arjuna obliges by 
throwing them into the water (whence Varul)a, the God of Waters, can retrieve 
them). 

Yudhi~thira and his family now circumambulate Aryavarta or North­
Central India, walking in an East-South-West-North pattern until they reach the 
distant mountain ranges of the Himalayas. This gesture will be examined 
thoroughly in chapter 3, the principal concern of which is to argue that the tour of 
the earth or pruduk~it:zu is in fact a pilgrimage (tfrthuyiitrii), or rather that it recalls 
a similar act of pilgrimage undertaken by the Pal)<;lavas in Book 3 of the 
Muhiibhiirutu. Below we will see that understanding the institutional background 
of this "sun-wise" or "clock-wise" tour is fundamental to understanding why the 
Pal)<;lavas perform it immediately prior to their deaths. 

The journey into the northern mountains which follows the 
circumambulation of the earth is difficult and requires all their concentration. 
Despite this focused concentration, however, they walk quickly up and over the 
Himalayas and into a desert (whence they see Meru in the distance); there, 
DraupadI loses concentration, and drops dead.56 Here begins the demise of the 
family, mulled over briefly by BhIma and Yudhi~thira as each person expires in 
succession. When DraupadI and the others die, BhIma is outraged and demands an 
explanation as to why everyone is collapsing en route. Here again we get a sense 
that their undertaking is not simply a form of suicide by continuous walking. For 
BhIma, the goal of their sad outing is not to die in this manner, but rather it would 
seem they are all trying to get somewhere before perishing. Yudhi~thira is 
apparently of the same mind, as he promptly provides reasons for the collapse of 
each respective family member. For Yudhi~thira as well, the death of the 

by means of the great journey, etc., for those who have done all that is incumbent upon them to do, 
and who are stricken by unbearable distress (krtl1krtyiiniilh du~sl1hl1du~khl1grustiiniilil 
1Il11hiiprusthiiniidinii upiiyenl1 dehl1tyiigo yuktl1 iti piily!l1\'iiciire~ll1 prudl1rsl1yun ml1hiiprusthiillikl1lh 
pl1r1'iirubhl1te I)." 

55 4.38.40: Brahma had it for 1000 years, Prajapati for 503, Indra for 85, Soma for 500, 
VarUl~a for 100, and Arjuna for 65. 

56 Whether Draupad\ and the others who die ell route are still in the desert or actually 
ascending Mount Meru when they collapse is not indicated in the text. Absent details 
notwithstanding, the popular image, as attested in illustrations such as those accompanying the 
Citrashala Vulgate text, is that they are winding up the side of Meru when they die. 
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individual Pal!<;!avas are failures to achieve an unstated goal, namely the door or 
gate of heaven high in the mythic realms of the trans-Himalaya mountains -
hence Yudhi~!hira's pious explanations. 

To Bhlma's question as to why Draupadl fell, Yudhi~!hira replies that she 
was guilty of a great partiality for Arjuna - a sin for a woman who was supposed 
to love all her husbands equally. Meanwhile Sahadeva considered himself 
peerless in wisdom and his twin brother similarly thought himself peerless in 
beauty. Arjuna had made martial vows and boasts which he did not live up to, and 
Bhlma, as Yudhii?~hira explains to him as he dies, ate too much (calling him by 
one of his pet-names, Vrkodara or "Wolf-Belly" only a moment before, 17.2.17b). 

In chapters 2 and 3, we will spend some time developing a hypothesis on 
the deaths of Draupadl and the four younger Pal!<;!avas, but for the moment I will 
simply state the following: the family reaches heaven just as surely as 
Yudhi~!hira, although they perish along the way; their elder brother attains 
heaven, initially in his physical body, and subsequently by drowning himself in 
the Gmiga river. This entire scenario recalls the rite of the saras)'(Jta yatsattra or 
Vedic ritual of the mobile sacrificial session along the Sarasvati river, which 
terminates with a ritual drowning suicide or self-imposed death in the head-waters 
of the river. The ritual texts of the sfiras)'(Jta yatsattra declare that the goal of the 
rite is heaven itself, but one who perishes before reaching the terminus attains 
heaven as surely as one reaching the source of the river. This Vedic rite and the 
closely related institution of circumambulatory pilgrimage (tfrthayatra) provide 
the two key frames of reference for understanding the Mahiibharata's 
construction of the Pal!<;!avas' deaths. Analysis of these ritual traditions and the 
role they play in the narrative of the epic's conclusion form the heart and 
substance of chapters 2 and 3 of the dissertation. 

For now let us return to Yudhi~!J:1ira who, despite all this rather disturbing 
activity behind him, maintains his concentration, urging Bhlma on even as their 
family members perish. By the time his human companions have expired, 
Yudhi~!hira becomes aware of a dog that has been following him. As we will 
soon discover, the dog is in fact the god Dharma (a Vedic personification of the 
concept dharma) in disguise.57 

57 In his introduction to the Critical Edition Book 17, Belvalkar remarks that Yudhi~~hira 
has a "faithful dog, whom also he desired to take with the party" (Belvalkar, CE Muhilbhilrutu, 
vo1.l9, pUTl'f.1ll 17, xxv), and in the notes that "[ w]e will have to assume that Yudhi~~hira had a pet 
dog who accompanied him on the Mahiiprasthiina; but as the great journey was impossible for a 
mere dog to accomplish on foot, he died on the way-unnoticed by Yudhi~~hira-and Yam a­
dharma entered the dead body and, with a view to put Yudhi~thira to the test, accompanied the 
party." (Ibid, 22). However, all we know of the dog is that he is there when they leave Hastinapura 
(17.1.23b), following behind Draupadj and hence not likely a companion of Yudhi~thira who is 
leading the group in front. In any case, we can be sure that once his family is deceased, 
Yudhi~thira is aware of the dog, but oblivious to the animal's true identity. 
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Suddenly Indra arrives in his chariot, causing a great din, and he invites 
Yudhi~!hira to climb aboard.58 Finally showing his human side, Yudhi~!hira 
begins to grieve over his fallen wife and brothers and says he does not want to go 
to heaven without them. But, Indra replies, they have made it to heaven ahead of 
him by casting off their mortal bodies, whereas Yudhi~!hira will certainly make it 
there in his present mortal body. But he must leave the dog behind in order to do 
so. 

An argument over the dog ensues, in which various claims are made, but 
which centers on iinrsurhsyu or non-cruelty. Indra asserts that it is not cruel to 
abandon the dog, while Yudhi~!J:.1ira insists that such an act would be difficult to 
do for a nobleman. But Indra retorts: 'There is no place in heaven for dog­
keepers, the Krodhavasas will destroy their merit. Besides, you have already 
abandoned your family in the desert, so what's one dog? It's not cruel.' 'But they 
were dead and this dog is alive,' Yudhi~!hira replies, 'to renounce one devoted to 
me would be a terrible sin.' Finally the argument ends as Dharma resumes his 
regular form. Dharma, Yudhi~!hira's divine father, commends his son for his 
conduct and wisdom in replying dharmically to Indra's arguments, but especially 
for his compassion for living things. He reminds Yudhi~!hira of another such 
occasion when his knowledge of dhurmu, wisdom and above all compassion were 
tested: the Dvaita forest. There (in Book 3 of the Muhiibhiirutu) Yudhi~!hira made 
the decision to revive from death one of the twins instead of choosing Bhlma or 
Arjuna; this act of non-cruelty had pleased his father, and now again Yudhi~!hira 
has successfully passed the test.59 

For his act of compassion towards the dog, Dharma declares Yudhi~!hira 
has no equal in heaven. Whereas the reward in the Book 3 test had been to revive 
all four of his brothers, he is now promised to reach heaven with his current 
mortal body, and as such will have no equal there. Suddenly the sky is full of 
heavenly gods and seers, who beseech him to mount the chariot. He does so and 
upon arrival in heaven, the sage Narada tells Yudhi~!hira that the glory of his 
arriving in heaven with his mortal body outshines the fame of all other warriors 
who have ever come to heaven; he knows of none other than Yudhi~!hira who has 
achieved this. But Yudhi~!J:.1ira, seeming almost to expect already what lies in 
store, declares that he desires only the world where his family is, whether it be 

58 Belvalkar mistakenly identifies Indra and Dharma here: "Indra (really, Yamadharma 
assuming the form oflndra [17.3.16]). comes in his heavenly car. .. " (parvan 18, xxix). This is no 
doubt because of his misreading of the term dharmasvarupf (17 .3.16b). which implies that 
Dharma has resumed his true form not from that of an Indra-disguise, but by casting off his dog­
disguise. Dharma and Indra will soon thereafter gang up as a team on Yudhi~!hira once again. 

59 Yudhi~!hira, BhIma and Arjuna are the sons of Kunt) while Nakula and Sahadeva are 
the sons of MudrI; as such BhIma and Arjuna are closer in blood to Yudhi~!hira and presumably 
have a greater claim on his affection. When given the opportunity to revive from death only one of 
these four, however, he chose Nakula in order that both mothers have one living son each (despite 
the fact that MudrI was long dead herself). Dharma. who has caused the deaths of the four 
brothers. praises Yudhi~!hira for this act of compassion (iinrsl1msya) and rewards him by returning 
all four brothers to life (3.297). 
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good or bad. To this Indra replies: 'Why do you obsess over such mortal 
affectations?' Like Narada, Indra remarks that this accomplishment of reaching 
heaven with his mortal body (itself the consequence of displaying such self­
sacrificing ilnrsamsya for the dog), has never been achieved by anyone. And yet 
even now Yudhi~thira is moved by such mere-mortal sentiments. Yudhi~thira 
simply reasserts that he wants to go wherever his brothers and Draupadi are. 

Thus ends Book 17, with Yudhi~thira now stripped of his kingdom, 
worldly possessions, wife, and brothers; he has held onto only his mortal body 
and convictions about dhanna, benevolence, and justice. 

1.1.2. Synopsis: The Book of the Ascension to Heaven (Smrgilrohanaparmn) 

Book 18 continues the scene in heaven, where Yudhi~thira sees none other than 
his enemy Duryodhana enthroned in glory, brilliant as the sun, surrounded by 
deras and other accomplished ones of pure deeds. Yudhi~thira of course is 
outraged and immediately turns to go. Citing the war and Druapadi's humiliation 
in the dicing hall as having Duryodhana as their cause, Yudhi~thira bids farewell 
LO heaven - he will not share a place with this crimina1.60 But Narada explains: 
'Such enmity has no place in heaven, and Duryodhana has won heaven through a 
warrior's self-sacrifice. You should not dwell on past offences; this is heaven!' 
But Yudhi~thira then asks a question, perhaps more pointed than he knows: 'If 
this sinner has achieved heaven, where are my brothers? Where is Kar1).a and all 
the valiant warriors of my army?,61 Rambling on for some verses, Yudhi~!hira 
repeats over and over: 'I want to see them.' 

Finally the gods relent and send him, by means of their messenger, to see 
his family. A horrific description of the hell to which Yudhi~!hira is taken then 
follows. Yudhi~thira asks how much further they have to go on such an awful 
path, and inquires, perhaps in shock or denial, what region of the gods this is? 
'This godless path is yours,' replies the messenger. 'But the gods told me to tum 
back if you got tired, so let's go.' Yudhi~!hira is repulsed and stupefied by the 
stench, and is just beginning to tum back when suddenly he hears voices cry out 
right in front of him, although he can see nothing: 'Stop! Stay! Please wait for one 
moment, for your body bears a pleasant perfume and your presence relieves us 
while you stand here.' Yudhi~thira stops dead in his tracks: 'Who are you?' The 
voices belong to Bhima, Arjuna, the twins, Draupadi, Kaf1).a, Dhr~tadyumna, and 
the sons of Draupadi. Yudhi~!hira is suddenly baffled and deliberates whether or 
not the lot of his family was really fated. Now, unlike in the desert, he declares 

60 Animosity towards the Kauravas for the physical and verbal abuse inflicted upon 
Draupad\ by Du~sasana, Duryodhana and KarI?a at the end of the disastrous dice game in Book 2 
are frequently voiced by the PaI?1avas and Draupad\ herself before, during, and even after the war. 

61 Although KarI?a fought on the Kaurava side, his valour and heroism were legendary. 
Upon discovering after the battle that KarI?a was actually his brother, Yudhi~thira was overcome 
with grief (11.27.11-20; see also 12.1.19-38). 
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that he knows no fault of these righteous people - and yet he has just seen the 
knave Duryodhana in heaven! Although deliberating upon it, Yudhi~thira does not 
know if he is asleep or awake. Obsessing over the situation and violently 
manifesting his rage, Yudhi~thira finally condemns the gods and dharma itself. 
He sends away the messenger, telling him to convey his message to the gods that 
he will remain in hell.62 

IS.3 now begins as the gods, receiving the message of Yudhi~thira's 
situation, "come there" (iijagmus tatm) after a short while, and in so doing they 
dispel the darkness, leaving nothing of the hell-horrors to be seen, and bringing a 
fresh smell to the entire area just as Yudhi~thira himself had done just a few 
moments before. Dharma is there in order to observe (prasamlk~itum) 
Yudhi~thira, and various other gods and accomplished beings arrive as well. Indra 
then has some conciliatory words for Yudhi~thira, and a flurry of hasty 
explanations are then offered to him, first by Indra and then by Dharma, as to why 
the scene of hell was necessary. Indra offers [1]: hell must be witnessed by every 
king (this line is repeated verbatim by Dharma at lS.3.35c/d). Indra next claims 
that [2] everyone has two "heaps" (riisi): one heap of good, the other, bad, deeds. 
He whose deeds are for the most part impure, experiences heaven first and then 
must remain in hell afterwards for a long time; he whose deeds are for the most 
part pure must experience hell first and then may remain in heaven afterwards. 
"Therefore, you were sent here by me as I desired what is best for you." Although 
appearing to cite the natural and impersonal operations of karma, Indra says here 
that he himself sent Yudhisthira. 

To complicate things further, this is followed by the statement that [3] it 
was by fraud that Yudhi~thira deceived Dro~a (l'yiijena ... upaclrl}a), and so now 
hell has been shown to him by fraud (l'yiijena). Recalled here is the notorious lie 
told by Yudhi~thira during the great battle to his guru Dro~a (7.164.105-106).63 
On the surface there seems to be a straightforward sense of justice here: Just as by 
trick you deceived Dro~a about his son, so it was by trick that you have witnessed 
hell. But then he continues: Draupadi and your brothers went to hell by fraud as 
well (yathaira tram tathii ... [te] l'yiijena namkariz gatiil:z). Are they suffering from 
Yudhi~tJ:.1ira's lie as well? The simple retributive justice seems to come apart here. 
Indra, trying to assure Yudhi~thira they are no longer suffering, adds: they are 

62 For a stimulating treatment of this curse on dharma and the broader theme of 
Yudhi~!hira's three tests, see David Shulman, "The Yak~a's Question," in Untying the Knot: On 
Riddles and Other Enigmatic Modes, ed. Galit Hasan-Rokem and David Shulman (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), 151-167. 

6.' Knowing DroJ.la, the general of the Kaurava enemy army, could not be defeated unless 
he became so disheartened that he would voluntarily put down his weapons, Kr~J.la advised 
Yudhi~!hira to tell DroJ.la that his son Asvatthaman had been killed in battle. Although 
Asvatthaman was still alive, BhTma killed an elephant with the same name in order that 
Yudhi~!hira, who never spoke untruth, could say to DroJ.la 'Asvatthaman is dead.' He then did so, 
mumbling indistinctly (al'yaktl1ln) "the elephant" so as to soothe his tortured conscience. This act 
of untruth now comes back to haunt Yudh~!hira in the form of a fraud (vyilja) or trick played on 
him, namely the horrific vision of his family in hell. 
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freed from this fault (kilbi~iit or kalma~iit, ablative singular in all manuscripts). 
Which fault? Yudhisthira's lie? 

Suddenly there is a pause in the rambling explanations and, without 
moving an inch, they seem to be in heaven, or at least have a vision thereof. 
Yudhi.'Hhira is told to "behold the warriors who fought and died on his side in the 
war, now in heaven; now that you have experienced this great hardship, 
henceforth experience the great merits won through your virtuous and ritual 
conduct, and take up residence in these worlds, equal to Hariscandra himself." 

Yudhi1?tl).ira's divine father, Dharma, then takes over, calling his son one 
of great wisdom and dear to him on account of his devotion to dharma, truth­
speaking, patience and restraint. He continues Indra's explanations of the hell­
scene and offers [4]: This was the third test I have put you through, and I see that 
you cannot be shaken from your natural disposition by means of these reasons (or 
conditions - hetubhiM. You always succeed when tested; that you would have 
remained in hell for the sake of your family constitutes the third success. In fact, 
your brothers are not actually in hell, but all of this was an illusion created by 
Indra (18.3.34). Dharma then repeats Indra's claim that all kings must witness 
hell, and so that is why he had to experience a moment of suffering. Those he had 
seen there were not deserving of hell "for a long time," (na ... narakiirhiis cirwn) 
and DraupadI not at all (na ... narakiirhii). 

The statement that the entire scene was illusory (18.3.34c) is surely the 
only element that renders the substance and meaning of the hell-scene intelligible. 
If we insist that Yudhi1?thira is actually witnessing the real workings-out of karma, 
and being provided a glimpse of things occuring of their own accord, it will be 
difficult to maintain any sense of order. It is not clear if DraupadI and the others 
are really in hell, or deserve to be there at all, or if they do merit this fate, whether 
they are suffering from Yudhi1?thira's lie or their own shortcomings. However, if 
we take as definitive the statement that the entire episode has been nothing more 
than a test, an illusion designed to elicit a reaction from Yudhi~thira, then the 
multiple and somewhat inconsistent explanations for the hell scene need not 
perturb us. Just as the dog was not real, but only a form taken up by Dharma until 
Yudhi~thira proved he would sacrifice entry to heaven out of compassion for the 
creature, so also is the illusory vision of hell dispelled once Yudhi1?thira firmly 
refuses to return to his rightful place in heaven so that he may remain in the nether 
regions to comfort his family. In both cases he exemplifies self-sacrificing 
iinrsunzsyu or benevolence and is rewarded for doing so. Consequently, we find 
no clear sense that hell for Yudhi~thira is a real, physical place: the surroundings 
simply disappear when the gods "arrive" and heaven becomes visible or 
proximate. Indeed, the principal explanation for the vision is that Yudhi1?thira is 
experiencing the trial "by fraud" (vyiijenu) in retribution for his fraudulent 
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statement to DroJ:.la. Draupadi and the others are not actually suffering, but it is a 
punishing nightmare for Yudhi~thira to believe that they are.64 

Once Yudhi~thira has passed this third test, he is praised at length and is 
invited to dive into the holy Ganga so as to be rid of his physical body and the 
mortal nature or sentiment which had caused such inappropriate outrage in 
heaven. We will spend a fair amount of time below articulating the significance of 
this method of casting off the body, and the connection between Yudhi~thira's 
final mortal act and the deaths of his wife and brothers. As in the case of death by 
muhiiprasthiinu, there is a basic surface sense of what is happening here: self­
imposed death by drowning occurs in various times and places in the 
Muhiibhiiratu;65 but beyond this surface reading, we will pursue, in chapters 2 and 
3, the Vedic and post -Vedic ritual background to this gesture of drowning in a 
sacred river. 

18.4 then describes the people whom Yudhi~!hira sees upon arriving in 
heaven. First encountered is K!"~J:.la, endowed with a holy body made known by a 
likeness to his form previously seen.66 Among the others whom Yudhi~thira sees 

64 The fundamental unreality of the entire scene, and its immediate connection to the lie 
to DroJ.la, are asserted by the commentator Vadiraja (published in Belvalkar's critical notes, 
Critical Edition Muhiibhiirutu, vol. 19, pun'un 17. 2 I -22 and purl'l1n 18, 37-38). Vadiraja (whom 
we can safely place in the 17th century at the latest) writes: "Hell is fashioned right then and there 
(tuduil'l1) for the sake of showing hell at a suitable moment for Yudhi~!hira, since he had, not 
trusting in Kr~J.la's command to say 'Asvatthama is dead,' spoken 'elephant' quickly thereafter 
(usl'I1tthiimu hutu iti l'I1deti k!~1}uI'ucunum ul'isl'I1syu upiisa kuiijurus ceti kuthuniit tutkiilocitu­
nurukudursullii),u del'l1is tuduil'u kulpito nuruku~ I)." Vadiraja also sees the statement at 17.3.5, 
wherein Yudhi~!hira is assured that his brothers have proceeded ahead of him to heaven, to be 
proof that the hell scene must be artificial (kulpitu), otherwise Indra's earlier claim would be 
contradicted (priiguktusukrul'l1cunu-l'irodhiit). In fact, the voices that Yudhi~!hira hears in hell are 
"artificial souls" according to Vadiraja (jfl'l1~ ... kulpitiiM, created by the gods for the express 
purpose of giving Yudhi~!hira an appropriately miserable hell-experience (bhfmo 'hum kun:zo 'hum 
urjuno 'hwn ityiidi I'udunto 'pi jfl'ii dhurmuriijusyu nurukuyogyudu~khudiiniiyu del'uis tuduil'l1 
kulpitii~ I). And, Vadiraja adds, how could Yudhi~!hira see hell on his way to heaven, since hell is 
below the earth and heaven above'? (unyuthii bhamer udlwstiid l'idyumiinusyu nurukusyu kuthurh 
sl'l1rgumiirge dursunum I). Finally, were this hell real, argues Vadiraja, there would be a 
contradiction in the text in the following verses where it will be stated that the darkness was 
dispersed when the gods arrived (sumiigute~u del'e~u I'yugumat tut tamo n!pa ity 
iidil'ak~yamii~wI'ucanul'irodhiic ca I). 

65 The widows of the slain warriors drown themselves in the Ganga and ascend to heaven 
in order to rejoin their husbands there (15.41.19-23). A similar fate is defined for the 16,000 
women of Kr~J.la's harem, who also drown themselves and ascend to heaven, regaining their forms 
as Apsarases: in this case they dive into the Sarasvatl river (18.5.21). 

66 Here Biardeau claims that this is the Visvariipa form revealed to Arjuna in the 
Bhugul'l1dgftii II: "It consists of the divine form of Kr~J.la usually called Visvariipa, which Arjuna 
had requested him to assume in Bhagal'l1d Gftii II. But here it seems Yudhi~!hira had had access 
to this vision as well, which is not elsewhere indicated" (Biardeau, Le Muhiibhiiruta, vol. 2, 739, 
note 6). That it was indeed only Arjuna who witnessed it and not Yudhi~!~ira, as she admits, 
makes her claim unlikely. However there does seem to be an intention on the part of the author to 
indicate that Kr~J.la is not simply in his regular human body, but recognizable by a divine one 
similar to that with which Yudhi~!hira is familiar. As Kr~J.la is the first to be seen, perhaps there is 
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are Arjuna, Ka~a, Bhlma, the twins, and Draupadl. As soon as he sees her, he 
wants to ask her something, but before he can ask her, Indra says: 'This is Sri, 
who had become human as Draupadl for your sake, born in Drupada's family of 
no mother, fashioned by Siva for your pleasure'. Indra then takes over, pointing 
out various people to Yudhi~thira: the five sons of DraupadI, Amitaujas, K~a 
(again), warriors of the Vr~l).is and Andhakas, Bhoja warriors, heroes such as 
Satyaki, Abhimanyu, Yudhi~tJ:tira's earthly father Pal).<;lu, Kunt!, MadrI, Bhl~ma, 
Drol).a, and other warriors who, being pure in speech, mind and deed, have 
reached heaven by abandoning their bodies. 

The Mahiibhiirata's final adhyiiya or chapter (18.5) begins with a short 
exchange between Janamejaya and Vaisampayana. Janamejaya wants to know 
what happened to all these people whom Yudhi~thira had seen in adhyiiya 4 once 
their good deeds or merit (by means of which they were enjoying heaven), 
expired. By way of reply, Vaisarhpayana offers a list of names, many of them 
repeated from the preceeding adhyiiya, detailing how they all returned to or were 
reabsorbed into various divine beings in heaven. These deras and other 
supernatural creatures are beings from whom the characters of the epic had been 
born as portion-descendants long ago at the very beginning of the Mahiibhiirata 
story. Now returned to heaven, they each regain their respective stations and 
identities. Whereas in adhyiiya 4, Yudhi~thira beholds his fellow residents of 
srarga as they enjoy the fruit of their good deeds, adhyiiya 5 describes their 
ultimate fates following this enjoyment of merit, namely the mass reabsorption of 
all characters to the divine beings and del'as of whom they had been portion 
descendants as described at the Mahiibhiirata's beginning (1.59-61). 

Here we encounter the second major issue of the dissertation, addressed in 
chapter 4. Once again, the question opens up a set of interrelated issues: What is 
the final fate of the epic's characters? Why are they reabsorbed into divine forms 
and not reborn? Why don't the notions of karma and rebirth playa bigger role in 
the determination of the Pal).<;lavas' post-death fates? And, as in chapters 2 and 3, 
behind these questions lies a concern of a different order: Why is the 
Mahclbhiirata's conclusion constructed in this manner? This issue is taken up in 
detail in chapter 4. 

Once the characters have returned thus to the deras from whom they 
descended, Vaisarhpayana closes his narration. The snake sacrifice of King 
Janamejaya, which provided the ritual context for the narration of the story of the 
great Bharata war, is concluded, and the outer narrative frame made up of 
Ugrasravas' recitation to Saunaka closes at 18.5.30. The Mahiibhiirata then winds 
up with a final 34 phalasruti verses or lines of praise for the text and the splendid 
benefits that accrue from reciting and hearing it. 

The preceding synopsis is intended to provide a shorter and more 
accessible text of the poem's ending than the simple translation of the two books 

a sense that this is the case for everyone whom Yudhi~!hira sees in heaven, as they all have 
exchanged (as he himself has just done) their mortal forms for divine ones. 
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provided in Appendix 1. In the course of this summary, I have provided 
occasional comments on some minor issues I feel are in need of clarification, and 
identified the two principal areas of concern of the dissertation: the manner in 
which the PUI).<;lavas die and the subsequent return of each character to his or her 
respective parent-divinity. Now that the narrative context for these two issues has 
been provided, we must occupy ourselves, for the remainder of this chapter, with 
a simple question: Is this the "real ending" of the Mahabharata? 

1.2.1. Scholarly Doubts on the Date of Books 17 & 18 

Is it possible that Books 17 and 18 were late additions to an existing, shorter text 
having some other conclusion? Is there any evidence of a version of the Sanskrit 
Muhabharata having some other ending? Here in section 1.2.1, I will reply to 
these questions and engage some scholarly doubts about the authenticity of 
parmns 17 and 18 as the poem's ending. Subsequently I will offer, in sections 
1.2.2-4, positive evidence that the rendering of the poem's conclusion as we have 
it today in the Critical Edition text provides us with the oldest available - and for 
all intents and purposes, the only - ending to the epic available in Sanskrit 
tradition. 

From the earliest days of epic scholarship until today, doubts have been 
raised about the location of the epic's "real ending" and the "authenticity" (a 
somewhat problematic term, usually entailing a claim to antiquity equivalent to 
portions of the text already established, by better or worse methods, as ancient or 
"genuine") of the Muhabharata's ending as presented in Books 17 and 18. 
Winternitz, for example, stated of the mass funeral following the battle (an event 
taking place in Book 11 of the Critical Edition) that "this is probably the point at 
which the old poem ended.,,67 A scholar with similar leanings, Adolf Holztmann 
(Jr.), attributed the epic's final five books to a "second reworking," while 
recognizing all the while that they contained "older material," which he thought 
must have been re-inserted after the second reworking.68 Meanwhile Holtzmann's 
uncle of the same name proposed, as we noted above, to have reconstructed the 
original Mahabharata poem and presented it anew in his own German verse. 69 His 
version took great liberties with the story, inverting the good and bad camps in the 
war by making Duryodhana and the Kauravas the epic's heroes, and the PUI).<;lavas 
their evil enemies. Holtzmann's epic ends with Duryodhana receiving the news 

67 Moriz Winternitz. History of Indian Literature, trans. Silavati Ketkar (New York: 
Russell and Russell. 1971), voL I , 372. 

68 "[The last five books] belong to the second reworking; once Yudhi~!hira, his brothers 
and Draupadl had lived through the great war, their later deeds and deaths also had to be related. 
Yet here as well some older pieces are transplanted or inserted, such as the Anugftii." Holtzmann 
(Jr.), Das Mahiibhiirata und seine Theile. voLI, 189. 

69 Holtzmann (Sr.). Indische Sagel1, 3-72 ("Die Kuruinge: Ein Heldengedicht"). See also 
Winternitz. History of Indian Literature, voL I. 327-328. 
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from Asvatthuman that the PUl).qavas and Kr~l).a have been slain in their sleep on 
the night after the last day of battle. As such he rejects all the material subsequent 
to Book 10 of the extant Mahilbhiirata. 7o This tendency to dismiss the post-battle 
material is further exemplified in an old selection of Mahiibhiirata verses in 
English, which confidently declares: 

"The real Epic ends with the war and with the funerals of the deceased 
warriors ... and Yudhishthir's Horse-Sacrifice is rather a crowning 
ornament than a part of the solid edifice. What follows the sacrifice is 
in no sense a part of the real Epic; it consists merely of concluding 

personal narratives of the heroes who have figured in the poem." 71 

For the most part such claims tend to operate on the assumption that the epic 
originally consisted simply of an account of the great war, and tend to dismiss the 
post -battle material as inauthentic or not part of the "real epic." As the 
Mahiibhiirata continues on for nine more books after the principal account of the 
battle, this would certainly not seem to represent a balanced evaluation of the text 
in its present form. 

There is, however, some stronger evidence which might suggest the 
existence of a Mahiibhiirata terminating with the Mausalaparl'Un or Book 16. In 
1898, E. Washburn Hopkins pointed out that one of the opening lists of contents 
found in the (Bombay) Vulgate Mahiibhiirata does not mention the Anusiisana, 
Malulprastlulnika or Sl'Urgiirohafla parl'ans, but extends only so far as the 
Mausa/a or Book 16.72 This passage (Vulgate 1.1.88-92) is in the Critical Edition 
relegated to the appendix, although it is attested in many manuscripts. 73 The 
verses, which take up the simile of a tree for the text (bhiiratadrunla), read: 

This tree of the Bhiiruta, like an inexhaustible rain cloud to all 
creatures, will be the life's source in the mouths of all poets. [Of this 
tree of the Bhiiruta] the summary of adhyiiyas is the seed, the [portions 
called] Pauloma and AstTka are the root, the Smhbhava is its trunk and 
branch, the Sabha and AraJ.lya are the highest point. the book of the 
AraJ.li a portion rich in form. the Vira!a and Udyoga the sap, the book 
of BhI~ma its greatest branch, the book of DroJ.la its foliage. 
Accompanying are the flowers which are the collection of the book of 
KarJ.la, of which the perfume is the book of Salya. The books of StrI 

70 Boltzmann (Sr.), Indische Sagen, 72. 
71 Romesh Chunder Dutt, trans. Maha-Bharata: Epic a/the Bharatas. (London: 

Ballantyne, 1898), 367. 
72 Hopkins, "The Bharata and the Great Bharata," 5. 
73 Book 1 appendix, * passage #1, lines 47-56: D6.8 T2 G3-6 M (MI om. lines I-56) ins. 

after 62; D 14 G 1.2, after 26: K4 (suppl.fol.).6 Dn Dr D2.4.5, after 53ab; D3.7.9-12, after 60: TI 
G7, after 30*: K5, after 62ab. 
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and Ai~Ika are a resting place, the book of Santi, the great fruit [of the 
tree of the Bhiiruta]. [Of this tree] the immortal flavour is the [book of] 
Asvamedha, the A.sramasthana its refuge, its book of Mausala a 
summation of the Vedas, honored by the twice-born and the erudite.74 

Hopkins claims that this is "a list of the books of the Mahiibhiirata which omits 
entirely the thirteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth books of the present text, 
Anuc;iisana, Prasthiina and Svarga. The reasons can be only that when this list was 
made these books, like the HarivaiH;a, were not parts of the epic. ,,75 If we measure 
this list of 19 sections against the contents of the epic as traditionally understood 
(and attested by many other sources), we find the following correspondences: 

Vulgate 1.1.88-92 list 

summary of adhyiiyas 
Pauloma 
A.stIka 
Sarhbhava 
Sabha 
A.raryya 
Araryi 
Vira!a 
Udyoga 
Bhlsma 
Drorya 
Kama 
Sayla 
StrI 
Aislka 

Santi 
* not mentioned 
A.svamedha 
A.sramasthana 
Mausala 
* not mentioned 
* not mentioned 

". , 

Conventional 18 Books of Mahiibhiiruta 

I. A.diparvan (containing, among other things, the 
summary of adhyiiyas 
Paul om a episode 
A.stIka episode 
Sarhbhava episode) 

2. Sabhaparvan 
3. Vana- or A.raryyaparvan (containing, among other things, the 

Araryi episode) 
4. Vira!aparvan 
5. Udyogaparvan 
6. BhI~maparvan 
7. Droryaparvan 
8. Karryaparvan 
9. Salyaparvan 
10. Sauptikaparvan (containing, among other things, the 

Ai~Ika episode) 
11. Strlparvan 
12. Santiparvan 
13. Anusasanaparvan 
14. A.svamedhikaparvan 
15. A.sramavasikaparvan 
16. Mausalaparvan 
17. Mahaprasthanikaparvan 
18. Svargaroharyaparvan 

?l sWhgruhiidhyiiyabfjo l'ui puulomiistrkumiilul'iin I surhbhumskulldhul'istiiru~ 
subhiiru(lYUl'i!wikul'iin I uru(lfpun'uriipiit}hyo \'irii!odyogusiiru\'iin I bhr~mupun'umuhiiSukho 
dro1}upurl'upuliisu\'iin I kUr(lUpun'ucitui~l pu~pui~ sa(vapun'usugundhibhi~ I 
strrpan'ai~fkal'isriimu~ siintipun'ubrhatphula~ I usmmedhiimrturusas tl' iisramusthiinusarhsruya~ 
I muusulasrutiswi1k~epa~ si~!adl'ijani~e\'itu~ I sun'e~iirh kal'imukhyiiniim upajfl'Yo bhUl'i~yati I 
parjanyu im bhiitiiniim uk~ayo bhiirutudruma~ I 

75 Hopkins, "The Bharata and the Great Bharata," 5. 
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The Vulgate 1.1.88-92 list matches the general outline of the text as we have it 
today, and the absence of the Anusasana (13), Great Departure (17) and 
Ascension to Heaven (18) from it is indeed worth noting. Hopkins suggests, on 
the basis of the evidence provided by the Vulgate 1.1.88-92 list, that there existed 
an older form of the Muhiibhiiratu which resembled the text of today, only 
lacking Books 13, 17 and 18; by extension the Muusulupan'un was the original 
ending of the poem. This, however, is problematic for several reasons. 

First and foremost, the Mahiibhiiratu as critically constituted provides an 
anUkramUl}f or list of contents (1.2.34-69) and pan'usurhgruha or summary of the 
books (1.2.71-234), both of which include the Anusasana, Mahaprasthana and 
Svargarohal.la parl'ans. While the tree analogy (bharatadrumu) occuring at 
1.1.88-92 is not attested in all manuscripts, (and hence the passage is relegated to 
Book one's appendix, 1 *, lines 47-56 in the Critical Edition),76 the Critical 
Edition's anukramUl:t,landpun'asarhgraha, which do acknowledge Books 13, 17 
and 18, are attested in all manuscripts. While the bhiiratadrumu is an interesting 
passage that should not be dismissed altogether, it would not make sense to 
privilege it over that of the Critical Edition's readings at 1.2.34-69 and 1.2.71-
234, which are based on a consensus of manuscripts. 

Secondly, the "list" at Vulgate 1.1.88-92 is not a proper list of contents in 
the manner of the Critical Edition's anukramalJf and pan'usarilgrahu, but merely 
a brief poetic metaphor for the text. That the actual contents of the epic story are 
subordinated to the poetic trope is indicated by the displacement of the Strfpun'an 
or book of the women's mourning such that it precedes the Ai~fku or episode of 
the grass arrows, in the compound "strfpar\'Ui~fkal'i§riimu/:l." Strictly speaking, 
this does not make much chronological sense, since the Ai~fka episode is the last 
battle of the war and the Strfpan1un is the book featuring the post-war grief of the 
widows of all the slain warriors. But the sequence is simply dictated by the meter: 
the compound ai~fkustrlpun'ad§riimu/:l would violate the pudu with an extra 
syllable. Clearly this is not intended to be a reliable list of contents but merely a 
short poetic image of the Muh(jbhiirata, and we should therefore not grant too 
much weight to the verse in evaluating the actual contents of the text. 

A similar case arises when we consult the Spitzer manuscript, dated 
roughly to the 2nd 

- 3rd century CE.77 There the Mahiibhiirata's contents are listed, 
according to Schlingloffs reconstruction, as [ii](diparn'arh), (puu)lomUln, 
iiralJyukam. [ii](ralJeyarh), (ni)rryiilJarh, bhugu( \'Ud)yii!zurh, bhl~mapurn'urh, 
(sii)nt(i)parn'urh, iisl'amedhikurh, and khile~u (appendices).78 All of these section 
names correspond to either one of the 18 major pan'uns or one of the 100 minor 

76 On the so-called "asterix passages," see below, note 88. 
77 See Dieter Schlingloff, "The Oldest Extant Parvan-List of the Mahiibhiirata." Journal 

of the American Oriental Society 89, no.2 (1969): 334-338; Eli Franco, "The Oldest Philosophical 
Manuscript in Sanskrit." Journal of Indian Philosophy 31, nos.I-3 (2003): 21-31; Eli Franco, The 
Spitzer Manuscript: The Oldest Philosophical Manuscript ill Sanskrit (Vienna: Verlag der 
Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004). 

78 Schlingloff, "The Oldest Extant Parvan-List of the Mahiibhiiratu," 336-337. 
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parl'{lns into which the poem is divided by later taxonomies. Absent is any 
reference to the Sabhii-, DrolJa-, KarlJa-, Sauptika-, Strf-, Anusiisana-, 
Asramal'iisika-, Mausala-, Mahiiprasthiina-, or Sl'llrgiirohalJa- pan'ans. 
Schlingloff therefore states that" ... the parvan-list of Ms. Spitzer originated at a 
time, when the Mahubharata was still in a state of development... ,,79 Franco also 
states of this list that it " ... testifies to an earlier stage of compilation of the epic 
than the one known to us today ... "so Unfortunately the Spitzer manuscript is a 
fragmented and badly damaged source, as is clear from the extent of Schlingloff's 
reconstruction of the passage in question, and the contents and extent of any of 
these sections, even if Schlinghoff's inferences are correct, would be entirely 
open to speculation, particularly the appendices: does appendix mean Haril'{lrhsa, 
the Bhal'i~yapuriilJa, Books 15-18, or something else? 

Here again, fairly meager evidence is seized upon as proof of the existence 
of a form of the text lacking in certain portions known today. While there is no 
question that the Mahiibhiirata has undergone some growth over time, and that 
certain portions of the epic as we now have it may be identified as earlier than 
others, both Hopkins and Schlingloff rely on quite thin evidence in order to 
support the formula: contemporary epic minus parts A, B, etc. = older (and 
implicitly, more genuine) form of the Mahiibhiirata. I would argue the 
bhiiratadruma and Spitzer manuscript are simply not enough to compel us to label 
as "late additions" those portions of the epic which go unnamed in them. 

The tendency to second-guess the location of the Mahiibhiirata's "real 
ending" persists into contemporary scholarship as well. In his 1998 work on the 
Sanskrit epics, John Brockington has also suggested that Books 17 and 18 are 
later additions: 

The remaining three books [16, 17 and 18] are all generally regarded as 
being late and in any case are extremely short, all containing less than 
ten adhyilyas; indeed, it is most likely that they have been treated as 
separate books only at a very late date, in order to produce the 
significant number 18 for the total of the books. The Mausalaparl'all in 
some ways anticipates the Haril'whsa in its focus on Kr~'.Ia and the 
Yiidavas. The Mahilprasthilnikapan'an cannot really be separated from 
the final book, the Sl'argilrohw:zaparl'an, in terms of its narrative; the 
dating suggested by Darmester that was noted above is if anything too 
early.81 The Sl'argilrohw:zapan'an, as noted in relation to the 
Adipan'wl, deliberately repeats in its final adhyilya several verses from 
1.56 to provide a balance to the opening of the epic, revealing that it is 

79 Ibid, 335. 
80 Franco, "The Oldest Philosophical Manuscript in Sanskrit," 23. 
81 On p.130 Brockington refers to 1. Darmester, "Points de Contact entre Ie Mahfibhfirata 

ct Ie Shah-Nfimah." Journal Asiatique 10 (1887): 38-75, wherein Darmester speculates that the 
Mahilbhilrata was borrowed from the Shahnama, which he dates to the Ku~ii'.la period (cir.I st 
century BCE- 230 CE). However this Persian epic, ascribed to the poet Firdausi, is now dated to 
cir. 10 10 CEo 
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among the latest passages in the whole work. Equally, the portrayal of 
Yudhisthira in this book turns him even more into an embodiment of 
brahmanical Hinduism by emphasizing the questioning philosopher -
the brahman influence by now extending to the narrative element. 82 

To Brockington's claim that the Mahiibhiirata's concluding books are 
short, intentionally divided so as to reach the number 18, and that Books 17 and 
18 form a unit (as do Books 6-9 or 12-13), I heartily agree, but we need not read 
such characteristics as tokens of "lateness." Brockington is perhaps suggesting 
that the material content had existed for some time as a unit but was later on 
broken down in order to create a total of 18 books. This may very well have been 
the case, but would not necessarily warrant the assumption that the material itself 
is late. As to the possible significance of the number 18 itself van B uitenen 
speculates that the number of armies participating in the great Mahiibhiirata battle 
(i.e. 18) may have provided the initial base for this recurring numerical trope in 
the Mahiibhclrata and later Pura:t:lic tradition.83 Following this hypothesis, the 
division of the Mahiibhiirata into 18 books need by no means be a late act of 
redaction, but rather inspired from within as it were, by a significant numerical 
figure of its own content. The idea that the Mahiibhiirata takes its cue from the 
Pura:t:las for its book number - implied by Brockington and asserted outright by 
Holtzmann (Jr.)84 - is neither convincing on its own, nor persuasive evidence 
regarding the date of the final books. 

Let us also consider Brockington's claim that Book 18 "deliberately 
repeats in its final adhyiiya several verses from 1.56 to provide a balance to the 
opening of the epic, revealing that it is among the latest passages in the whole 
work." The verses in question are 1.56.12-33, which indeed correspond to verses 
18.5.30-54, in particular the well-known verse "dharme ciirthe ca kiime ca mok~e 
ca bharatar~abha I yad ihiisti tad anyatra yan nehiisti na tat hacit II" ("Whatever 
is here pertaining to dharma, artha, kiima and mok~a, that is found elsewhere; 
what is not here is nowhere else, 0 bull of the Bharatas," 18.5.38). Other verses 
such as 1.56.30 and 18.5.37 are more or less the same and on the whole both 
passages are consistent in the kinds of benefits they claim can be derived from 
hearing the Mahiibhiirata [a king desiring victory will attain victory (jaya) since 
the text is also called "The Jaya;" one who recites even a little at a sriiddha rite 
will ensure eternal food for his ancestors, etc.]. Such verses of praise for the text 
occur elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata, and are of course common in Indian 
literature in general, as anyone who has read Buddhist Mahiiyiina siltras knows. 

82 Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics, 153-155. 
83 van Buitenen, The Mahiibhiiruta, vol. 3, 141-142. See also Hopkins, The Great Epic of 

India, 371. 
84 "The number 18 seems to have been chosen in reference to the number of Pura~as or 

from the fact that the great war of the Bhilrutas lasted 18 days." Holtzmann (Jr.), Das Mahabharata 
und seine Theile, vol. 2, 1. 
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But is this particular symmetry between the Mahiibhiirata's opening and closing 
verses an indication that parmns 17 and 18 are late additions to a pre-existing text 
already including the 1.56 verses? This would seem to be the purpose of 
Brockington's mentioning them. 

Although I do not contest that phalasruti verses (i.e. verses of self-praise 
which enumerate the benefits of reciting and hearing the text) are final editorial 
comments on a pre-existing text, we must distinguish between baby and 
bathwater. The presence of phalasruti verses at the end of the epic is to be 
expected, but we should not therefore suspect that the entire final book was 
authored simultaneously with the phalasruti verses, as Brockington seems to 
suggest. The occurence of verses of self-praise in the Smrgiirohm}aparmn does 
not tell us a great deal about the date of the narrative material which precedes 
them. 

Finally, Brockington asserts that "the portrayal of Yudhi~!hira in [Book 
18] turns him even more into an embodiment of brahmanical Hinduism by 
emphasizing the questioning philosopher - the brahman influence by now 
extending to the narrative element." Behind this claim is the notion, indeed not an 
unreasonable one, that the Mahiibhiirata was reworked by priestly hands. While I 
embrace such a characterization of the text's growth - it is in fact quite 
consistent with the claims of this dissertation regarding the importance of Vedic 
myth and ritual for the normative redaction - the fact is that Yudhi~!hira is quite 
priestly and brahminical in every book of the poem. Whether or not it is 
attributable to later priestly interests, Yudhi~!hira's brahminical or dharma­
philosophical character in Books 17 and 18 is entirely consistent with his behavior 
in the preceeding parmns, and hence his personality traits offer nothing of value 
regarding the date of Books 17 and 18 vis-a-vis the preceding material of the 
poem. 

What Brockington has suggested here is in harmony with the long­
standing tendencies in Mahiibhiirata scholarship exemplified above - a tendency 
to assume that the concluding books of the Mahiibhiirata as we have it today do 
not represent the "real" ending to the story, that the battle's conclusion must have 
constituted the actual termination of the original story, and that everything else is 
at best of secondary importance. Another contemporary scholar tending to echo 
this attitude towards the post-battle books is Kevin McGrath: "The Stn parmn 
closes the narrative that commenced with the gambling in the sabhii; in effect, 
this is the end of epic Mahiibhiirata ... [t]hese concluding books do not add to the 
epic matter except in very small part. ,,85 Here once again, the assumed centrality 
of the war results in a de-emphasis on the material following the battle, in much 
the same way that Winternitz saw the post-battle funeral as "the point at which the 
old poem ended."86 

85 Kevin McGrath, The Sanskrit Hero: Kar~lU in Epic Mahiibhiirata (Boston: Brill, 2004). 
223 and note no. 39. 

86 Wintcrnitz, History of Indian Literature, vaLl, 372. 
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1.2.2. Published Editions of the Mahiibhiirata' sEnding 

Thus far we have argued against claims and assumptions that explicitly or 
implicitly cast doubt on the authenticity of the poem's ending as we find it in 
Books 17 and 18 of the Critical Edition today. If these two books are indeed late 
additions to a shorter, pre-existing form of the Mahiibhiirata text having some 
other ending, convincing evidence for this has yet to be presented in scholarship. 
But if any lingering doubts on this matter remain, they can, I propose, be dispelled 
by consulting all the principal published materials of the Sanskrit Mahiibhiirata 
- that is to say, editions published prior to the Critical Edition, the Critical 
Edition itself, and the contents of the Critical Edition's critical apparatus and 
appendices for parl'Uns 17 and 18. I have found no evidence of any competing or 
significantly differing rendering of the Mahiibhiirata's conclusion in any of these 
materials, but have rather found them to be essentially unanimous in their 
rendering of Books 17 and 18 except in matters of small detail. The editions 
consulted were as follows: 

(1) The nilgarfVulgate: The Mahiibhiirata: With the commentary of NflakalY!ha. 7 
vols. Poona: Shankar Narhar Joshi (Citrashala Press), 1929-1936. 

(2) The bwigla Vulgate: Mahiibhiiratam (janma§ata1'(lr~ikasarhskaralYam). 2nd 
ed.43 vols. Kalikata: VisvaI,ll PrakasanI, 1976-1993. 

(3) The Kumbakonam Southern Edition: Sriman Mahabharatam, ed. T.R. 
Krishnacharya and T.R. Vyasacharya. 2nd edition. 8 vols. Delhi: Sri 
Satguru Publications, 1985. First published 1906-1914 by 
Madhvavilasapustakalaya, Kumbakona. 

(4) The P.P.S. Sastri Southern Edition: The Mahiibhiirata, ed. P.P.S. Sastri. 
18 vols. Madras: V. Ramaswamy Sastrulu and Sons, 1933. 

(5) The Critical Edition: The Mahiibhiirata, ed. Vishnu Sitaram Sukthankar 
et al. 19 vols. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1933-1966.87 

87 A word is necessary here on the relationship between items (1)-(4) and the material of 
the Critical Edition's critical apparatus (6). We must remember that the Critical Edition is 
constituted solely from manuscripts and as such makes no reference to the earlier published 
editions per se in its critical apparatus. However, many manuscripts used in forming the Critical 
Edition were also used for these earlier editions - the nagurfVulgate from manuscripts referred 
to in the Critical Edition apparatus as "Dnl, Dn2," etc.; the bUllglu Vulgate from the "B" group, 
and the southern editions from Telugu (T), Grantha (G) and Malayalam (M) manuscripts. Hence I 
decided that the simplest approach, given that these earlier editions are still available and the 
books in question so small, was to read these earlier published editions simultaneously alongside 
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(6) The variants and so-called" asterix" passages for Books 17 and 18 of the 
Critical Edition. These are the verses relegated to the Critical Edition's 
critical apparatus and appendices. 88 

My purpose in consulting these editions was to find any significant 
deviation from the Critical Edition's rendering of the poem or evidence of an 
alternate ending. Naturally, there are many variations with such terms as 
e\'(.uitleWJ, tataf:zltathii, vocatives, case differences carrying the same meaning, 
opening invocations, extended manuscript colophons, the phalasruti verses and so 
on. However, all these extant editions nonetheless provide the same ending, in 
substance and detail, for the Mahiibhiirata's conclusion. Comparing the earlier 
published editions and the Critical Edition's deleted or appendix passages in this 
way can assure us that the extant manuscript traditions of the Sanskrit 
Mahiibhiirata know of no other ending for the story than that presented in the 
Critical Edition, which, once again, we may understand as an approximation of 
the normative redaction. All elements of the principal narrative are shared by all 
sources and there is no narrative episode unique to any edition. All variations are 
matters of detail, and only one such variation calls for close investigation, namely 
(Critical Edition) 18.5.5-8, which is examined closely in chapter 4. The Critical 
Edition's text thus represents the best available rendering of the Mahiibhiirata's 
ending, and provides the basic narrative material shared by all extant manuscripts 
of Books 17 and 18. While there are differences in minor details, the various 
geographically distant manuscripts are in consensus as to how the story ends; the 
Critical Edition abstracts this consensus and is therefore a satisfactory "pan­
Indian" rendering of the Sanskrit manuscript tradition. 

the Critical Edition text instead of looking through the mass of variants provided in the apparatus 
so as to reconstitute the manuscripts upon which these earlier editions were based. In doing so I 
accounted for most of the variants between manuscripts, with the exception of some of the asterix 
passages, which I therefore consulted as well. Of course many of these asterix passages appear in 
the earlier published editions (e.g. 13* for 17.3.11 occurs in all previously published editions 
except for P.P.S. Sastri's), but on occasion one finds verses never published before (e.g. 10* for 
17.2.1), and hence, despite some redundancy I consulted these deleted lines as well in order to 
exhaust the remaining available materials. 

88 The "* (asterix) passages" are verses failing to make the cut of the Critical Edition text, 
but are preserved in the appendices to each pan-an: "oo.[A]lllines belonging to one recension only, 
and a fortiori such as pertain to a combination of manuscripts amounting to less than a recension, 
for which there is nothing corresponding in the other recension and which are not absolutely 
necessary for the context - all lines, in short, with a defective title - have been placed in the 
footnotes or the Appendix, pending further inquiry regarding their credentials." Sukthankar, 
Mahiibhiirata, vol. I, xcv. These passages should be understood as later additions to particular 
manuscripts, otherwise the material would be attested more widely in other manuscript groups. 
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1.2.3. Evidence of the pan'iinukramanf and pan'asamgraha 

Before looking at some evidence external to the Critical Edition text, we should 
take note of Adipan'an, adhyiiya 2 which provides a list of the 100 minor pan'ans 
of the Mahabhiirata (parviinukrama1}l) and the summaries of the 18 major ones 
(pan'asmngraha). The passage l.2.230-232 says of Book 17 that "the Par.t<;!avas, 
bulls-among-men, having renounced the kingdom, went to the greatest 
achievement along with the divine Draupadi." Of Book 18 all that is said is that it 
is divine (dh'ya), not of mortal origin (amiinu~ya) and abounding in tapas 
(tapodhana). These lists also include the Harivamsa and Bhal'i~yat as the 99th and 
100th minor pan'ans and hence the parriinukramarf and parmsamgraha are even 
later than the sections which call themselves appendices (khila) to the 
Mahiibhiirafa. The most that can be said of their dates, then, is that "[t]hey are 
certainly prior to 1000 A.D., when the Javanese Bharata and the Andhra 
Bharatamu were composed; because both these works contain similar lists, which 
agree in many particulars with our list (i.e. the Pune critically edited text of 
Adiparvan 2).,,89 

However, what is of interest to us here is the size of the books described in 
the parmsmngraha: in the Critical Edition's reading, Book 17 has 3 adhyliyas of 
J 20 slokas; 18 has 5 adhyiiyas of 200 slokas. Sukthankar confirms these sloka­
number figures against the Javanese Mahiibhiirata's figures of 123 (17) and 200 
(18) and the southern recension's figures of 120 (17) and 200 (18), and declares 
of the pan'asamgraha figures for Book 17 that "the Indian sources, including the 
MSS., uniformly divide this short parvan into three adhyayas; and the unanimous 
Indian reading cannot be called into question .... " Similarly of Book 18 he states 
"there cannot be any doubt that the correct [adhyiiya] figure is 5, which is given 
by all editions and MSS. of the Mahiibhiirata.,,90 The Critical Edition text of Book 
17 does indeed consists of 3 adhyiiyas, although its total number of verses is 106; 
likewise Book 18 has 5 adhyiiyas of 194 couplets. Some 20 verses are therefore 
"missing," although the critically edited text frequently offers "couplets" of three 
lines, hence often the same quantity of material may appear to have fewer verses 
than another source. In any case, the description of the size of the 
Mahiiprasthiinika and Smrgiiroha!lUpan'an at 1.2.230-232 is itself the critical 
result of unanimous sources, and the Critical Edition text of these books comes 
very close to the purported size. We can therefore be assured that Books 17 and 
18 as we have them today are almost identical in size to the ones known to the 
author of the pan'iinukranlU1}f and parvasamgraha. 

89 Vishnu Sitaram Sukthankar, "Epic Questions II: The Parvasarhgraha Figures." Annuls 
of the Bllilndurkur Oriental Reseurch Institute 23 (1942-44), 550. 

90 Ibid, 557. 
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1.2.4. Renderings of the Muhiibhiiratu's Ending in Epitome and kiil'Yu Literature 

But how old are the manuscripts making up the substance of the Critical Edition? 
It is true that none of them are anywhere nearly as old as the aforementioned 2nd 

-

3rd century CE Spitzer manuscript. Of the dated materials consulted to constitute 
pan'ans 17 and 18 of the Critical Edition, the oldest manuscript is dated to 1611 
and the most recent to 1841 (Kollam 1016), although the majority are undated. On 
the average this is quite typical of the dated manuscripts as a whole consulted by 
the Critical Edition, which are bracketed by a Nepali manuscript of 1511 on the 
one end and a MalayaIam of 1842 on the other. Hence the dated materials for 
Books 17 and 18 are typical of the Critical Edition as a whole and are consistent 
with those consulted for the other 16 books. While the Spitzer manuscript, which 
may possibly attest to some form of the Muhiibhiiratu lacking, among other 
things, the Great Departure and Ascension to Heaven, can claim an antiquity far 
outreaching the oldest extant manuscript of the Mahclbh(lrata, the extant 
materials, late as they are, are uniform and must be privileged above a single, 
uncorroborated and badly damaged source. 

The extant manuscripts of the Muhiibhiirata may be projected back at least 
to the 11 th century CE with the help of ~emendra, the author of the 
Bhiiratamaiijarf or [Flower] Garland of the Bhiirata, an epitome or condensed 
retelling of the Muhiibhiirata. We know that ~emendra wrote under the 
protection of Kings Ananta and Kalasa of Kashmir (r. 1028 - 1063 and 1063 -
1089, resp.), his period of literary activity covering somewhere between 1025-
1075. In addition to his epitome of the Mahiibharata he wrote a 
RiimiiYUJ:zamaiijarf and is especially known for his A l'Udiinakalpalalii and 
synopsis of GUl)udhya's now-lost Brhatkathli. His Bhiiratamaiijarfis the oldest 
available epitome of the Mahiibhiiratu, written under the name Vyusadusa, and 
surely was based on northern manuscripts from which the Critical Edition's "K" 
or Kashmiri manuscript group has descended. Appendix 2 provides a full 
translation of the conclusion of the Bhiiratumuiijurf. 

When we look at the Bhiiratamaiijarlit is clear that ~emendra's 
understanding of how the Muhlibhiirata ends is equivalent to what we have in the 
Critical Edition of today. Even through the process of condensing and epitomizing 
the story we can identify all the principal narrative elements of Books 17 and 18, 
including most of the important details. Certain passages are almost as long as the 
Critical Edition's (compare, for example, K1?emendra's five and a half verses 
relating the description of hell with the Critical Edition's six). Elsewhere it is clear 
that he is condensing material from sources very similar or identical to that of the 
Critical Edition. For example, the argument between Yudhi1?thira and Indra over 
the dog consists, in the Critical Edition (17.3.7-15) of several back -and-forth 
statements, wherein Yudhi1?thira is offered admission to heaven with his mortal 
body ifhe will renounce his canine companion. In ~emendra's account, 
however, Indra initially speaks neither of dogs nor of embodied trips to heaven, 
saying simply '0 King, come to my fortress!,' to which Yudhi1?thira replies: 'I do 
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not want heaven with this body deprived of the dog' (riijan matpuram ehlti 
sakrel}okto jagiida sa~ I sunii 1'irahitaJ:z sl'Urgarh sasarfro na kiimaye II). It is 
obvious that K1?emendra is simply condensing the details of manuscripts closely 
resembling, if not identical to, those of the Critical Edition. A similar passage 
illustrating this condensing process is (Critical Edition) 18.3.38-41: 

Thusly addressed, that sage of kings, your great-grandfather, went 
along with Dharma and with all those whose abode is among the thirty 
[Gods]. The king, having plunged into that auspicious river of the gods, 
the pure Ganga praised by seers, renounced his mortal body. Then 
Yudhi1:l!hira, the Dharma King, having become a divine form, free of 
enmity, his sorrow gone, was bathed in that water. Then wise 
Yudhi1:lthira, the king of the Kurus, went, surrounded by the gods, 
accompanied by Dharma, praised by the great seers. 

Corresponding to these verses K1?emendra provides (l8.25c/d-26) "Thusly 
addressed by the king of Gods, Yudhi1?thira, his sorrow dispelled, having bathed 
in the waters of the heavenly Ganga of celestial splendour at the invocation of 
Dharma, [and] having abandoned his mortal nature, went to the holy assembly of 
the gods." 

Other such instances of corroboration between K~emendra's 
Bhiiratamaiijarf and the Critical Edition text will be offered below as we take up a 
second Mahiibhiirata epitome for comparison. For now a quick glance at 
Appendices 1 and 2 should make it clear that this Kashmiri poet provides 
testimony that the text as constituted in the Critical Edition, despite the fact that 
its oldest dated manuscript hails from 1611, faithfully represents the northern 
tradition's parl'ans 17 and 18, at least as far back as the 11 th century. In addition, 
we have already seen that the extant manuscript tradition for Books 17 and 18 is 
uniform across the subcontinent, and hence K~emendra's testimony need not be 
limited to northern manuscripts alone. In fact, were we to know nothing of 
K~emendra' s historic and geographic situation, we might just as easil y assume 
that the conclusion of his Bhiiratamaiijarf was based on southern manuscripts. It 
should hence be clearer now that the antiquity of the ending that the Critical 
Edition offers is considerably greater than the Critical Edition's oldest dated 
manuscript. 

For further confirmation along these lines, we may look to another 
epitome, the Biilabhiirata of Amaracandra Suri. We know that this Jain poet 
wrote in the court of King Vlsaladeva of Gujarat, around the mid-13th century.91 
The conclusion of this kii1'ya (court poetry or "Belles-Lettres") epitome is 
provided in Appendix 3.92 In much the same way as ~emendra's 

91 Madabhushi Krishnamachariar, History of Classical Sanskrit Literature (3rd ed. Delhi: 
Motilal Banarsidass, 1974), 199-200. 

92 Amaracandra Suri's style is closer to true kiil'ya than K1:lemendra, and I beg the 

45 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

Bhilrutamaiijarl, the Billabhilrata is clearly a poetic retelling based on materials 
similar to those of the Critical Edition. 

A few examples of the corroboration between the Critical Edition, 
Bhilrutamaiijarl and Billabhilruta will suffice. Amaracandra Suri begins his Book 
17 with the absolutive phrase "So the king [Yudhi~thira], having heard of the 
destruction of the Vr~l).is ... " (srut)'iltha ),!~lJinidhanarh), as does ~emendra (atha 
)'!~lJik~ay([1il srut)'il) and the Critical Edition (emrh )'!~lJyandhakakule srut)'il). 
Clearly in these cases the preceding book, the Mausalapan'an, closes with 
Yudhi~!hira receiving the news from Arjuna about the final fates of their Yadava 
friends, the final line then being recalled at the start of the next pan-an. All the 
key moments of the departure and ascension to heaven are attested in the 
Biilabhiiruta; details such as Yudhi~thira's explanations to Bhlma for why they all 
fell are the same as in ~emendra and the later manuscripts; in fact the 
Bhiirutamaiijarl, Billabhilruta and Critical Edition all specify that during this 
exhausting walk Yudhi~thira never looks back as his family drops to the ground 
one by one (Blulrutamaiijarll7 .14 anil)'!ttamukha; Billabhiiruta 17.18 
nilk~ipaccak~urupi; Critical Edition 17.2.26 ana),alokayan). Later on 
Yudhi~thira' s notorious lie to Drol).a during the battle is recalled as a reason for 
his having to witness hell (BhilrutamaiijarlI8.24 asatyale§asarhspars{ld etad 
drolJamdhat tam; Billabhilruta 18.13 guror )'inigruhe')'ocad yad asatyalamrh 
bha)'iln I adarsi durgatis te'sau tat palarh [sic] milyayil mayilll; Critical Edition 
18.3.14 )'yiljena hi tmyil drolJa upacfrlJa!:z sutarh prati I )'yiljenaim tato rajan 
darsito narakas tava II). Such shared details could be multiplied; in any case the 
principal events such as the argument over the dog with Indra, the topsy-turvy 
experiences in heaven and hell, and the final vision of heaven are all attested in 
Amaracandra Suri's Billabharuta. What is significant for the present purpose is to 
note that, although he is later than K~emendra, this poet lived and wrote some 
1500 kilometers from Kashmir in Gujarat, and hence provides testimony as to the 
state of the Mahilbhilrata in the West as ~emendra does in the North. As with 
~emendra, it is clear that the materials available to Amaracandra Suri for the 
Mahiibhilrata's ending were not appreciably different from the extant manuscripts 
of today. 

One final source should be mentioned before we make a final conclusion 
about all these materials, namely the Dhmnyilloka of Anandavardhana, written in 
the second half of the ninth century. As Gary Tubb has shown, Anandavardhana 
claimed that the predominant poetic flavour or rasa of the Mahiibhilrata was that 
of santa or peace. Tubb translates Anandavardhana's claim that for Vyasa " ... the 
creation of dispassion is the principal purport of his work, by composing a 
conclusion that produces a despondent feeling in response to the sorry end of the 

reader's patience where I have butchered or missed altogether the poet's playful phrasing; 
consequently Appendix 3 frequently provides the transliterated original alongside my attempts to 
render the poem into English. 
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Vr~l!is and the Pal!<;iavas .... " 93 Putting aside the issue of whether or not the 
Mahabharata indeed has one predominant rasa throughout, it is clear that for 
Anandavardhana, the Mahabhiirata ends in just the way as we have been 
describing until now - the final renunciation, ascent to heaven, and visions of 
hell and heaven - since the Dhranyaloka attempts to extend the rasa evoked by 
these events back onto the Mahabharata as a whole. Anandavardhana's work 
therefore assures us that the great departure and ascension to heaven were 
understood to constitute the Mahabhiirata's final episodes at least from the time 
of the 9th century. 

Taking all these materials together - all the manuscript evidence as 
gathered in the Critical Edition and represented by the earlier published editions, 
the Bhilratamafijarf of K~emendra, the Balabhiirata of Amaracandra Suri, and the 
Dhvanyiiloka of Anandavardhana - I think it is possible to suggest that, as far as 
available materials for the Sanskrit Mahiibhiirata tradition are concerned, 
traditional India has never known an ending for the epic that differs in any 
appreciable way from the story with which we are presented in the Critical 
Edition, and that convincing evidence of some other or "more authentic" ending 
has simply never been established. We have seen that the narrative of the extant 
manuscripts is confirmed by the two epitomes and in basic plot by 
Anandavardhana as well; this places the antiquity of this ending as far back as the 
ninth century. Meanwhile the two epitomes mentioned here attest to the existence 
of similar or identical materials in Kashmir and Gujarat for the Mahiibhiirata's 
ending, and the extant manuscripts hailing from across the subcontinent do not 
differ except in minor details. Chronologically speaking, then, if the story of the 
great departure and ascent to heaven is late or somehow an addition to a pre­
existing epic, this work of redaction would have to have been performed on a 
form of the text predating even the earliest form of the text that we can infer, that 
is to say the written archetype or normative redaction. 

Geographically speaking, there is equally no reason to doubt the 
unanimity across the subcontinent where the Mahiibhiirata's ending is concerned. 
Elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata there are more substantial differences, from region 
to region, than those we find in Books 17 and 18, but the materials in question 
show that the Mahiibhiirata' s ending has not been developed variously in 
different regions, but rather seem to all have derived from a common source. In 
other words, the Critical Edition's narrative in Books 17 and 18 offer us the 
original ending of the form of the Mahiibhiirata from which all later traditions 
descended, and constituted the conclusion of the "written archetype" or normative 
redaction. 

93 Gary A. Tubb, "Siintarusa in the Mahiibhiirata," in Essays on the Mahabhiiruta, ed. 
Arvind Sharma (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1991), 176. 
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In this chapter I hope to have set the grounds for the remainder of the 
dissertation, first by presenting a thorough synopsis of the books in question, and 
perhaps more importantly by establishing that this rendering of the poem's 
conclusion is, despite the reservations of certain scholars, the authentic 
termination of the normative redaction. 

This latter task involved replying to scholars who explicitly or implicitly 
locate the poem's ending elsewhere, or posit the existence of an older, shorter text 
concluding with some other episode. Finding such claims unwarranted, I then 
introduced a brief survey of the extant manuscripts, verse compendiums and other 
sources predating the manuscripts used for the preparation of the Critical Edition. 
These sources do not attest to any significant deviation from the Great Setting­
Forth and Ascension to Heaven as presented in the synopsis section of this 
chapter. I hope, then, to have demonstrated, so far as the extant materials allow, 
that purmns 17 and 18 of the Critical Edition make up the poem's original ending 
- that is to say, that they correspond to the normative redaction or written 
archetype's ending. 

Before we turn to the first of the two issues addressed in this dissertation, 
a restatement of the work to follow is in order. I will examine, in chapters 2 and 3, 
the manner in which the PUI)."avas and Draupadl die, and their experiences in the 
afterlife in chapter 4. As is the case for much of the rest of the Muhiibhiirutu, 
there may appear to be little of the Vedic world on the surface of these narrative 
sequences. But I will argue that if we do not adopt a reading of these passages 
which is attuned to Vedic ritual and mythic elements, we will miss an entire 
dimension of the poem and misunderstand why the epic ends the way it does. In 
particular, I will argue that the way the heroes die and their post-death 
experiences are best understood against a background of particular Vedic themes: 
the Vedic rite of the yiitsuttru in the former case, and the old Vedic trope of the 
battle between the del'Us (gods) and usurus (demons) in the latter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.0. Introduction 

In section 1.1.1. we took note of the peculiar way in which the Piil).<;iavas choose 
to die. The text does not state explicitly where the group is going, but the title of 
Book 17 - Mahiiprasthiinikapan'an - and a single verse at the very beginning 
thereof,94 suggests that they are performing a mahiiprasthiina ("great setting­
forth") or suicide-by-walking. This, as we have seen, is prescribed in 
dharmasiistra or legal literature for anyone wishing to bring their life to a close. 95 

Given the book's title and the remark that Yudhi~!hira "set his mind upon 
prasthiina," there can be little doubt that the author or authors wished to depict the 
death of the Piil).<;iavas and Draupadi at least in part as a mahiiprasthiina. Indeed, 
Draupadi, Nakula, Sahadeva, Arjuna and Bhlma do perish in the manner of 
mahaprasthins, as all but Yudhi~!hira walk to the point of fatal exhaustion. 

Here we might note that elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata, important 
characters have died by yoga,96 by controlling their death so as to make it coincide 
with an auspicious astronomical moment,97 by fire,98 in unusual ways such as 
being shot in the foot,99 in a drunken brawl, 100 by physically joining another living 
person's body,IOI by treachery and murder,102 and most importantly, by dying 
honorably in battle. J03 It therefore seems natural to ask why the Piil).<;iavas die in 
the manner that they do. 

Moreover, while their deaths seem to constitute a mahliprasthana, we saw 
that both Bhlma and Yudhi~!hira appear to have something else in mind, since the 
demise of each family member is a shock to the former and must be explained by 
the latter. Bhlma's exclamations are not simply laments at the loss of his wife and 
younger brothers, but indignant protestations at the injustice of each one's death, 
including his own. 104 In his replies, Yudhi~!hira cites personal shortcomings which 
would appear to account for the death - a death apparently understood as a 

94 prusthiine matim iidhil}'a [yudhi~!hiru!l] I 17.1.2c. 
95 See above, page 25. 
96 Drol)a, for example, actually dies through yoga, even though Dhr~!adyumna cuts his 

head off immediately afterwards (7.135.35-45). For a stimulating treatment of the theme of yogic 
death see Peter Schreiner, "Yoga - Lebenshilfe oder Sterbetechnik?" Umwelt & Gesundheit 3/4 
(1988): 12-18. 

97 This is how BhI~ma engineers his own death in 13.154. 
98 As we noted above, Dhrtaru~!ra, Gandharl, Kuntl and others die in a forest 

contlagration set off by their ritual fires (15.45). 
99 This is Vasudeva Krsna's manner of death at 16.5.20. 
100 Book 16 centers o~ this act of self-destruction carried out by the Vr~l)is and Andhakas. 
101 Vidura literally walks into Yudhi~!hira's body and disappears (15.33.25). 
102 The soldiers of the PUI)<;!avas' army are murdered in their sleep in Book 10. 
103 Most of the warriors in the Mahilbhilruta die in the course of the great battle related in 

Books 6-9. 
104 17.2.5,9, 14,20,24. 
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failure of some kind. As such, Bhima and Yudhi~thira seem to have some specific 
goal in their sights beyond self-imposed death by walking. Indeed, it becomes 
clear subsequently that this goal is heaven itself, thought to be accessible in the 
distant North. Yudhi~thira does not die initially, but succeeds in reaching heaven 
in his mortal body, and is lavishly praised for doing so. When he does die 
physically afterwards, it is by diving into the Ganga river and exchanging his 
mortal form for a heavenly one. 

We might ask, then, if the family is performing a mahiiprasthiina, why 
does Bhlma get upset? Why do they walk to the North? Why does Yudhi~thira 
"make it" to heaven without dying if he has undertaken this self-imposed death 
through exhaustion? And why does he finally die by drowning? It would seem 
that understanding the Pal).<;tavas' deaths simply as a mahiiprasthiina can only give 
us part of the picture. Consequently, I will propose an additional framework 
whereby we can understand the manner in which the heroes die, and argue that 
behind the account of the Pal).<;tavas' deaths lies a Vedic ritual - the yiitsattra or 
"mobile sacrificial session" - which may have helped to shape the substance and 
sequence of Books 17 and 18. 

In proposing this kind of reading of the poem's conclusion, I will take up a 
theme from Mahiibhiirata scholarship that has often proven fruitful in the past: 
the identification of ritual structures beneath the narrative events of the epic. In 
particular, I will propose in this chapter that the Vedic rite of the yiitsattra -
or more particularly, the siirasvata yiitsattra or "mobile sacrificial session along 
the Sarasvatl river" - helped to shape the narrative sequence and content of 
Books 17 and 18. Subsequently in chapter 3, I will pursue this further and propose 
that the institution of pilgrimage or tlrthayiitrii also played a role in the 
construction of the narrative of the Pal).<;tavas' deaths. As we will see, outlining the 
important family relationship between the two ritual forms of the siirasl'Uta 
yiltsattra and tlrthayiitrii will help us understand what may have motivated certain 
elements in the construction of the Mahiibhiirata's conclusion. The concerns of 
this chapter are thus limited to the yiitsattra, and will be extended in chapter 3 in a 
close examination of the yiitsattra's younger ritual cousin, the tlrthayiitrii. I will 
argue that both of these ritual forms acted as frames of reference for the authors of 
the final scenes of the epic. 

Section 2.1. offers a brief background on the particular trend in 
Mahiibhiirata scholarship which seeks out the traces of Vedic ritual behind the 
text's surface content. Section 2.2. then provides an overview of the Vedic sattra 
rite, and in particular the sub-variety thereof called yiitsattra. Subsequently in 
section 2.3. I will attempt to follow the model for reading the text introduced in 
2.1, situating the events of Books 17 and 18 against the complex of ritual and 
mythic motifs of the yiitsattra. In so doing I hope to demonstrate that bringing 
Vedic themes and motifs to our reading of the final scenes of the Mahiibhiirata 
can help us understand better why these key moments of the poem may have been 
composed as they were. As in the chapters to follow, I will suggest here that we 

50 



PhD Thesis - c.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

must look beyond the surface of the narrative - beyond the initial k~atriya tale of 
war and valour - and appreciate that deeper structures and themes of the Vedic 
world impacted the creation of the text in its present form. 

2.1. Mahiibhiirata Narrative and Vedic Ritual 

What does it mean to posit a structuring influence of Vedic ritual on the narrative 
events of the epic? On the one hand, we can easily point to the presence of ritual 
and material components of Vedic sacrifice within the text: all sorts of Vedic rites 
are performed in the course of the Mahiibhiirata story. In addition, Vedic sacrifice 
is frequently evoked in similes throughout the poem and otherwise forms a part of 
the text's overall imagery. The battle itself is often likened to a sacrifice, the 
analogy played out at some length in more than one passage, or hinted at with 
phrases such as "sastrayajiia" ("sacrifice of weapons") or "rw}ayajiia" ("sacrifice 
of battle"). 105 These constitute obvious examples of Vedic sacrificial elements in 
the Mahiibhiirata. However, a less conspicuous association between Vedic 
sacrifice and the events of the Mahiibhiirata story can be detected beyond its 
basic presence in the story content or poetic evocation. This deeper link between 
the Mah(lbhiirata's narrative structure and Vedic ritual has been a topic of some 
interest since the appearance of J.A.B. van Buitenen's 1972 article "On the 
Structure of the Sabhiiparvan of the Mahiibhiirata." 106 The method exemplified in 
this paper of identifying the sub-rites and sequences of a Vedic ritual beneath the 
Mahiibhiirata's story episodes has, as we will see below, often been taken up by 
later scholarship. 

van Buitenen has argued that the key narrative events of the Sabhiiparl'Un 
or second book of the Mahiibhiirata are themselves patterned after the sequence 
of events in a Rajasuya ceremony or Vedic rite for the consecration of a king. The 
fact that the events of this book revolve around (but are not limited to) 
Yudhi~thira's Riijasuya sacrifice, while not describing the actual rite in any detail, 
makes the hypothesis all the more interesting that the structure of the Vedic rite 
underlies the narrative events of the entire parl'Un. van Buitenen lays out several 
important parallels between the rite as detailed in the ritual texts and the narrative 
events of the Sabhiipal1 'an, 107 the most important of which is the dice game. 

105 2.20.14-15; 3.242.13-15; 4.23.27; 5.57.12-13; 5.139.29-51; 5.154.4; 7.80.22-23; 
8.40.89; 9.59.25; 12.99.12-13. 

106 I.A.B. van Buitenen, "On the Structure of the Sabhiiparl'Wl of the Mahiibhiirata," in 
Studies ill Indian Literature and Philosophy: Collected Articles of l.A.B. l'an Buitenen, ed. Ludo 
Rocher (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988). 

107 van Buitenen proposes the following parallels: In the ritual texts the Riijasuya rite 
begins with an oblation to Anumati, the personification of "consent," while Yudhi~thira's 
Riijasuya begins with seeking consent from Kr~l!a (2.12.35-40). The ritual texts prescribe, prior to 
the actual unction of the king, a rite called digl'yiisthiipana wherein the king takes a step in each 
cardinal direction, while in the narrative of the Sabhiiparl'an Yudhi~!hira's unction is preceded by 

51 



PhD Thesis - c.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

Within the framework of van Buitenen's hypothesis, the dice game takes on a new 
significance: a game of dice is an indispensible part of the conclusion of any 
actual Rajasuya rite, prescribed in the ritual texts to follow after the consecration. 
And so, in the narrative events of the Sabhiiparmn, we find a game of dice 
wherein Yudhi~thira stakes and loses the kingly status he has just asserted by 
performing the Rajasiiya rite. 

van Buitenen thus proposed that much of Book 2 appears to rest the 
outline of its narrative events on the structure of the very ritual which it does not 
actually describe from the point of view of its ritual execution. But we do have in 
the Sabhiiparmn the royal or military perspective on the events of a Rajasuya, 
whereas the earlier srauta texts or ritual manuals, copiously detailed from the 
priests' ritual perspective, offer little of interest where the actual political 
pretensions of the king are concerned. Hence van Buitenen remarked that 
"[n]either priest nor baron ... gives the full story .... ,,108 But thanks to van 
Buitenen's insightful observations, we can draw up a clearer picture of both. 

In this way van Buitenen brought to the attention of Mahiibhiirata 
scholarship an important detail: although the several Vedic rites occuring in the 
Mahiibhilrata are seldom described to the extent we would like, in several 
important passages of the poem the structure and sequence of these rites appear to 
be known to the Mahilbhiirata's authors, and can occasionally be detected as sub­
surface structuring patterns underlying narrative events. In a similar way, other 
scholars have sought to demonstrate that the Mahiibhiirata is not just a war epic 
containing instances of Vedic ritual within its story, but that Vedic ritual 
influences the poem's narrative in a deeper way. 

One such researcher was Heino Gehrts, whose 1975 work bears some 
similarities to van Buitenen's hypothesis regarding the Sabhiiparmn, although he 
applies the model over the entire epic: from start to finish, the Mahiibhiirata's 
narrative structure is based on the model of the Rajasuya. 109 Initially investigating 

a digl'ija.va or literal military conquest, carried out by the Piit:Jqavas under their elder brother's 
directive, of the neighboring lands spread out in the 4 cardinal directions (2.23-29). The abhifjeka 
rite of consecration itself then follows in the Vedic rite, and in the Mahilbhilrata text as well (2.30-
32). Following Yudhi~!hira's unction comes the arghi1bhihara~za or reception of a guest-gift, 
which corresponds to the gifting of the leftover unction water described in ritual texts. A moment 
in the ritual performance of the Riijasuya involving a symbolic chariot expedition and mock 
conflict seems to be reflected in the next episode of Yudhi~!hira's ceremony, namely the killing of 
Sisupiila (2.37-42). 

108 van Buitenen, "On the Structure of the Sabhilpan'an of the Mahilbhilrata." 311. 
109 Heino Gehrts, Mahilbhilrata: Das Geschehen und seine Bedeutung (Bonn: Bouvier 

Verlag Herbert Grundmann, 1975). This work was however not a mere extension of van 
Buitenen's ideas: "I recognized that far more ritual ideas (Gedankcngut) were arranged in the epic 
than first I suspected ... A grand order, inner richness and an indubitable (unerahnbar) strength of 
formation governed by a deep insight revealed itself to me. In the meantime the work of van 
Buitenen had appeared as well, which confirmed for me, at least in terms of the Sabhilpan'all, that 
the ritual interpretation of one of humankind's largest epics need not be understood only by the 
smallest circle of academic symbolicists." (8-9). 
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European consecration rites, he traced the theme of Indo-European royal 
ceremonies back to the Mahiibhiirata and in particular to the Rajasuya ceremony 
of Yudhi~!hira: "[T]he Mahabharata is the consequent development of one central 
idea: the consecution [sic] of events as well as the characters and the distribution 
of its heroes are regulated by the form of one of India's ancient rituals of royal 
consecration, by the rajasuya." 110 Gehrts argued that the authors of the 
Mahiibhiirata were in fact warning against the dangers of this ambitious and 
provocative rite, which could only lead to the destruction of the warrior class. In 
this manner Gehrts was able to subordinate the events of the entire epic, including 
the war and its aftermath, to the rite of Yudhi~thira's consecration which set off 
the internecine strife to begin with. 

Another scholar investigating this theme of Vedic rites within the poem's 
narrative is Thomas Oberlies, for the most part focusing on the ArUl}yakaparmn 
or third book of the Mahiibhiirata. Articles appearing in 1995 and 1998 proposed 
underlying ritual patterns beneath the events of Books 2 and 3, particularly the 
Pa1).<;iavas' tfrthayiitra or pilgrimage tour. III He sums up this entire interpretive 
approach to the Mahiibhiirata and draws our attention to "how fruitful it is for the 
meaning of the Mahiibhiirata to take into consideration Vedic ritual and its 
underlying concepts ... It therefore seems promising a priori to interpret the story 
of the Mahiibhiirata in light of Vedic sacrificial ritual.,,112 

While Gehrts and Oberlies sought out evidence of ritual patterns in the 
narrative sequence of events of the Mahiibhiirata, we noted above that 
Christopher Minkowski has directed our attention to the relationship between 
Vedic ritual and the Mahiibhiirata's basic structure. Once again, Minkowski has 
pointed out that the epic's two outermost narrative frames take place on the 
occasions of Vedic sattra sacrifices, and that even the narrative structure of the 
poem reflects the structures of these rites. Minkowski also shows us the closer 
connections between the M ahiibhiirata and Vedic traditions of the sattra evident 
in the snake mythology and motifs which are associated with both the Vedic 
sattra literature and the text of the Mahiibhiirata. 113 The Vedic institution of the 
saUro is thus intimately tied up with the Mahiibhiirata in its present form. 

Other examples of this method of "ritual reading" of the epic's narrative 
events could be added here, 114 but at this point the question we have been leading 

110 Ibid, 292. 
III Thomas Oberlies, "Arjunas Himmelreise und die TIrthayatra der Pal)<;lavas: Zur 

Struktur des TIrthayatraparvan des Mahabharata." Acta Orientalia 56 (1995): J 06-124; Thomas 
Oberlies, "Die Ratschltige des Sehers Narada: Ritual an und unter der Oberfltiche des 
Mahabharata," in New Methods in the Research of Epic/Neue Methoden der Epenforschul1g, ed. 
Hildegard L.c. Tristram (Tlibigen: Gunter Narr Verlag, 1998), 125-141. 

112 Oberlies, "Arjunas Himmelreise," 1 08. 
113 Minkowski, "Snakes, Sattras and the Mahiibhiirata." 
II" For further examples along these lines, see Tieken, "The Mahiibhiirata after the Great 

Battle"; W.J. Johnson, trans. The Sauptikaparl'Ull of the Mahiibhiirata: The Massacre At Night 
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up to presents itself: Could the type of ritual patterning of the epic's narrative 
events proposed by these scholars be applicable to the Mahiibhiirata's concluding 
books? Given the often rich rewards which follow from this type of investigation, 
it would seem worthwhile to attempt a reading of the text in this manner. 
Furthermore, Minkowski has already given us a hint as to where we should look 
within the Vedic sacrificial traditions: the sattra rite is one of special importance 
for the Mahiibhiirata as a whole. Hence I will attempt to show in the following 
that a "ritual reading" of parl'Uns 17 and 18, centering on the Vedic rite of the 
sattra and especially a sub-variety thereof called yiitsattra, can contribute to our 
understanding of the Pa~~avas' deaths, and account for many of the elements 
found in these books which the mahiiprasthiina model does not account for. To do 
this we must first familiarize ourselves with the ceremony of the Vedic sattra rite 
in general. 

2.2.1. The sattra Variety of Rites I 15 

The sattra rites (lit. "sitting" or "session") are one genre of several types of Soma 
sacrifice or rites wherein the principal offering is the juice of the intoxicating 
soma plant. The Soma sacrifices are divided into three groups, viz. (a) the ekiiha 
or one-day rites, (b) iihfna or rites lasting from 2 to 12 days, but otherwise not 
differing appreciably from the ekiihas, and (c) the sattra rites which can last from 
12 days to a year or even longer. All three of these forms of soma offering share 
various things in common, but there are some important contrasts between the 
sattras and the first two types of Soma sacrifice. 

Among the more significant differences is the fact that the sattra involves 
priests alone. In the case of most other large-scale Vedic rituals, a group of priests 
serves a yajamiina or non-officiating patron-commissioner of the sacrifice, who 
enjoys for himself the merit of the rite. This scenario is typically presented as a 
marriage of priestly and aristocratic powers: a king, although not participating in 
the ritual performance, is present as observer throughout, while the rite is carried 

(New York: Oxford University Press, (998), xxxv-xli; Reich, "Sacrificial Violence and Textual 
Battles." 

115 Here I will make only passing reference to the influential work of Jan Heesterman, 
whose hypotheses regarding the relationship between the sattra rites and the ancient culture of the 
l'ratyas or wandering raiding-gangs has generated much scholarly response. On the relationship 
between the sattras and the l'ratyas, see especially Jan C. Heesterman, "Vratya and Sacrifice." 
Illdo-lranian Journal 6, no. I (1962): 1-37; Jan C. Heesterman, "Brahmin, Ritual and Renouncer." 
Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes 8 (1964): 1-31; Jan C. Heesterman, The Inner 
Conflict of Tradition: Essays in Indian Ritual, Kingship, and Society (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1985); Harry Falk, Bruderschaft und Wiiifelspiel: Untersuchungen zur 
Entwicklungsgeschichte des Vedischen Opfers. (Freiburg: Hedwig Falk, 1986); Jan C. 
Heesterman, The Broken World of Sacrifice: An Essay in Ancient Indian Ritual (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1993); Jan C. Heesterman, "Warrior, Peasant and Brahmin." Modern 
Asian Studies 29, no.3 (1995): 637-654. 
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out by the ritual experts who will eventually receive payment for their work. If the 
rite has been performed properly, the king will earn great merit as the patron of 
the ceremony. In the case of the sattras, however, there is no yajamilna per se, 
since all involved in the rite are themselves officiating priests of the brilhmm:za 
class, who perform the rite for their own benefit under the direction of a group 
leader called grhapati or sthapati. JJ6 The solidarity of this group is signified by 
their collecting their own individual ritual fires together into one. 117 

Another aspect of the sattra rites is suggested by its name, lit. "sitting," 
from --Jsad, to sit (whence the conclusion of a sattra is described with the 
construction ud+--Jsthil, to stand up).1l8 As with most Vedic rites involving the 
pressing of soma, sattras incorporate periods of dialogue called brahmodya at 
moments of rest between ritual activities, wherein the priests would seat 
themselves, indulge their imaginations and test their debating skills. Given their 
designation, the sattra variety of sacrifices clearly placed a premium upon such 
moments of seated conversation and competitive dialogue. By means of these 
competitive sattra dialogues and riddling question-and-answer exchanges, 
participants tested each other's wits and mastery of obscure formulas. Anyone 
unable to think and respond quickly enough suffered severely. I \9 

The seated dialogue of the sattra was not always fraught with conflict, 
however. The participants of a sattra also filled the "gaps" between their ritual 
responsiblities by telling the lore of ancient kings. We already know two such 
examples of inner-sacrificial storytelling: the Mahilbhilrata story is recounted at a 
sattra by Vaisampayana, who, "seated with those present at the sacrifice, 
pronounced the Bhilrata during the intervals between the rites of the sacrifice, 
[being] incited repeatedly [to do so], 1.1.58." This recitation is in turn repeated by 
the bard Ugrasravas at a second sattra in Naimi~a forest to the brahmins seated 
around their grhapati Saunaka; these priests as well want to fill the gaps of their 
ritual project with the story of the great Bharata war. 

116 The Mahilbhilrata itself, however, provides an exception: Janamejaya is a king and 
patron of a snake sattra. At the level of the Mahilbhilrata's outermost narrative frame, we find the 
more typical situation of sattrillS being led by a grhapati or sthapati, namely Saunaka. 

117 BaudhilVUllU Srauta Sutra 16. 

118 Bohtlingk / Roth gives, for ud+-.Jsthil: (2) "von einer Opferhandlung u.s.w. aufstehen 
so v.a. beelldigen, schliessell:" Satapatha Brilhma~lU 4.6.8.2: sattriit (ud+-.Jsthil). 

119 In Mahilbhilrata 3.132-134, we see a case of this: a priest named A~tavakra defeats his 
opponent Bandin at a sattra through mastery of obscure numerical formulae. The loser of this 
contest of wits is drowned just as he himself had sent those whom he had previously defeated to a 
watery death. Heesterman and Falk see in these high-stake sattra debates an echo of the ancient 
l'riltya gangs who appear to have justified their aggressive raiding by challenging those they 
encountered with questions: anyone unable to respond appropriately would have to hand over his 
goods or suffer violence. The aggression and violence of these l'riltya gangs is, according to 
Heesterman's hypothesis, recalled in the seated debate and poetic testing of the sattra. Falk states 
that "[t]he question of the l'riltyas' aggression is thus linked to the poetry [of the sattra 1: He who 
gave no reply to [the l'riltyas'] knowledge (Wissen) had to buy himself free by gifts. Only he who 
resisted would be attacked." Falk, Bruderschaft und Wlirfelspiel. 47. 
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Whether testing each other's verbal and intellectual skills or recounting 
tales of bygone days, the special emphasis on seated dialogue which the 
designation sattra evokes is nonetheless peculiar insofar as the sattra rites also 
require that the participants wander about, and as such seem to bear an 
incongruous name. 120 Many important sattra rites called ayanas (lit. "course," 
"path") prescribe the priests to roam for months at a time. In the ritual 
prescriptions and mythology surrounding the sattra rites, then, we often find both 
an itinerant and seated aspect emphasized. One of the clearest examples of this 
will be examined in the following section, where we encounter a rite bearing the 
oxymoronic name yiitsattra or "going-sitting." 

Thus far we have discussed the institution of the sattra as a generic form 
of Vedic sacrifice. Of the salient features of this genre of rite, we have noted that 
sattrins are guided by a group leader, gather their ritual fires together in solidarity, 
emphasize debate and exchanges of wits, and often involve the participants in 
wandering over a long period of time. Below in section 2.2.2. we will examine a 
particular variety of this rite, namely the yiitsattra, which features several peculiar 
elements distinguishing it from all other forms of sattra. 

2.2.2. The yiitsattra 

The yiitsattra, whose name as we have just noted is an oxymoron ("moving­
seating/session": yiit-, from --Jyii, to go or move), is a sub-variety of the sattra rite 
and as such all that has been said in the foregoing about sattras applies to the 
yiitsattra. In addition there are several peculiarities that distinguish this form of 
sacrificial session from the generic model, as will become clear in the following. 
The ritual texts preserve two forms of this rite, the slirasvata and diir~advata, 
which respectively take place along the banks of the SarasvatI and Dr~advatI 
rivers. 121 

The siirasvata yiitsattra is a rite, said to require 44 days, wherein the 
participants make their way upstream along the southern bank of the Sarasvati 
river. The goal of this journey is "to reach heaven," or more particularly the 
source of the river known as Plak~a Prasrava~a. The daily movement upstream is 
measured by re-establishing the yupa or sacrificial pole in a new location every 
day as determined by the casting of the samyii peg used for measuring the 
sacrificial ground. The distance of these peg throws is said in the Pafical'ili1sa 
BriihmUlya to be "36 paces," although the same text measures the entire journey as 

120 Heesterman cites a passage from the Satapatha BriihmwJa (4.6.8.1-3) which attempts 
to reconcile the conflicting senses of sitting and wandering by offering complicated etymologies 
of the terms used for the sattra's basic elements. The passage is hardly intelligible, and hence 
Heesterman remarks that "[t]he Satapatha, deftly entwining the sitting down and the going, clearly 
tries to explain too much" (The Broken World of Sacrifice, 179). 

121 The Mahiibhiirata defines Kuruk~etra as the land between these two rivers at 3.81.175. 
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44 days on horseback as opposed to proceeding on foot. 122 

Fig. 2. Hypothesized course of the Sarasvati river in the Mahiibhiiruta l23 

122 PanCal'ililsa [i.e. Tii!l!Jyalnahii-] Briihma!/a, 25.10.2, 16. The Sarasvatl river in Vedic 
times may have been as much as 600km long: Michael Witzel, "Sur Ie chemin du ciel." Bulletin 
d'Etlldes Indiennes 2 (1984): 222 note 65. J. Ensink speculates that this journey must have taken 
several years: J. Ensink, "Problems of the Study of Pilgrimage in India." Indologica Taurinensia 2 
(1974): 70. 

m There is by no means a consensus in scholarship as to the course of the old Sarasvati 
river. See, for example B.P. Radhakrishna, and S.S. Merh, eds. Vedic Sarusvati: El'Olutionary 
history of a lost river of northwestern India (Bangalore: Geological Society ofIndia, 1999) and 
rejoinder to that volume: Irfan Habib, "Imagining River Sarasvati: A Defense of Commonsense." 
Social Scientist 29, no. 112 (200 I): 46-74. 
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The venue for this mobile session, the SarasvatI, is described in ancient 
texts as a swelling river (lit. "she with lakes / pools") originating high in the 
Himalayas and running southwest and then West towards Rajasthan and 
disappearing underground at a place called Vinasana (see Figure 2). 
Reappearing further to the South-West at a site called Udapana, it is said to flow 
from there into the Arabian sea at a site called Prabhasa, around the area of 
Veraval in modern Gujarat state. Today this river is no more, but the present day 
Ghaggar Canal is likely its less impressive descendant. 124 There can be little doubt 
that in its day it was a remarkable body of water, as it is the most highly lauded of 
any river in the J.?gl'eda. 125 In fact, this river's name has lived on as it were post­
humously: in popular Hindu thinking today, the SarasvatI is invisible (and 
considerably displaced from its apparent original location), being said to flow into 
the confluence of the Gmi.ga and Yamuna at the site of Prayaga, which is therefore 
thought of as the confluence of the three holy rivers. 

The silrasvata yatsattra begins with the consecration of the participants at 
Vinasana on the southern bank of the SarasvatI. The wives of the sattrins are also 
consecrated and join in the journey along the river. 126 Some texts assign this initial 
consecration to the seventh day of the light half of the month of Caitra (March­
April),127 others to the period of the winter solstice. 128 After the initial ceremonies, 
the yiltsattrins gather their fires together, the first samya or peg throw is made and 
the sacrificial ground established on the spot where the samya lands. This process 
is repeated daily, following the course of the river upstream (initially eastwards), 
and eventually North-East as the sattrins climb into the Himalaya foothills 
towards Plak~a Prasravat:ta, the source of the SarasvatI. As they march along, the 
principal deity to whom the offerings are made is Agni, the God of Fire. 

After the first few days, the participants reach the confluence of the 
SarasvatI with the Dr~advatI river and here perform an offering to Aparimapat or 
Lord of the Waters. Fording the Dr~advatl and continuing up the SarasvatI to its 
source high in the north-eastern mountains, the yatsattrins reach Pla~a 
Prasravat:ta. This location is in the vicinity of the Yamuna river and in particular a 
site called Karapacana where the concluding avabhrtha or ritual bath marking the 
end of the sattra is taken. 

124 Modern-day Anupgarh in Rajasthan, near the border of Pakistan, seems a likely 
candidate for Vinasana, while the ancient source of the river, Plak~a Prasrava'.la, may be placed in 
the area of the modern-day Nag Tisba range in southern Himachal Pradesh / western Uttar 
Pradesh, near Candigarh. 

125 Ensink, "Problems of the Study of Pilgrimage in India," 68. 
126 Arthur Berriedale Keith, The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and Upanishads, 

vo\'2 (London: Harvard University Press. 1925),349. 
m Alfred Hillebrandt. Rituul-Litteratur: Vedische Opfer und Zuuber (Strassburg: Karl J. 

Triibner. 1897). 158. 
128 Witzel. "Sur Ie Chemin du Ciel," 222, cites Paiical'imsa Briihmu~lU, 5.9.1 and 

Taittir~vu Samhitii 7.4.8. 
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Almost identical to the siiras\'utu yiitsuttra is the diir~ud1'Utu yiitsuttra, 
taking place in much the same manner along the Dr~advatI river South of the 
SarasvatI. Following the Dr~advatI upstream leads to a site not far from Plak~a 
Prasraval!a to a site bearing a similar name: Triplak~avaharal!a, also on the 
Yamuna. Hence the diir~ud1'Utu yiitsuttru's u1'Ubhrtha or terminal bath marking 
the end of the rite is also to be taken at the Yamuna, not far from the siiras1'Uta' s 
ambhrthu site of Karapacana. 

In both the case of the SarasvatI and Dr~advatI rites, these terminal points 
are said to be near or actually constitute "the world of heaven." Plak~a Prasraval!a 
is in fact only as far from heaven as it is from Vinas ana: 44 days on horseback. 129 

As a.p. Bharadwaj notes, several other texts equate Plak~a Prasraval!a, 
Triplak~avaharal!a and the upper Yamuna area with heaven. 130 Bharadwaj also 
points out that the Mahiibhiirata itself (wherein the site is known as 
Plak~avataral!a) shares this view: "Truly do the wise call this foremost of the 
sacred fords of the Yamuna, known as Plak~avataral!a, the door to the back of 
heaven." (3.129.13).131 

The significance of Karapacana's declared proximity to heaven becomes 
clearer when we read in the Pancal'imsu BriihmaIJa that the sattrin, upon taking 
the final bath there at the end of his diir~admta yiitsuttra, "disappears from the 
(eyes of) men." 132 In his translation of this passage, Caland makes a note about 
this curious disappearance of the suttrin: "This is differently interpreted by the 
Siitrakaras [later commentators]: according to Dhanafijayya [sic], this course of 
i~tis [sacrificial rites] was destined for one who desires to retire from the world 
(pravraji~yat); he should not return to the community, but ascend the world of 
heaven: or, it means that he becomes separated from other people and fares 
better." 133 Contemporary scholarship also reads this passage as suggesting ritual 
suicide by drowning. 134 

129 catuscatl'ilrirhsadL1s1'fnilni sarusVlltyL1 l'inasanilt plak~a~ prilsrul'l1nas till'adita~ 
sl'l1rgo loka!1 sarusVlltfswnmitena adhl'Wlil sl'argarh lokwn yanti I Pw!cal'irhsa BrilhmafJa, 
25.12.16. 

130 a.p. Bharadwaj, "Plak~a Prasravana." Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute 58-59 (1977-78): 481-482. He cites Jaimin~va Brilhmw}a 2.297-300; 3.150; Jaimin~va 
Upanisad Brilhmana 4.28.18. 

• 131 Barad~aj, "Plak~a PrasravaI)a," 483 (my translation). Plak~avataraI)a is however not 
strictly speaking a tfrtha or ford of the Yamuna river, as suggested by this verse. Bharadwaj notes: 
"it would be erroneous to construe Plak~avataraI)a as a tIrtha of the Yamuna. The intention appears 
to be to mention Plak~avataraI)a along with a tIrtha of the Yamuna which may be Karapacana 
since, as seen above, both these adjoining regions are on the way to the world of heaven and quite 
close to it." (483). 

132 Willem Caland, trans. Pancal'irhsa BriihmafJa: The Brilhma~/{/ of Tlt'enty-Fil'e 
Chapters (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1931), verse 25.13.4. 

133 Ibid, 639, 
134 Heesterman, The Broken World of Sacrifice, 175; Andreas Bigger, "Wege und 

Umwege zum Himmel. Die Pilgerfahrten im Mahabharata." Journal Asiatique 289, no. I (200 I): 
158; Hiltebeite1, Rethinking the Mahabharata, 140. 
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Evidence for ritual suicide or self-imposed death by drowning in holy 
rivers seems to trace back as far as the late Vedic period. In discussing the site of 
Prayaga (modem Allahabad), J. Ensink remarks that "[i]n the paralipomena 
(khila) of the l.Jg1'eda there occurs one verse which is generally thought to refer to 
the junction of the Yamuna and Ganges, the practice of bathing and even giving 
up one's life there: [khila-khila 5, appended at RV 10.75.5] ... "Those who plunge 
into the water where the white and the black river meet ascend to heaven. Those 
wise people who give up their lives there obtain immortality. ,,135 Prayaga is the 
principal of four sites of the well-known Kumbha Mela festival which takes place 
every twelve years, during which time ritual suicides still take place even today. 
Although Prayaga is far down the Yamuna from Kiirapacana, this passage cited 
by Ensink confirms the existence and legitimacy, at a very early period, of ritual 
suicide in the Yamuna. This should give us a hint as to the meaning of the 
PaiicaPirhsa Briihmw}a's claim that one bathing at Triplak~avaharaJ?a "disappears 
from men." 

Furthermore, as we will see in greater detail in the following chapter, 
Plak~avataraJ?a (Plak~a PrasravaJ?a) is known in the Mahiibhiirata as a place 
where the gods performed the siirasmta yiitsattra (3.129.21) and where men, 
desiring to die and reach heaven, come by the thousands (3.130.1). The purport of 
the Paiicaviri1sa Briihmw}a's statement that the yiitsattrin "disappears" when 
taking his concluding bath at the head-waters of the SarasvatI, and the frequent 
assertions that Kiirapacana, Plak~a PrasravaJ?a and Triplak~avaharaJ?a are heaven 
or near thereto should thus become clearer: the sattrin may profitably choose to 
end his mortal days in the holy waters of this site. 

Hence the image of the si"irasvata yiltsattra I have proposed here is of an 
extended mobile ritual undertaking, conducted along the banks of the SarasvatI 
(or Dr~advatI in the case of the diir~advata yiitsattra), terminating high in the 
northern mountains, where the participants may, at least in precept, end their lives 
by drowning. In doing so they complete the rite and attain heaven directly. But an 
important detail regarding the successful completion of the rite should be 
mentioned here: although the purpose of the undertaking is to reach heaven on 
foot, there is a provision that if one dies along the way, this constitutes a 
successful completion of the rite, and brings the suttrin to heaven as well. 136 

At this point some observations of Witzel's on the SarasvatI river would 
not be out of place here, as they bear directly on the issue of the yiitsattras and 
ritual suicide. Witzel has argued that in the minds of the poets of the l.Jgreda, the 
name SarasvatI stood for the Milky Way in the night sky as well as the terrestrial 
river. 137 With this identification of terrestrial and celestial river in hand, Witzel 

135 Ensink, "Problems of the Study of Pilgrimage in India," 68: sitiisite surite yutru 
smigute tutriiplutiisa Jil'Um utputunti I ye l'Ui tUnl'Uliz l'isrjunti Jhfriis te juniisa' mrtutl'Uriz 
bhujunte 1/ 

136 Hillebrandt, Rituul-Litterutur, 159. 
137 Witzel, "Sur Ie Chemin du Ciel." That the Milky Way was conceived of as a river is 

indicated by some of its more common names: nubhursurit: "sky-river" or sl'Urgugmigii: "the 
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shows that much of the imagery of the sattra rites, and especially of the saraSl'ata 
yiitsattra, takes on a rich new colouring. 

In his essay Witzel goes to great lengths to illustrate precisely how the 
Milky Way would have appeared in the north-eastern night sky in northern India 
during Vedic times, and defines what a sattrin looking East early in the morning 
would see (indeed, he would always begin the day's rituals before dawn, facing 
this direction): the Milky Way appears to "ascend" over the course of the half­
year from the winter solstice to the summer solstice, that is to say it rotates from a 
position parallel to, and hence partially concealed by, the north-eastern horizon in 
winter to a vertical position perpendicular to the eastern horizon in summer. 
Certain forms of sattra such as the gavam ayana, begun at the time of the winter 
solstice and culminating in summer, may have been understood to "raise the 
Sarasvati," in the same way that the daily Agnihotra rite is understood to ritually 
impel the rising of the sun. 138 

This conception of the Sarasvatl as the Milky Way adds a whole new 
dimension to the notion of "ascending the Sarasvati": the journey of a saraSl'ata 
ylitsattrin begins at the time of the winter solstice 139 and ends when the the "door 
to heaven" is reached in summer as the celestial river attains a position 
perpendicular to the eastern horizon towards which the sattrins' entire journey has 
been directed. The Milky Way is now contiguous with the earth, appearing in the 
morning to flow down from heaven to touch the eastern horizon; this is what the 
Y(ltsattrins would see when reaching Plak1?a Prasraval.1a, the "Door to Heaven" and 
center of the world. 140 Taking their final bath here (never to emerge from the 
water), they attain heaven by "ascending the celestial river." This image of a 
celestial river-as-Iadder is known in later Hindu tradition, as Diana Eck points 
out: "India's rivers are seen as originating in heaven and flowing vertically from 
the lake of divine waters in heaven, down through the atmosphere, and out upon 
the face of the earth ... [t]he Gmigii is therefore sometimes called sl'arga-sopana­
sariJy'z, 'the flowing ladder to heaven.'" 141 

Some of Witzel's claims may be difficult to support, as not all the ritual 
texts specify that the yatsattra rites commence in winter, and thus we cannot be 
certain of the exact length of the journey up the Sarasvati since the river no longer 
exists. Hence it may be difficult to prove that the sattrins would have arrived 
precisely at the time of the summer solstice to behold the milky way touching 
down at 90° on the Eastern horizon. However, there is no question that Vedic rites 
are always timed to coincide with auspicious astronomical phenomena (a fact 
proven by the existence of an entire science of astronomy -jyoti~aJ'idya-

GUllgii of heaven" (Ibid, 217). 
138 Ibid, 217. 
139 If we follow Witzel's (22) reading of Pancal'imsa Brilhmw}a 5.9.1 and Taittir~va 

Swilhitil7.4.8. 
140 Jilimin~va Upl1lli~ad Brilhma~lI1 4.26.12. 
141 Diana Eck, "India's 'TIrthas': 'Crossings' in Sacred Geography." History of Religions 

20, no.4 (1981): 324-325. 
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appended to the Vedic corpus, without which the rites would be ill-timed and 
hence disastrous). The rite of the gal'am ayana gives us just one example of a 
sattra consciously arranged to parallel the course of the sun, commencing in the 
dark half of the year and reaching its l'i~u,'at or mid-point of the year-long rite at 
the time of the summer solstice. 142 Hence the notion that the sarasmta yatsattra 
was also scheduled so as to coincide with a conspicuous phenomenon of the night 
(or, more precisely, early morning) sky is certainly credible. In addition, a 
pragmatic detail overlooked by Witzel bears mentioning here as well: the upper 
ranges of the Himalaya are more accessible in warmer times of year. Anyone 
intending to walk there from as far away as Rajasthan (Vinasana) would do well 
to start the journey in winter and arrive in summer. 

Finally, the reference point of Prayaga may again be helpful in support of 
Witzel's claims regarding the timing of the sarasmta yatsattra: at the Maha 
Kumbha Mela, ritual suicide or self-imposed death by drowning in the Yamuna is 
considered to bring the brave pilgrim directly to mok~a or final emancipation, as 
long as the waters are entered at a particularly auspicious astronomical moment. 
According to Witzel's hypothesis, the sarasmta yatsttra is similarly scheduled 
such that ritual suicide by drowning at Karapacana is not merely warranted by the 
holiness of the place, but by the special time at which the location is reached, that 
is when the terrestrial and celestial rivers meet. 

Before we proceed, we should sum up what we have posited thus far about 
the sattra and yatsattra rites: The sattra sacrifices as a whole are unique in that 
they are undertaken by priests alone, with no ritual patron; rather, sattrins follow 
a sthapati or group leader and collect their individual fires together. Debate, 
contests of wit and riddling question-and-answer exchanges are emphasized as 
part of the "sitting" activity implied by the rite's designation sattra, while 
roaming, sometimes for months at a time, may also make up an important element 
of this kind of sacrifice. A sub-variety of sattra, the yatsattra, stresses this 
mobility explicitly, and is especially to be undertaken as ajourney along the 
banks of the SarasvatI river. The purpose of this journey is to "reach heaven." 
Once underway, the yatsattrins, accompanied by their wives, make daily offerings 
to Agni, and also to the Vedic god of waters Apam Napat at the confluence of the 
SarasvatI and Dr~advatI rivers. The sarasmta yatsattra is concluded when, 
arriving at the head-waters of the river which is understood as the "door of 
heaven", the participants take their ambhrtha or terminal bath and drown, thereby 
gaining instant access to heaven. Anyone not arriving at this point, but perishing 
along the way, is understood to have attained heaven already. A striking sense of 
what it may mean for the yatsattrin to "ascend the SarasvatI" is suggested by 
Witzel, who has suggested that the termination of the sarasrata yiitsattra is timed 
to coincide with the joining, as it were, of the celestial Milky Way and the earthly 
river. 

142 Hillebrandt, Ritual-Litterutur, 157-158; Keith, The Religion and Philosophy of the 
Veda alld Upanishads, vol.2, 350-352. 
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Our next task is to bring this set of ritual motifs and gestures to a reading 
of Books 17 and 18. In section 2.3, I will endeavor to demonstrate that the author 
or authors of Books 17 and 18 were familiar with the sattra traditions and that 
they drew upon the imagery of the sattra, and especially the yiitsattra rites, in 
their depiction of the Put:t<)avas' final days. Here my purpose is not to suggest that 
these rituals were taken up as a rigid template for constructing the narrative events 
of the Mahiibhiirata's conclusion, but rather that some of the key details of the 
story of the Put:t<)avas' deaths can be accounted for by the hypothesis that the 
authors were familiar with this ritual form. 

2.3. The sattra and yiitsattra in Books 17 & 18 

It is important to note here that there is no mention in Books 17 and 18 of the 
Sarasvati river, and that the books' geography cannot be simply equated with the 
regions relevant to the yiitsattra rite. Hence the elements of these books to be 
discussed do not constitute explicit references to the sattra-yiitsattra complex 
discussed above. Yet as we saw when discussing the work of van Buitenen in 
section 2.1, Vedic sacrifice is seldom described in detail in the Mahiibhiirata, but 
is clearly familiar to the poem's authors and often underlies and informs their 
construction of narrative events. I will thus attempt to show that the authors draw 
on the imagery of the sattra and in particular the yiitsattra; in other words, the 
complex of ritual and mythic motifs of the sattra do not so much dictate as colour 
the events of parmns 17 and 18. Certain of these are especially conspicuous, and 
suggest thereby that other subtler details might well be read in light of some of the 
ritual motifs and gestures of the yiitsattra rite. 

In Book 17, the Put:t<;lavas announce their departure, collect their ritual 
fires together and extinguish them, and set out together on foot with their common 
wife, led by the eldest Yudhi.'?thira. As I have suggested above, the group is set 
upon the goal of heaven. This arrangement is suggestive of the collective 
yiitsattra unit, who set out as a group intent upon the goal of heaven under the 
leadership of their sthapati or grhapati. As we noted above, those undertaking a 
siirasmta or diir~ad\'ata yiitsattra are consecrated along with, and accompanied 
by their wives, who likewise follow the direction of the sthapati. In addition, we 
noted that one of the ways the sattrins assert this group solidarity is to gather their 
fires together into one collective. When the Put:t<;lavas throw their domestic fires 
together into the water, we may find a sense of this. While this is the appropriate 
thing to do for anyone renouncing the world, we should note the construction: 
sam+ ud+ ...J srJ ... agnln (17.1.20), "to pour forth fires together." The prefix sam 
suggests units being treated as a collective, and is consistent with the sattrins' 
gathering of their fires into a collective as a symbol of their interdependence. 

Not long after they begin their journey, the group is stopped in their tracks 
in the encounter with Agni (17 .1.31-41). Although the five brothers and DraupadI 
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have renounced everything, and are wearing only tree bark, Arjuna nonetheless is 
still hanging on to his GUI).<;ilva bow and two quivers. This is on account of his 
attachment to the jewels embedded in the bow (17.1.32).143 These weapons had 
been offered to him by Agni, the god of fire, on the occasion of the burning of 
Khul).<;iava forest (1.216.1). Agni himself had received the GUI).<;ilva from 
Varul).a. 144 But if the PUI).<;iavas and Draupadl are now, as renunciants, reduced to a 
state of total poverty, indeed "just as when they had been defeated at dice 
(17.1.21)," it is most inappropriate for Arjuna to be carrying such a weapon. As 
soon as they corne upon a body of water named Lauhitya (usually identified with 
the Brahmaputra river), Agni blocks their path (miirgam iil'rtya ti~!hantarh, 
17.1.33) and demands the bow be returned to its rightful owner Varul).a. The 
group can proceed no further until this matter is taken care of. 

Here we should recall that during the course of the siirasvata yiitsattra, the 
deity to whom the daily offerings are made is Agni. And not long after a group of 
yiitsattrins begin their journey from Vinasana, they encounter the confluence of 
the Sarasvatl and Dr1?advatl. This would present a considerable obstacle to their 
progress, but an offering made to Apum Naput or Lord of the Waters ensures that 
they cross safely to the other side of the Dr1?advatl. Following our ritual reading of 
Book 17, we might find interest in the fact that Arjuna returns the bow to its 
rightful owner by throwing it into the water. By the time of the Mahiibhiirata, the 
Vedic god Apurh Naput has all but disappeared from religious imagination; 
instead we find that a different deity has become the principal Lord over bodies of 
water, and he is none other than the owner of the GUI).<;ilva: Varul).a. Arjuna thus 
makes the offering to the God of Waters as known to the Mahiibhiirata. Agni 
clears the path and the group can then continue on their way. While this episode 
does make reference to the first occasion on which Arjuna received the bow from 
Varul).a via Agni (17.1.36), and as such makes sense within the overall epic 
context, I would suggest that the hypothesis that the authors were familiar with 
the itinerary and elements of the siirasvata yiitsattra might explain why the 
scenario takes place at this time and place: the PUI).<;iuvas (wandering on foot in 
search of heaven, together with their wife, under the guidance of a leader) have 
not been long gone on their trip; their path is blocked once they arrive at a body of 
water, and Agni (to whom daily offerings are made by the yiitsattrin) demands an 
offering be made to the Lord of Waters before they can proceed any further. Like 
yiitsattrins proceeding past the confluence of the Sarasvatl and Dr1?advatl rivers by 
offering to Apurh Naput, the PUI).<;iavas make it past the Lauhitya thanks to 
Arjuna's offering to Varul).a. 

The PUI).<;iavas then circumambulate the earth (priidak~it},ya prthh'yii), or 
more particularly, Aryuvarta or North-Central India. This gesture is of 

143 See 4.38.20-35 for a description of these jewels. Earlier in the Mahilbhilruta we see 
how attached Arjuna is to this bow - he was about to kill his eldest brother merely for telling him 
to give the bow to someone else (8.49.9-13). 

144 See above, note 55. 
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considerable importance, and will be treated extensively in the following chapter. 
As our present concerns are with the sarasmta yiltsattra, we will state only that 
the circumambulatory movement around Aryuvarta has no immediate connection 
with the yiltsattra per se. But once we investigate the relationship between the 
silrasvata yiltsattra and the rite of pradak~iflyil tfrthayiltril or circumambulatory 
pilgrimage, it will become clear that the tfrthayiltril may underlie the narrative 
events of the Mahilbhilrata's conclusion as much as the silrasmta yiltsattra, since 
these two ritual forms bear an important relationship one to the other in the epic. 

After the tour of the earth, the family turns towards the North and sees the 
Himavat; they walk there, pass beyond this mountain range, and see a desert, and 
beyond that the axis mundi, Mount Meru. These are the last geographic places 
mentioned. At this point it hardly seems that the PUl)<;lavas are simply wandering 
for the sake of exhausting their last lifes' breaths; their journey has followed a 
precise route which now takes them directly North. Once they cross through the 
Himalaya, and see the desert and Meru, they begin to die. We see here a clear 
example of the North as the location of the mythic regions beyond the range of 
mortal creatures, and the place of heaven or door thereto, asserted in the ritual 
literature of the yiltsattra and elsewhere. As we noted above, the three most 
significant sites for the silrasmta and dilr~admta yiltsattrus - Plak~a Prasraval)a, 
Triplak~avataral)a and Karapacana - are all located in the North, clustered 
together in the mountains where the Yamuna springs forth. 

But most significant here is the fact that all but the leader die along the 
way - they do not reach the goal of heaven physically as does Yudhi~thira. 
However, we know from the following verses that Yudhi~thira will eventually see 
Draupadl, Nakula, Sahadeva, Arjuna and Bhlma arrived in heaven ahead of him. 
Although he is tortured by a vision of them in hell, this is soon dismissed as 
having been illusory; Draupadl and the others were not in hell at all (18.3.34); the 
scene had been designed to test him "by fraud" (18.3.14-15). Hence Draupadl, 
Nakula, Sahadeva, Arjuna and Bhlma all reached heaven once they cast off their 
mortal bodies in the course of their wanderings (17.3.6). 

Although the deaths of Draupadl and the younger Pal)<;lavas may indeed 
have a sense of mahilprusthilna to them, we may also be reminded here of the 
yiltsattru texts which specify that anyone dying en route to the gate of heaven in 
the North nonetheless successfully completes the rite and reaches heaven all the 
same. Once again, I do not mean to suggest that the way Draupadl and the others 
die is a simply a narrative transposition from the yatsattra; the concept of 
mahiiprusthana also constitutes an important ritual framework against which 
these deaths are constructed. But if we entertain the notion that the authors of this 
episode were familiar with the yiltsattru - a rite of walking to the door of heaven 
in the North, wherein death along the way constitutes the successful completion 
of the rite - the scenario becomes clearer than if we insist the Pal)<;lavas' deaths 
are simply a form of mahiiprusthiina. 

Another curious aspect of the narrative which the sattru may help to 
explain is Yudhi~thira's testing. Twice in these short books he is examined or 
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inspected (parfk~ita: 17.3.18b; 18.3.31a; 18.3.32d). In the first case Yudhi~thira 
debates with Indra about the dog, particularly over the issue of whether or not it is 
cruel to abandon the animal. Yudhi~!hira argues that it is unbecoming conduct for 
a Nobleman (iirya) to exhibit such heartlessness. After some remarks about why 
dogs are not permitted in heaven, Indra then attempts a finer argument: 
Yudhi~thira has already abandoned his family along the way, as well as 
everything else in the world, and yet he refuses to let go of the dog. Indra adds: 
'You are deluded! (muhyase, 17.3.13).' Yudhi~thira counters: 'This is the way of 
the world: Neither friendship nor enmity between the dead and the living is 
possible. My brothers and Draupadi cannot be brought back to life, so I did not in 
fact abandon the living.' By sticking to his guns and outsmarting Indra's attempts 
to pin Yudhi~thira down with spurious logic, he wins out over Indra and discovers 
that the dog has all along been a disguise of Dharma, the divine embodiment of 
Law and Righteousness. Dharma declares he is pleased with his son Yudhi~thira 
and that he has passed the test. 

A second test is the vision of his family in hell (preceded immediately by 
the exasperating vision of his enemy Duryodhana in heaven). Yudhi~thira's 
compassionate nature is once again the key: for a second time he renounces 
heaven out of sympathy for his fellow creatures. However, the awful vision turns 
out to be illusory, and the whole scenario is called a test, the third of its kind (e~ii 
t!t~vll jijiiiisil: 18.3.30a).145 Yudhi~thira has passed this exam as well, and Dharma 
is pleased with his son because he cannot be made to deviate from his true nature 
by arguments (na sakyase ciilayitum smbhiil'iit ... hetubhi/:t, 18.3.30). The term 
hetu (argument, logic or reasoning) would seem an odd term to describe the 
tortuous vision of Draupadi, the PUI).<;lavas and their sons suffering in a stinking 
black hell. But what is going on here in these scenes is a testing (parfk~ita, 
jijiiilsii), and as such a special emphasis is being placed on argument, debate and 
evaluation. 

Once more I would like to suggest that those who composed the 
Mahiibhiirata's final books may have been drawing on the imagery of the sattra 
rites. As we have seen above, arguments, challenges, and contests of wit are an 
important part of the sattra institution, both on the occasion of the inauguration of 
a session and during the intervals between soma pressings and other ritual 
activities. The stakes in such contests of wit are always high. Here at the 
Mahiibhiirata's ending, the stake is higher even than life itself: it is no less than 
Yudhi~thira's afterlife fate. He responds appropriately to the challenges, 
outwitting Indra and staying true to his principles, and is not swayed by 
"arguments" which push him to the limits of his understanding. Although the 
argument over the dog and the vision in hell may not appear to resemble a seated 
dialogue and test of wits as featured in the sattra rites, we should note that the text 
uses such terms as "examined" (parfk~ita), "test" (jijiiiisii) and "argument" (hetu). 

145 The first of the three tests took place years before in Dvaita forest: 3.295-298. 
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Yudhi~thira succeeds (nistlrt}a\'(in asi: 18.3.31d) and is thus allowed to proceed to 
heaven. 

But unlike his family, Yudhi~thira has not yet physically died. He has 
arrived in heaven in a sense as spectator and candidate, but once he has passed the 
tests must nonetheless exchange his mortal body for an immortal one before he 
can actually take up residence in paradise. To accomplish this, he must bathe in 
the Gmiga. Indra tells him: 'This is the pure river of the gods, 0 Partha, which 
purifies the three worlds. It is the Ganga of the sky, 0 King. Having immersed 
yourself there, you will go [to heaven]. Your mortal nature will disappear once 
you have bathed here. You will be without sorrow, without trouble, your enmity 
released.' Dharma then steps in with some words of praise and repeats Indra's 
invitation: 'Come, come, eldest of the Bharatas, behold the Ganga which traverses 
the three worlds.' Yudhi~thira then submerges himself (al'agahya; samapluta) in 
the River of the Gods, and renounces his mortal body (tanum tatyaja manu~lm). 
He then takes on a heavenly form (dil'yal'apus) and reaches heaven instantly. 

Although the river in question here is the Ganga and not the Yamuna or 
Sarasvati, the image of Yudhi~thira diving into the celestial river in order to reach 
heaven certainly seems to evoke the termination of the yatsattra. He casts off his 
mortal body once submerged (al'agc7hya; samapluta) in the water. The river itself 
is said here to course through and purify the three worlds (usually thought to 
consist of earth, the mid-regions of space and the upper heavens, or alternately the 
underworlds, earth, and heaven) (trailokyapal'anl; trilokagiim), and is called the 
"Ganga of the sky" (iikasagwiga). It is hard to dismiss the possibility that the 
image of the Milky Way is what the author has in mind, a river coursing down 
from the sky to touch the earth and flow into the land of mortals as a terrestrial 
river. We are reminded again of Witzel's claims about the astronomical 
significance of the Milky Way's movements for the yatsattrin, and of Eck's 
statement that "[t]he Ganga is ... sometimes called sl'arga-sopiina-sarilJl, 'the 
flowing ladder to heaven. ,,1146 Yudhi~thira ascends this ladder in a manner 
appearing to accord with the PafiC(Jl'imsa BriihmalJa's instructions for completing 
a diir~adl'ata yiitsattra: he bathes in the water and 'disappears' from mortals 
(25.13.4). We know already that one completing ayatsattra in this way reaches 
heaven, and it seems that the authors of the Mahabharata knew this as well. 

2.4. Conclusion 

I hope it is now clear why I feel it may be rewarding to look at the events of 
books 17 and 18 from the perspective of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra. On the one hand, 
our ritual reading has been inspired by the example of previous scholarship which 
has demonstrated that the structure and sequence of some of the Mahiibharata' s 
important narrative sequences can be fruitfully accounted for by hypothesizing 

1-16 Eck, "India's 'TIrthas': 'Crossings' in Sacred Geography," 324-325. 
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that their authors were in part following the models of Vedic rituals in their 
constructions of certain passages. As such I have taken heed of Oberlies' 
statement that it "seems promising a priori to interpret the story of the 
Mahlibhlirata in light of Vedic sacrificial ritual." 147 In addition, we have noted 
that the Vedic sattra sacrifices were a concern for those who consolidated the 
poem within the two frameworks of the Vaismhpayana-to-Janamejaya and 
Ugrasravas-to-Saunaka narratives. Hence I have pursued here the possibility that 
the Mahlibhiirata's conclusion might also be profitably read in a similar way, and 
have argued that the authors of Books 17 and 18 were familiar with the rite of the 
yiitsattra and incorporated some of its imagery and motifs into their account of 
the PaIJ<;!avas' deaths. 

Once again, I do not assert that the siirasvata yiitsattra is simply a ritual 
blueprint upon which all the events of the Mahiiprasthiinika- and 
Svarglirohw}aparvans are based. The purely geographic factor would preclude 
any such forcing, as there is no reference to the Sarasvati river in Book 17 and 18 
where the PaIJ<;!avas' deaths are concerned. In addition, there is obviously more 
going on in these books than can be explained by pointing to the elements and 
structure of the ylltsattra. Other frames of reference, such as the mahiiprasthiina, 
are clearly part of the authors' understanding of what Yudhi~!hira and his family 
embark upon in their final days. One might also add that the sense of sarhnylisa or 
renunciation is an important component of the PaIJ<;!avas' last mortal act. All of 
these meanings are of course simultaneous and not competing. Furthermore, we 
will see in the following chapter that a second ritual- the tfrthaylitril or 
pilgrimage to the fording places - also has a special meaning for the authors of 
the poem's conclusion. 

But the benefit of placing the siirasvata yiitsattra alongside Books 17 and 
18 is that it allows us to account for more elements of the books than the prima 
facie view that the PaIJ<;!avas' deaths should be understood as a mahiiprasthlina. 
Four factors prompt us towards the latter reading: Book 17's title, the single 
statement that Yudhi~!l).ira "set his mind upon prasthiina," the fact that the group 
proceeds on foot, and the fact that most of them die along the way. But we are 
then left asking: Why do they proceed North? What is the meaning of the 
encounter with Agni? Why is Bhima scandalized by the deaths? Clearly his mind 
is not, like his elder brother, "set upon prasthlina;" but even Yudhi~thira seems to 
confirm that these deaths are somehow failures connected with personal 
shortcomings, and thus seems to belie any notion that he intends the family to 
fatally exhaust themselves by walking. Meanwhile Yudhi~!hira, the central 
character of this episode, initially does not die at all, but arrives in heaven in his 
mortal body; subsequently he dies by drowning and ascends to heaven thereby. 
Such important details as these are not adequately explained by the 
mahiiprasthiina model. 

147 Oberiies, "Arjunas Himmelreise," 108. 
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If, however, we bring the motifs and structures of the sarusvata yatsattru 
to bear upon our understanding of these events, such elements take on a new 
significance; even the details that the group proceeds on foot, and that most of 
them die along the way, are accomodated in this reading. Once again, the salient 
details of the ritual complex in question are as follows: the saruSl'ata yatsattru is a 
wandering ritual sacrifice, carried out along the Sarasvati river, which is 
concluded up in the northern mountains. The participants band together as a 
collective under the leadership of a sthapati and, together with their wives, 
advance northwards on foot, making daily offerings to Agni. When they reach the 
confluence of the Sarasvati and Dr~advati, an offering must be made to the God of 
Waters before they can proceed past this obstacle. Pressing North and up into the 
mountains, the participants terminate the rite and may end their lives by drowning 
at Kfuapacana; in doing so they attain heaven. However, those who have died 
along the way have also successfully completed the rite and attained heaven as 
well. 

Reading the narrative of Books 17 and 18 against this Vedic backdrop, we 
find that all of the following details may be taken under a single interpretive ritual 
framework: The solidarity of the group together with their wife under the lead of 
Yudhi~!hira; the theme of walking northwards on foot to the gate of heaven; the 
encounter with Agni at the Lauhitya and the offering to Varul?a, the epic God of 
Waters; the individual deaths of each family member: Draupadi and the younger 
PUI?<;!avas do not reach their goal on foot like Yudhi~thira, but their purpose is 
accomplished all the same. Yudhi~thira's prodding and testing also may reflect 
some of the sattru culture of debate and high-stakes interrogation. But perhaps the 
most striking element of all is Yudhi~thira's death: after his ascent into the 
northern mountains, he drowns in a river and rises instantly to heaven. All of 
these elements of the Mahabharuta's conclusion can be provided with a common 
backdrop or frame of reference if we entertain the possibility that the sarsal'ata 
yatsattru was familiar to the authors of pan'ans 17 and 18. 

I will return, then, to this simple point at the heart of this dissertation: a 
sensitivity to Vedic themes and motifs is necessary in order for us to understand 
the motivation behind the construction of particular moments of the poem's 
narrative. Such themes are easily overlooked, for indeed the poem often seems to 
present us with a thoroughly bjatriya or warriors' tale, and is in principle 
disconnected from the Veda or sruti in virtue of its classification as a smrti. But as 
I have stated above, many important continuities between the Veda and the 
Mahabharuta have now been brought to light and investigated in epic 
scholarship; I hope to have shown in this chapter that such an approach can 
greatly enrich our understanding of the epic's final scenes. 

As we conclude our discussion of the sarus)'ata yatsattru's significance 
for the epic's conclusion, two questions must be raised that are still in need of 
resolution: what, if any, is the relationship between the PUI?<;!avas' 
circumambulation of the earth in Book 17 and the yiitsattra? And if the siirusl'Uta 
yiitsattra is colouring the account of the PUI?<;!avas' deaths, why does Yudhi~thira 

69 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

dive into the Gmi.ga river and not the SarasvatI? In the following chapter, we will 
examine the relationship between the siirasmtu yiitsuttra and the institution of 
pilgrimage or tfrthuyiitrii as it is understood in the Muhiibhiiratu. In doing so, we 
will be able to answer these questions and extend further the Vedic ritual reading 
of Books 17 and 18. 

70 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

CHAPTER THREE 

3.0. Introduction 

Above in section 1.1.1. we noted that the Pal).~avas, prior to their final ascent into 
the northern mountains, perform a huge (albeit briefly related) walking tour of the 
earth (17.I.4Icd-17.2.2). After first heading East (priinmukhii/:l, 17.1.27d), 

... those heroic Pal)<;Iavas went facing South. Then they went, 0 tiger of 
the Bharatas, to the South-West region by means of the northern bank 
of the Ocean of SaIt Water (Laval)umbhas). Then, turned again to the 
western region, they saw Dvuraku flooded by the ocean. Those best of 
the Bharatas, possessed of the dharma of yoga, having returned again 
to the North, went on, intending to circumambulate the earth. Then 
those self-controlled ones, joined to yoga, [who were] going towards 
the northern region, saw the great mountain Himavat. And then, going 
beyond even that [Himavat], they saw a desert. They perceived the 
great mountain Meru, the most prominent of [mountain] topS.148 

The only motivation we find in the text for this long detour is that the Pal).~avas 
"desire[d] to carry out a circumambulation of the earth" (priidak~h:zyarh 
cikfr~anta/:l prthil'yii[/:l D. Why this undertaking should immediately precede their 
ascension to heaven is not clear at first sight. I have argued above that the 
siirasmta yiitsattra forms an important frame of reference for the authors of the 
Mahabharatu's conclusion. Does this tour of the earth have anything to do with 
the sarasmta yiitsattra? Is this gesture of circumambulating the earth known 
elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata? 

At first glance, their tour may be seen simply as an act of reverence to the 
earth, this being suggested by the term pradak~iJ:zarh / priidak~b:zyarh -lit. "with 
right side forth" - that is, moving around an object such that one's right side (the 
auspicious, "pure" side) is facing the object. In this case the object is North­
Central India or Aryavarta, and it is circumambulated by an East-South-West­
North trajectory, just as one would circumambulate a temple or other sacred 
object today. But in the Mahiibhiirata, this clockwise movement is not limited to 
the veneration of objects and persons. The sun's intinerary, for example, is 
understood to be made up of an East-South-West route above the earth (the "day 

148 vavus ca piindal'ii I'friis tatas te daksinamukhuh II 17.1.41 cd . . .. . . . 
tatas te tflttare~ll1il'a tfrel}a il1l'al}iimbhasa~ I jagmur bharatasiirdflia disariz dak~il}apascimam II 42 
tata~ puna~ swnul'rttu~ pascimariz disam eva te I dadrsur dvurakuriz cupi sugarel}a paripiutum II 
43 udfcfrh punar iil'rttya yayur bharatasattamii~ I prudak~i~lywil cikfr~anta~ prthil'yii 
yogadharmil}a~ II 44 (end of adhyiiya 17.1) tatas te niyatiitmiina udfcfriz disam iisthitii~l I dadrsur 
yogayuktiis ca himal'l1ntarh mahiigirim II 17.2.1 twil capy atikramantas te dadrsur l'Ulukiirl}l1l'wn I 
al'l1ik~anta mahiisailariz merUln sikharil}iiriz va ram II 2 
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sun") and West-North-East route below (the "night sun,,).149 The sun-wise pattern, 
always suggesting a kind of spacial or geographic totality, is also found in the 
undertaking of the dig1'ijaya or military conquest of the known world. 150 

Most significant for us, however, is the Mahiibhiirata's presentation of the 
tfrthayiitrii or institution of pilgrimage to the holy fording places (tfrthas), which 
also takes up this clockwise sequence of visiting the four cardinal points. Below I 
will argue that, despite the absence of the term tfrthayiitrii or "pilgrimage tour," or 
any reference to tfrthas (sacred fords) in Book 17, the Pa~<;!avas' final pradak~i1:lLl 
or circumambulation of the earth should be understood as a tfrthayiitrii. Or, to 
phrase it more precisely, their circling the known world in Book 17 is best 
understood in relation to the Mahiibhiirata's other significant accounts of 
pilgrimage, of which there are three: Arjuna's pilgrimage by himself in the 
Adiparl'all (1.206-210), the Pa~<;!avas' pilgrimage during Arjuna's absence in the 
Arw'}yakaparl'all (3.80-172), and Baladeva's pilgrimage up the SarasvatI river in 
the Salyaparl'all (9.33-53).151 The principal concern of this chapter is to define the 
relationship of the PaI,1<;!avas' final sun-wise tour of the earth to the institution of 
ffrthayiitrii as represented in these three pilgrimage accounts, particularly the 
3.80-172 section, and offer thereby a hypothesis as to why the authors of Book 17 
chose to precede the PaI,1<;!avas' sl'argiirohaf}a or ascension to heaven with a tour 
around Aryavarta or North-Central India. 

The Vedic rite of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra discussed in the preceding 
chapter will continue to play an important role here, and so we will see once again 
that in order to fully appreciate what is taking place in the poem's final scenes, it 
is necessary to understand how the themes and structures of Vedic ritual have 
helped to shape the epic's narrative. In this chapter we will in a sense extend the 
arguments of chapter 2 regarding the structuring role of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra on 
the narrative of these books. For, as I will suggest below, the Mahiibhiirata's 
representation of the act of pilgrimage builds in part upon the model of the 
siirasl'ata yiitsattra. One of the Mahiibhiirata's three pilgrimage accounts is 
similar to a siirasl'ata yiitsattra, while the other two make the tfrthayiitrii a "sun­
wise tour" of the earth (pradak~if}ari1 prthil'fm + ...Jkr) or clockwise "para­
Aryavarta" tour much like that undertaken by the Pa~<;!avas in Book 17. The 
relationship between the ritual forms of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra and the 
circumambulatory tfrthayiifrii is thus of immediate concern for our understanding 

149 See, for example, Mahubhuruta 3.160.4-37. 
150 The Piil).<;lavas themselves undertake just such a conquest at 2.23-29; each brother 

conquers a cardinal point individually while Yudhi~thira stays in Indraprastha. The four conquests 
are described in a clockwise pattern, but the sequence begins with the North and terminates with 
the West. 

151 The character Ambii also visits some tfrthas in Book 5 (5.187.23-28), but this passage 
is very short and for the most part is concerned with usrumas of various sages. In the 
Mausaiaparl'Un, Kr~l).a expedites the final destruction of his clan by sending them on a tfrfhayufru 
to Prabhiisa (16.3.21-22, 16.4.5-6). A list of tfrthas also occurs (approximately 60 verses) at 13.26. 
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of the narrative of the Pa~~avas' deaths and will be examined closely in this 
chapter. 

We should note at the outset that the concept of visiting holy sites in order 
to accumulate merit most certainly developed independently of, and is merely 
reflected in, the Mahiibhiirata. But our interest is with the epic text alone, and so 
while I may occasionally make reference to existing traditions of Indian 
pilgrimage today, I do not propose a study of the institution as such, but simpl y a 
look at its representation or construction in the Mahiibhiirata. 152 We can therefore 
limit ourselves to a few key premises bearing on the Mahiibhiirata' s likely 
chronological placement in the actual development of the instutution of 
pilgrimage on the ground in India: (1) Vedic literature, which on the whole can be 
safely dated well before the Mahiibhiirata of the 4th or 5th century CE (i.e. as we 
have the epic more or less today), offers no systematic accounts of tlrthayiitrii nor 
organized lists of sacred fords (tlrthas); (2) the basic concept of visiting tlrthas is 
attested in early post-Vedic texts,153 but it is the Mahiibhiirata itself which offers 
the earliest representation of systematic pilgrimage and lists of tfrthas;154 (3) 
descriptions of pilgrimage per se and lists of tlrthas abound in the Purii1}as, which 
are notoriously difficult to date and almost always assigned dates much later than 
the epics. 155 

Our hypothesis below respects this broad developmental outline: section 
3.1. will examine the three pilgrimage accounts, beginning with Baladeva's (9.34-
53), arguing that it is based on the Vedic model of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra and as 
such may represent an earlier conception or construction of tlrthayiitrii in the 
Muh(lbhiirata. I will suggest that, as the other two tlrtha tours (the Pa~~avas', 
without Arjuna, in 3.80-172 and Arjuna' sin 1.206-210) reflect the pura~ic model 
of tlrthuyiitrii by extending the geographical domain in cardinal sequence, they 
may represent later accounts. Section 3.2. then ties the Muhiibhiirata's two final 
books to these pilgrimage passages, particularly the account of Book 3 and argues 
that we should understand the Pa~~avas' final pradak~i1}a of the earth as a gesture 
recalling this earlier pilgrimage tour. 

15" It is for this reason that I will not pursue the issue of Indian Buddhist pilgrimage here 
(a tradition likely reaching back to the time of the Muhiibhiirutu's composition). since the 
Muhiibhiirutu seems to lack any clear and direct references to Buddhist culture. 

153 "Yaska's Niruktu [cir. 700 - 500 BCE] does not list pilgrimage among the meanings of 
yiltril (Skr. for 'travel'), although this word became the most frequent term for pilgrimage in later 
times ... The law teacher Gautama (cu. 200 B.C.), however, declares 'all mountians, all rivers. 
holy lakes, tfrthus (places of pilgrimage) the abodes of seers, cow-pens and temples of gods are 
sin-destroying localities [Guutum~vu Siistru XIX, 14]. '" Bharati, "Pilgrimage in the Indian 
Tradition," 137. 

154 "[T]he Muhilbhiirutu is the oldest and the most important source of information about 
the places of pilgrimage in the ancient period." Surinder Mohan Bhardwaj, Hindu Pluces of 
Pilgrimuge: A Stud)' in Culturul Geogruphy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 29. 

155 The Rilmilyw:LU, always a text inviting comparison with the Muhilbhilrutu, is also well 
populated by tfrthu sites, but there is nothing comparable in the epic of Rama to the 
Muhilbhilrutu's extensive and systematic pilgrimage accounts found at 3.80-172 and 9.33-53. 
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I will trace this development in order to support the following claim: The 
author of the Mahiibhiirata' s conclusion preceded the deaths of the Piil).<;lavas with 
a circumambulatory tfrthayiitrii because this latter rite was associated in the epic 
text with the Vedic rite of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra, meritorious drowning and 
heavenly ascension. As we saw in chapter 2, the yiitsattrin or participant in this 
rite ascends the Sarasvati river in order to attain heaven; he may die along the 
way, or may drown himself in the river's head-waters - both will bring him 
instantly to heaven. Baladeva's pilgrimage in Book 9 of the Mahiibhiirata appears 
to take this rite as its model, while the Piil).<;lavas' tour in Book 3 seems to draw, at 
least in part, from the Book 9 account, and preserves the siirasl'ata yiitsattra's 
motif of the attainment of heaven by drowning. At the end of the Mahiibhiirata, 
the Piil).<;lavas perform this rite according to the broader sun-wise circuit, and 
ascend to heaven by dying en route or, in Yudhi~thira's case, drowning in the 
Gmi.gii river. Although the circumambulatory tfrthayiitrii, evoked in the closing 
scenes of the poem, was itself was not a Vedic institution, it nonetheless bears an 
important family relationship to the Vedic siirasl'ata yiitsattra within the text of 
the Mahilbh(lrata. Hence I hope to illustrate here, as in chapter 2, some of the 
ways that Vedic culture has helped to shape the poem, and that once again we 
must pay close attention to this Vedic aspect of the epic if we are to understand 
the configuration and content of the epic's final scenes. 

3.1.0. Three Accounts of Pilgrimage in the Mahiibhiirata 

In section 3.1, we will review the Mahiibhiirata' s three principal tfrthayiitrcl 
passages. Briefly, the narrative sequence of the three is as follows: Arjuna violates 
a family contract and consequently spends a year on his own carrying out a 
pilgrimage (1.206-210); later, after the Piil).<;lavas are exiled to the forest, Arjuna 
strikes off by himself yet again and the remaining Piil).<;lavas go on a pilgrimage 
tour of their own, reuniting with Arjuna on Gandhamiidana mountain (3.80-172). 
After the Piil).<;lavas' thirteenth year of exile in disguise, the attempts to broker 
peace fail and war is declared, whereupon Baladeva, the elder brother of Kr~l).a, 
departs on a pilgrimage, returning on the last day of the war to witness the final 
fight between Bhlma and Duryodhana (9.34-53). We will not examine these three 
accounts in the order in which they occur in the epic, but rather begin with the 
third, as it reflects what I will argue is likely an older conception or construction 
of the act of pilgrimage, given that it is based on the model of the Vedic siirasl'ata 
yiitsattra. Taking up a hypothesis of Andreas Bigger, I will then argue that the 
Mahiibhiirata's other two pilgrimage accounts, which develop the pilgrim's 
circuit out to encompass al1 of Aryiivarta in a clockwise sequence, may represent 
later conceptions of tfrthayiitrii which carryover some of the important elements 
we find in the Book 9 section. 
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3.1.1. Baladeva's tfrthayiitrii (9.34-53) 

Baladeva,156 Vasudeva Kr~l).a's elder brother, undertakes his trip instead of 
participating in the great battle. Upon hearing, in Book 5, that war between the 
Pal).qavas and Kauravas is inevitable, Baladeva declares he will not take sides 
since he is tied equally to both camps. Instead he decides "to go see the tfrthas of 
the SarasvatI river (tfrthiini sarasmtyii ni~e"itum)." The proposed journey is here 
called a tlrthayatrii (5.154.32-33), as well as in the later section wherein the tour 
is actually described (9.34.12; 9.34.15; 9.34.18; 9.42.4). Baladeva's trip up the 
Sarasvati river takes place during the battle, "behind the scenes" of Books 6-8 as 
it were, and is not actually recounted until the conclusion of the great war in Book 
9. After the war is over, Baladeva returns from his trip to witness the final club 
match between his two students Duryodhana and Bhima, and upon his arrival the 
story of the club-battle is paused while Vaisarnpayana, the narrator of the 
Mahabhiirata, explains to his principal auditor lanamejaya all the details of 
Baladeva's tlrthayiitrii. 

Baladeva's pilgrimage is fairly straightforward: he follows the SarasvatI 
river upstream from the mouth to the source, visiting all the meritorious fording 
places (tfrthas) along the way. This is, as we will see, a much simpler undertaking 
than the sub-continent-wide itinerary of the epic's other two tours. While 
Baladeva's trip is much like a siirasvata yiitsattra, his journey is called a 
tfrthayiitrii. This has led Andreas Bigger to claim: 

I am convinced that the sarasl'I1tfsattra is one of the fore-runners of the 
classical tfrthayiitrii, even if one can no longer reconstruct the stages of 
development between the sarasl'atfsattra and the tfrthayiitrii. In the 
Mahiibhiirata, Baladeva's pilgrimage shows itself to be so closely 
related to the sarasl'atfsattra that it must be influenced by it. ( ... ) 
Baladeva's tfrthayiifrii is surely not a sarasl'atfsattra in the strict sense, 
but the latter rather serves as the model of the former ... 157 

The first and most obvious element suggesting that this pilgrimage is 
indeed modeled on the older Vedic rite of the siirasmta yiitsattra is of course the 
itinerary: Baladeva follows the SarasvatI river upstream (facing eastwards -
9.36.32c) along the southern bank (9.36.28d) to the source of the river, Plak~a 
Prasraval).a (9.53.11 b). The geography of Baladeva' s journey differs from a 
s{irasmta yiitsattra only insofar as the Vedic texts define Vinas ana as the starting 
point, while Baladeva's is Prabhasa (see above, Fig.2, page 57). The Sarasvati 
flows all the way to the Arabian Sea, becoming "invisible," that is to say 

156 See above, note 47. 
157 Bigger, "Wege und Umwege," 158. Hiltebeitel also states that "Balariima's pilgrimage 

is a yiitsattra refitted to epic ends ... " (Rethinking the Mahiibhiirata), 140. 
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disappearing underground, at Vinasana (lit. "disappearance"), and reappearing at 
Udapiina (or the reverse when viewed from the perspective of one ascending the 
river upstream). Udapiina is in the immediate vicinity of Camasodbheda (9.34.78), 
and hence both sites are also associated with the "disappearance" of the river. 
Baladeva begins at the sea-side location of Prabhiisa and ends the long walk up in 
the mountains at Plak~a PrasravaI.la and Karapacana (9.53.9-11), the site defined 
as the terminal bathing place for a siirasmta yiitsattrin in the Pafical'irhsa 
Briihmllf}a and other ritual texts. Concerning this circuit, Bigger observes that 
"[i]nsofar as Baladeva's pilgrimage follows the route of the sarasmtfsattra, it 
derives its legitimacy from this ritual, just as the tfrthas he visits derive their 
legitimacy from the legends which recall the ascetics who had visited there, or the 
Vedic rites that had taken place there.,,158 

Another aspect of Baladeva' s tour that suggests his pilgrimage is modelled 
on the siirasmta yiitsattra, is the set of figures offered for the timing and duration 
of the journey. The Mahiibhiirata war lasts for eighteen days (1.2.234; 9.23.16; 
11.13.8), and begins, as does Baladeva's tfrthay{Urii, on the day called Pu~ya.159 
When Baladeva's tour is recounted in Book 9, we find this calendrical 
specification of Pu~ya for the start of both the battle and Baladeva's journey 
(9.33.5c; 9.34.9d). But while Baladeva leaves on the first day of the war and 
returns on the eighteenth, he declares upon his return that he has been gone for 
forty-two days (catl'iirirhsad ahiiny adya dl'e ca me ni~srtasya mi, 9.33.5ab), 
specifying that the trip extended from the day of Pu~ya to the day of SravaI.la 
(pu~ye':la swilprayiito 'smi sral'a':le punar iigata~, 9.33.5cd).160 The figures of 
eighteen days for the battle and forty-two for Baladeva's concurrent pilgrimage 
stand in conflict with each other. 161 

In his extensive study on the figure of Baladeva in the Mahiibhiirata, 
Bigger accounts for this timing problem by suggesting it was either unnoticed by 
or unimportant to the author. 162 Although Bigger's concern is to demonstrate that 
the siirasmta yiltsattra stood as the model for Baladeva's pilgrimage, he misses 
an important point here that may offer further support for his hypothesis. Forty­
two days is of course not likely enough time to walk the roughly 1300 kilometers 
from Prabhasa to Plak~a PrasravaI.la, but calculations as to what mayor may not 
be likely need not be brought into the discussion. Instead we should ask where the 

158 Ibid. 
159 On the first day of battle, Bhl~ma commands his eleven armies to assemble: 'All of 

you go forth to Kuru Field, today is Pu~ya! (prayiidhvam Fai kuruk:jetram pU:jyo 'dyet; - 5.148.3).' 
160 Pu~ya is the 8th of 27 asterisms in the calendar, Sraval)a the 22nd

• From Pu~ya to 
Sraval)a is 15 days, plus another entire cycle through aU 27, makes 42 days. For a short outline of 
astronomical and calendrical figures see A.L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India (New York: 
Grove Press, 1954),489-495. 

161"1t is quite impossible to reconcile this [term of 42 days] with the statements in regard 
to the length of the battle (eighteen days) found elsewhere in the epic." E.W. Hopkins, "Epic 
Chronology." Journal a/the American Oriental Society 24 (1903): 53. 

16~ Andreas Bigger, Balariima im Mahiibhiirata: seine Darstellung im Rahmen des Textes 
- ul!d seiner Entll'icklung (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 1998),52. 
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figure of forty-two days may corne from, since the figure of eighteen days for the 
great battle is well-known in the Muhabharatu. A possible answer presents itself 
if we recall that the Puiicul'irhsu BrahmulJu specifies that the sarUS1'Utu yiltsuttra 
journey from Vinasana to Plak~a Prasraval).a takes forty-four days on 
horseback. 163 Of course the Muhiibharatu's figure of forty-two days and the 
Paiical'irhsu BrahmulJu's of forty-four do not match precisely, but given that both 
texts are concerned with defining a journey up the SarasvatI river, it makes sense 
to suspect that the author of Muhabharutu 9.34-53 may have had such a text as 
the Puiicul'irilsu BrilhmulJu in mind when specifying the length of Baladeva's 
journey. 164 The precedent set by the ritual texts of the silras1'Utu yiltsuttra 
regarding the time needed to ascend the SarasvatI river could well explain why 
the author might force the incongruent figure of forty-two upon or behind that of 
eighteen elsewhere given for the great war. 

A third element linking Baladeva's pilgrimage to the sarUS1'Utu yatsattra is 
the motif of meritorious self-imposed death by drowning. In the preceding chapter 
we took note of the PUiica1'irhsu BrahmalJu's statement that the suttrin bathing at 
Karapacana (the terminal point of the saraS1'Utu and dar~ad1'Uta yatsuttras) 
"disappears from men." Successfully completing the ritual in this way, the suttrin 
then attains heaven directly. The passage is understood by later commentators as 
well as contemporary scholarship to refer to suicide by drowning. 165 

While Baladeva does not drown himself in taking his final bath at 
Karapacana, the theme of drowning-suicide leading immediately to heaven 
appears several times in the course of Baladeva's journey. For every ford 
Baladeva visits along the Sarasvati, a story is recounted about why it is special. In 
several cases, the fame of the place is connected with people who "cast off the 
body" there and attained heaven directly. For example, immediately following a 
well-known site called KapaIamocana, Baladeva visits the hermitage of RU~aIigu, 
who "cast off his body (ru~a1igus tunum utyajat, 9.38.23)" after declaring: 
"Anyone who, devoted to repeating prayers, would throw off the body here at 
Pf1hiidaka on the Sarasvati's North bank, will never be grieved by this [fear of] 
impending death (suras1'Uty uttare tire yas tyujed atmunus tanum I P!thuduke 
japyaparo nainarh s1'OmaralJurh tapet II 9.38.29)." Later at a tlrthu called 
V asi~thapavaham, we are told that some rak~asas went to heaven, having bathed 
there and cast off their bodies (9.42.25). Later, at the site of Badarapacana, the 
story of Indra and SrucavatI is told, wherein Indra advises the young woman that 
all who renounce their body there attain de1'a-hood (9.47.15); she is promised co­
dwelling with Indra if she casts off her body there (9.47.26). Indra then declares 

163 catuscatl'iirirhsadiisl'fniini sarasl'atyii l'inasaniit plak~aJ:t priisral'Unas tiil'aditaJ:t sl'Urgo 
lokaJ:t sarasl'Utfsammiteniidhl'Unii sl'argarh lokmh yanti I Pafical'ilhsa Briihmw}a, 25.12.16. 

164 Bigger pointed out to me (personal communication, October 2007) that the two 
missing days can be accounted for if one accomodates the day of departure and day of return, 
between which BaJadeva has been gone (niJ:tsrta). 

165 See chap. 2, 99-101. 
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that this particular tfrtha will lead directly to the hard-won worlds of heaven for 
anyone spending one night and then casting off his or her body there (9.47.51). 

Clearly the ritual texts of the sarasvata yatsattra are not alone in defining 
the Sarasvati as a good place to die. The meritorious locations, however, now 
seem to be multiplying and appearing downstream from Pla~a PrasravaJ:.la. 
Baladeva himself sings a verse of praise to the Sarasvati once his pilgrimage is 
over, which is suggestive of this special feature of the river: "People, having 
reached the Sarasvati, have gone to heaven (sarasl'atfm prapya dimm gata jana/:t, 
9.53.34)." If the authors of Baladeva's pilgrimage were drawing on the model of 
the sarasvata yatsattra, as seems likely given the geography and odd detail of the 
time required for Baladeva to complete the journey, we should not be surprised to 
find repeated in Book 9 the yatsattra motif of a meritorious, heaven-winning 
suicide by drowning. Baladeva of course does not actually drown himself when 
he reaches the top of the river at Plak~a PrasravaJ:.la and Karapacana, 166 but we do 
find that the motif of drowning oneself in the Sarasvati in order to reach heaven 
occuring earlier in his journey at various points along the river. 

In concluding our look at Baladeva's pilgrimage we might do well to 
recall certain details of the important pilgrimage site of Prayaga as we know it 
today. These details from contemporary religious practice of course offer no 
direct evidence for our discussion of the Mahabharata, but are quite conspicuous 
given the preceding discussion of the Sarasvati river and Baladeva's tfrthayatril. 
One element is the motif of liberating ritual suicide or self-imposed death by 
drowning, which is still practiced today at the Kumbha Mela of Prayaga every 
twelve years. The only difference is that the contemporary pilgrim drowning at 
Prayaga (at the right time) is said to achieve instant mok~a or final emancipation 
and not instant Sl'arga or heaven, as in the case of the Vedic sarasmta yatsattra 
and several fords of the SarasvatI visited by Baladeva. But the holiness of Prayaga 
which makes it so meritorious for all who die there, is due not only to the 
auspicious confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna, but the Sarasvati river as well. 
While the Sarasvati of Vedic times did not flow anywhere near Prayaga, and in 
any case has long since dried up, the SarasvatI is today understood to flow 
underground and meet the confluence of the Yamuna and Ganga at Prayaga. This 
long-standing conception of an invisible underground SarasvatI would seem to 

166 On this point Bigger offers an interesting observation: immediately after Baladeva's 
final bath at Kiirapacana, the sage Niirada admonishes Baladeva to return to Kuruk~etra. Baladeva 
has just heard, in the course of his journey, that all who die in battle on Kuruk~etra attain directly 
to heaven (9.52.6). Armed with this information, and goaded by Niirada, he returns to find Bhlma 
and Duryodhana about to begin their club battle; the fight is moved over to Kuru Plain, since all 
who die there go straight to heaven (9.54.5-8). Duryodhana is soon defeated in the club fight, and 
does indeed attain heaven. Hence, Bigger argues, the theme of "die-here-and-go-to-heaven" which 
marks the termination of the silrus\'utu yiltsuttru also marks the termination of Baladeva's rite as 
well, only now in a military context. Baladeva's journey up the river does not end in the 
attainment of heaven for him, but rather for his student Duryodhana, for whom he has "prepared 
the way" (Bigger, "Wege und Umwege," 160). 
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recall the river's "underground disappearance" at VinaSana, the site specified for 
the initial consecration in the ritual texts of the siirusvutu yiitsuttru. The motifs 
from Prayuga's contemporary pilgrimage mythology - the invisible, 
underground SarasvatI and instant redemption for all who drown there - provide 
curious parallels to the Muhilbhilrutu' s representation of pilgrimage, and would 
seem to support the claim of a close tie between the siirusvutu yiitsuttru and 
Baladeva's tfrthuyiitril proposed here. 

Thus far I have attempted to demonstrate that Baladeva's pilgrimage in 
part models itself on the siiruSl'utu yiitsuttra. I would agree with Andreas Bigger 
and suggest that the geography, awkward but significant calculations as to the 
duration of Baladeva' s journey, and the merits of drowning-suicide resulting in 
the attainment of heaven all point to the suttru along the SarasvatI river as a kind 
of paradigm for Baladeva's peaceful war-time activities. Once again, I do not 
mean to suggest that the actual institution of pilgrimage in India arose directly 
from the old Vedic rite of the yiitsuttra. Rather, the authors of Baladeva' s 
SarasvatI pilgrimage took the siiruSl'Utu yiitsuttru as their model in framing or 
constructing the activity of visiting the sacred fords, which had no doubt come to 
be a popular religious undertaking prior to and during the time of the 
Muh(lbhilrutu's composition. What is of interest to us is the way the tfrthuyiitnl is 
conceived in the Muhiibhiirutu, and the way in which, in the case of Baladeva's 
tour, it is deployed in the construction of a newer, post-Vedic religious 
undertaking. 

Before turning to the poem's other two pilgrimage accounts, we should 
mention an important detail from the Bhiigul'Utu Puriif}u pointed out by Bigger. 167 

In the Bhiigul'Utu Puriif}a 10.78-79 (a text later than the Mahiibhiirutu), 168 

Baladeva's pilgrimage during the Mahubharata war is recounted, but there he 
follows not the SarasvatI river route, but the sun-wise tour of the earth as found in 
the Muhiibhiirata's other two tfrthaytllriis. Unlike the Muhiibhiirutu, Baladeva in 
the Bhiigul'Uta Puriif}u performs a pruduk~if}u of the entire land of Bharata 
(10.78.40), carrying out the tfrthuyiitrii in an East-South-West pattern, returning 
to the North to witness the club battle at Kuruk~etra (10.79.23). This extra­
Muhilbhiirutu source gives an indication of the trend in the development of the 
ideal tfrthuyiitrii proposed by Bigger and pursued here. 

167 Bigger, "Wege und Umwege," 161, note 44. 
168 See Wendy Doniger, "Echoes of the Mahilbhilrata: Why is a Parrot the Narrator of the 

Bhilgal'l1ta PurillJa and the Del'fbhiigal'l1ta PuriilJa?" in Puril~ll1 Perennis: Reciprocity and 
Transformation in Hindu and faina Texts, ed. Wendy Doniger (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1993), 32. 
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3.1.2. The Pandavas' tfrthayiitrii (without Arjuna) (3.80-172) 

This section of the Arw}yakapan'(ln is the longest of the Mahiibhiirata's 
pilgrimage passages, and is the most important of the three for our treatment of 
Books 17 and 18. It is made up of two lists of pilgrimage sites (3.80-83 and 3.85-
88), followed by the Pal).<;lavas' actual tour (3.89-139). The end of the tour is 
marked by an ascent up Mount Gandhamadana in the North (3.140-172). This 
entire set of 92 adhyiiyas shows clear signs of reworking, but for the most part we 
will handle the entire section as a unit. 

At this stage of the epic narrative, the Pal).<;lavas have undertaken the exile 
stipulated for the loser of the dice match: 12 years must be spent wandering in the 
forest (these years are recounted in Book 3, the Arw}yakapan'an) and the 13th 
year is to be spent in disguise "among people." Not long after they begin their 12 
years of wandering, Arjuna breaks off from the family in order to search for 
magical weapons which they will surely need once they return from exile. 
Yudhi~thira and his family are despondent without Arjuna, but immediately after 
his departure, they are visited by the sage Narada. Yudhi~thira wastes no time in 
asking: "What is the fruit for one who, fully intent upon the sacred fording places, 
does a circumambulation of the earth (pradak~i1}am ya!; kurute prthh'fm 
tfrthatatpara!; I kim phalam tasya ... 3.80.1 O)?" By way of reply, Nfuada relays to 
Yudhi~thira a dialogue between Bhl~ma and Pulastya wherein the latter 
enumerated all the great tfrthas or places of pilgrimage (3.80.41-3.83.83). This is 
the first of the two lists of tfrthas. Nfuada then promises the Pal).<;lavas that the 
sage Lomasa will arrive soon and lead them on an actual pilgrimage tour. Shortly 
thereafter, Dhaumya, the domestic priest of the Pa1)<;lavas, offers the second list of 
tfrthas (3.85-88). Lomasa arrives as promised and leads the Pal).<;lavas on an actual 
tour of the purifying sites (3.89-139). The tour then turns North toward 
Gandhamadana mountain, where the Pal).<;lavas will be reunited with Arjuna 
(3.140-153). A short adhyiiya follows wherein Bhlma kills a hostile imposter 
among their group (3.154), and the text then repeats the entire account of the 
ascent up Mount Gandhamadana all over again (3.155-162).169 Finally, the family 
is reunited with Arjuna who returns from Indra's heaven equipped with new 
magical weapons and stories of his deeds in the upper worlds (3.163-172). 

The material of 3.80-139 as a whole naturally has much in common with 
the tfrthayiitrii of 9.34-53 where the SarasvatI river is concerned and the 
associated elements of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra upon which the account of 
Baladeva's pilgrimage appears to build. The course of the river is the same in the 
Book 3 section as in Baladeva's tour: the SarasvatI begins at Plak~a Prasraval).a / 
Plak~avataral).a, "disappears" at Vinasana (3.80.118; 3.130.3-4), "reappears" at 
Camasodbheda (3.80.119; 3.130.5) and enters the ocean at the tfrtha of Prabhasa 

169 This repetition of the Gandhamadana ascent is especially indicative of the 3.80-172 
section's reworking. See especially Reinhold Griinedahl, "Zu den beiden Gandhamadana­
Episoden des Ara~yakaparvan." StuJien Zur InJologie unJ lrunistik 18 (1993): 103-138. 
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(3.80.79-80). The source of the river is especially important in the 3.80-139 
account, and is referred to simply as Plak~a or Plak~avataraI).a. In Narada's 
(Pulastya's) list of tlrthas, for example, we find mention of the "SarasvatI flowing 
from Plak~a (3.82.5);" Dhaumya's list also places the tlrtha called Plak~avataraI).a 
on the SarasvatI (3.88.3). The proximity of Plak~a PrasravaI).a to the Yamuna, 
attested in the Vedic literature of the sarasvata yatsattra and in Baladeva's tour, is 
preserved here as well: when the pilgrims actually arrive there, Lomasa tells them 
that Plak~avataraI).a is a ford of the Yamuna, and that "this is the door to the back 
of heaven (nakapr.J!ha, 3.129.14)." Here there seems to be a conflation of the 
SarasvatI's source Plak~a PrasravaI).a / Pl~avataraI).a with the site of Karapacana 
on the Yamuna, which is said in the Vedic texts and Baladeva' s SarasvatI 
flrthayatra to be in the immediate vicinity of Plak~a PrasravaI).a, and which serves 
as the ambhrtha or final bathing site for a saras\'ata or dar.Jadmta yatsattrin. I7O 

All the details regarding the SarasvatI which are mentioned during the PaI).<;lavas' 
pilgrimage or in its two preceding lists of tlrthas match those found in Book 9. 
Eighteen fords of the SarasvatI are mentioned in both 3.80-83 and 9.34-53, and 
are all in the same sequence, with two exceptions.17I 

In addition to sharing the geography and place-names of the SarasvatI with 
the Baladeva account, the Book 3 section also preserves, in its pilgrimage 
mythology of the SarasvatI, details from the rite of the sarasmta yatsattra such as 
the throwing of the samyil peg, which, we will recall, is the yiltsattrin' s way of 
measuring out his daily advance along the river. The distance between two 
particular fords on the Sarasvatl is measured in throws of the samyil peg at 3.82.7, 
and Dhaumya's list of fords specifies the SarasvatI as the place "where Sahadeva 
sacrificed by throwing the samya peg (3.88.4)." When arrived at the SarasvatI's 
head-waters, the PaI).<;lavas are told that this is the place "where the foremost r.Jis, 
equipped with yiipas (sacrificial posts) and uliikhalas (mortars) celebrated with 
siirasmta sacrifices and went for the final ambhrtha bath (3.129.14)." 

As in the case of Baladeva' s siirasmta tlrthayatra, the motif of heaven­
winning drowning-suicide in the SarasvatI river also appears quite clearly in the 
3.80-139 section. As we might expect, this is emphasized most at the river's head­
waters. Lomasa explains to Yudhi~thira that there the gods "sacrificed with the 
sarasmta rites (3.129.21)," and states "Here [at the source of the SarasvatI], 
mortals undertaking penances go to heaven, 0 Bharata; men desiring to die come 
here by the thousands, 0 king. Here formerly was spoken by Dak~a the sublime 
blessing: 'All men who die here will indeed win heaven.' (3.130.1-2)."172 And as 
in the case of 9.34-53, sites further down the SarasvatI are also appropriate places 
for committing suicide. At Prthudaka, for example, anyone casting off the body 

170 See above, note 131. 
171 Oberiies, "Die Ratschliige des Sehers Niirada," 136. 
m iha martyils tapas taptl'il sl'argam gacchanti bhilrata I martukilmil naril riljann 

ihilYllllti sahasrasatz " e\'am ilSfJ:z prayuktil hi dak!je1}a yajatil purill iha ye \'ai mari!jywlti te l'ai 
s\'argajito narilJ:z " 

81 



PhD Thesis - c.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

on the northern bank of the Sarasvatl, escapes the fear of death (3.81.126). This 
verse corresponds almost verbatim to the verse describing the same site during 
Baladeva's tour (9.38.29). Hence the material of the Put:l<;!avas' pilgrimage tour is 
no less concerned to define the Sarasvatl as a place from which heaven can be 
accessed by those brave enough to throw themselves into her waters. 

Although the 3.80-139 section does not limit itself to the Sarasvati, there is 
clearly much in common between its mythology of the river and the mythology 
found in Baladeva's account, and both clearly associate the river with the 
siirusl'ata yiitsattru. This may suggest that the Book 3 account drew some of its 
material from Book 9. In proposing such a relationship I am following the 
arguments of Thomas Oberlies and Andreas Bigger, who have suggested that the 
authors of the 3.80-139 section may have drawn material directly from the 
account of Baladeva' s journey. 173 In support of this hypothesis, Oberlies points 
out that a large block of material is almost identical in both accounts (3.81.98-115 
and 9.37.34-49).J74It is possible of course that the Book 9 section drew from 
Book 3, or both from a common source, but I would point out that Baladeva's 
tour is quite formulaic in its construction, and consistent in its style and 
presentation of tfrtha stories, while the materials of Book 3 are distinctly 
heterogeneous and as a whole appear far more reworked. As such I feel it is more 
likely that the Book 3 account takes this material from Book 9. In any case, it is 
clear that the treatment of the Sarasvati river in the Book 3 passage has a great 
deal in common with the Baladeva account, and shares much of its yiitsattru 

imagery and mythology, particularly the theme of drowning and heavenly 
ascenSIOn. 

Thus far I have emphasized the material shared between Books 3 and 9 
concerning the Sarasvatl river. But the 3.80-139 section as a whole expands the 
itinerary of the tfrthayiitrii far beyond the Sarasvatl river, and presents a map of 
the sacred fords that accomodates all of Aryuvarta; these fords are to be visited in 
an East-South-West-North sequence. As such the expanded tfrthayiitrii is a 
circumambulation of the earth (prudak~it:zarh prthil'frh +Vkr), which, it would 
seem, seeks the same totality and sense of universal completeness as expressed in 
the digdjaya or military conquest of the four directions, which is also carried out 
by following the clockwise pattern. 

The circumambulatory movement in the Book 3 account governs the two 
lists of fording places and the PUt:l<;!avas' actual tour. As for the lists of tfrthas, the 
first (3.80.40-3.83.83) does not follow as clearly discernable a route as the 
second, but it is generally understood to present its long enumeration of fording 
places in a clockwise order. 175 Dhaumya's list of tfrthas (3.85-88), however, is 

m Oberiies, "Die RatschHige des Sehers Narada," 135-137; Bigger, "Wege und Umwege 
zum Himmel," 161-164; Bigger, Balarama im Mahabharata, 102. 

m Oberlies, "Die Ratschllige des Sehers Narada," 136. 
175 Bhardwaj, Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in India, 31; Oberiies, "Die Ratschllige des 

Sehers Narada," 132; Bigger, "Wege und Umwege," 161. 
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very clearly presented in the sun-wise pattern, as is the tour of the Pal)<;lavas (3.93-
139). It is clear from the two lists and actual tfrthayatra of the PUl)<;lavas that the 
ideal construction of the undertaking according to an East-South-West-North 
movement is far more important than providing an actual pilgrimage route; 
attempts to draw from them a practicable circuit are doomed to frustration. 176 The 
clockwise movement also recurs later in the journey when the Pal)<;lavas are given 
a sun-wise survey of the Lokapruas or great world-protectors and mountain ranges 
by Dhaumya; this is followed by an explanation of the sun's movement through 
the four cardinal points (3.160). The Mahabharata's other pilgrimage account 
(1.206-210), discussed below, follows the sun-wise route beginning in the East as 
well. 

While the itinerary is thus expanded to encompass the whole known 
world, the tour described in the lists and carried out by the PUI)<;lavas nonetheless 
retains the important motif of suicide by drowning in the expanded map of 
pilgrimage as well, particularly at the site of Prayaga: "Your resolution to die at 
Prayaga, my son, should be inhibited by neither the pronouncements of the Veda 
nor of people [i.e. by Vedic or worldly prohibitions against suicide]." na 
l'edal'llcanat tata na lokal'acanlid api I matir utkrama~l~va te prayagamara~aril 
prati II 3.83.78. Here I would suggest that the concept of suicide by drowning at a 
holy place leading immediately to heaven has been carried over from the 
Sarasvatl to more distant places in the ever-broadening map of tfrthas, just as in 
the account of Baladeva' s siirasl'llta tfrthayatra we saw such sites multiplying 
downstream from Plak~a Prasraval)a or Karapacana. 

A significant aspect of the development proposed here (that is, from the 
Vedic rite of the saraSl'ata yatsattra to Baladeva' s Sarasvatl tfrthayatra, and 
thence to the para-Aryavarta tfrthayatra) that we should take note of is the text's 
rhetoric regarding the merit and status of the pilgrimage tour itself. That the 
pilgrimage tour is a new religious undertaking superior to, but measured explicitly 
against, the older Vedic rites is especially clear in the first list narrated by 
NuradaJPulastya. At the beginning of his list, Pulastya emphasizes that 

The Vedic sacrifices lvajiia] are not available to a poor man, 0 king; 
the sacrifices have much paraphernalia and a large quantity of various 
materials. These are available to kings or wealthy men anywhere, not to 
lonely souls of dissolute family bereft of materials and wealth. But now 
learn [from me], 0 best of warriors, that rite which is equal in merits to 
those of the Vedic sacrifices, which is available to even poor men, 0 
King: Best of the Bharatas, this is the highest mystery of the !~is -
visiting the holy fording places is better even than Vedic sacrifices 
[yajiiair api l'i§i~yate]. If he has not fasted for three nights, nor visited 
the fords, nor given away gold and cows, that man is poor indeed. If 
one sacrifices with such expensive [Vedic] rites as the Agni~!oma and 

176 Bhardwaj, Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in India, 31. 
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so on, the fruit that is obtained does not equal that accruing from the 
visitation of the fords (3.80.35-40). 

In the list of tfrthas that follows, the merit accruing from bathing at particular 
places is always measured against the merit of grand Vedic rites such as the 
Gavam Ayana (3.80.123; 3.82.56; 3.83.30, etc.), the Rajasuya (3.80.107; 
3.80.117; 3.81.6; 3.82.69, etc.), Asvamedha (3.80.87; 3.81.6; 81.45; 3.82.38, etc.), 
Agni~toma (3.80.63; 3.81.42; 3.82.128; 3.83.52, etc.) and others, most often 
asserting hyperbolically that bathing at such-and-such ford brings the merit of a 
hundred or a thousand Horse Sacrifices. These grand rituals of the Vedic age were 
the gold-standard, as it were, in the economy of pU/:zya or merit, but they have 
now been surpassed exponentially by the tfrthayatra. 

This type of merit -rhetoric indicates the supercession of the Vedic 
paradigm by the newer religious activity of tfrtha-visiting and illustrates in yet 
another way the direction in which the proposed development occurred: the Vedic 
sarasmta yiitsattra had provided the model for constructing or conceiving 
Baladeva's Sarasvati pilgrimage, while the Book 3 account, appearing to draw 
upon Baladeva's tour in constructing the tfrthayafra as a circumambulation of 
Aryavarta, asserts the superiority of this new institution over the old Vedic rites. 
The pattern of expansion here is thus both geographic and social, for a pilgrimage 
involves no ritual implements or costly fees to officiating brahmins, but may be 
undertaken even by "lonely souls of dissolute family bereft of materials and 
wealth." Hence I would argue that, while Book 3' s presentation of the 
circumambulatory tfrthayafrcl seems to inherit from Book 9 much of the 
siirasmta yiitsattra's ritual and mythological elements, it nonetheless reflects a 
later conception of the tfrthayiitra and self-consciously establishes itself as a 
newer, better practice than the Vedic rites. 

The Pal?<}avas' tfrthayiifra in Book 3 is thus marked by circumambulatory 
movement, but retains the important motifs of drowning and ascension to heaven 
from the yatsattra and Book 9 material. But the Pal?<;lavas do not die here in Book 
3 at the end of their clockwise tour. If sl'argiirohCl1:za or ascension to heaven is tied 
to the rite of circumambulatory pilgrimage, why do they not ascend to heaven at 
the end of their tour? 

Here I will point out that once the Pal?<}avas reach the last leg of their trip, 
they do in fact depart from the world of mortals and enter the mythical and 
heavenly realm of the northern mountains. The whole region of the 
Gandhamadana to which they ascend after their pilgrimage tour is inhabited by 
mythical beings: rak~asas, kili1naras, siddhas, apsarases, and particularly yak~as 
and gandharms who are governed over by the god of wealth Kubera. The region 
is "invisible to mortal eyes" (3.140.3), "difficult to approach," and thus requires 
tapas or ascetic rigor in order to be accessed (3.140.8; 3.141.22; 3.142.25; 
3.143.4). And even though they exert themselves with concentration and tapas, 

the Pal?<}avas only reach their heavenly destination with the help of Ghatotkaca, 
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the monstrous riik~asa son of Bhlma, who picks them up and flies them to BadarI, 
the iisrama of N ara and Nfuaya~a (3.145.7). The goal of this entire mountain trek 
is to reunite with Arjuna, who has actually been dwelling in heaven with Indra the 
whole time of their tzrthayiitrii. Hence Oberlies remarks that "[i]n the high 
mountains of the North, [the Pa~<;lavas] not only approach heaven, where their 
brother Arjuna is dwelling, but they attain it: the Gandhamadana is a portion of 
heaven set upon the earth, the holy Mount Kailasa." 177 The peak of this mysterious 
northern mountain range is the most logical place for Arjuna to reunite with his 
family; he has left the earth altogether, and returns to his family from the sky in a 
heavenly chariot just in the same manner that Yudhi~!hira will depart from the 
earth to heaven in Book 17. As such, the Pa~<;lavas' sun-wise tour recounted in 
Book 3 does indeed conclude, as the siirasl'ata yiitsattra, with an ascension to 
heaven or smrgiirohmy,a. Although they do not die here, I would suggest we 
understand the Pa~<;lavas' ascent up the Gandhamadana to meet Arjuna as quite 
literally an ascent towards heaven. This is of considerable importance for our 
treatment of the Pa~<;lavas' deaths in Book 17, for there they perform the same 
circumambulation of the earth and literally ascend to heaven. 

3.1.3. Arjuna's (solo) tzrthayiitrii (1.206-210) 

Arjuna's pilgrimage is the shortest and, for our purposes, least significant of the 
Mahiibhiiruta's three tzrthayiitrii accounts, but nonetheless bears mentioning as it 
provides another example of a sun-wise tour of the sacred fords. This 
representation of tzrthayiltrli is far less concerned with enumerating the fords or 
defining the merits of bathing at such-and-such place; rather it provides a 
backdrop or frame for a year of adventures that Arjuna undertakes on his own. 
Following his violation of a family agreement, Arjuna spends a year visiting 
many fords (tzrthas),J78 although in his account the term tzrthayutru is not used. 
Rather, it is said that he "seeks out the tlrthas" (tlrthunyanucarantam, 1.210.3), 
and his wanderings follow the East-South-West-North pattern discussed above. 
The tlrthas and hermitages (u§ramas) he visits are found in the first list of tlrthas 
presented in the Book 3 account (3.80.41-3.83.83), Dhaumya's list (3.85-88), and 
follow the same sequence as the Pa~<;lavas' actual tour (89-139).179 

Although visiting these places appears to be the motivation for Arjuna's 
wanderings, the tour functions as a backdrop for a series of amorous adventures, 
which constitute the real focus of his year spent away from DraupadI and 
brothers. Arjuna meets three women, with whom he shares varying levels of 

177 Oberlies, "Die Ratschlage des Sehers Narada," 133. 
178 The CE's phrasing is "d\'ildasa var~il1Ji" lit. twelve years and not months, but the 

Critical Edition's reading is dubious: see van Buitenen, The Mahilbhilrata, vol. L 466, note on 
1.204.25. 

179 Oberlies, "Arjunas Himmelreise und die TIrthayatra der Pa~<;iavas," 112-113. 
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romantic commitment: Uliipl, a snake woman, who begs him for sex and seduces 
him with her strong debating skills; CitraIigada, the daugther of the King 
Citravahana of MaJ.1aliira, 180 upon whom he fathers a son (Babhruvahana), and 
Subhadra, the sister of Vasudeva Kr~J.1a, whom he abducts and marries, with 
Kr~J.1a's assistance, at the end of his year. In addition to these three women, 
Arjuna also encounters a set of five apsarases or celestial nymphs whom he 
rescues from their cursed states as crocodiles. Arjuna's tour terminates in the 
West, where he meets up with Kr~J.1a at Prabhasa, abducts and marries Subhadra, 
and then turns North in order to return to his brothers at Indraprastha. 

This account of pilgrimage is of course very different from the material we 
find in Book 3, and is hardly concerned with the religious value of visiting ttrthas. 
Although specific tfrthas are mentioned, indeed the same ones lauded at great 
length by Lomasa when they are visited by the paJ.1<;!avas' in Book 3, their 
enumeration in Arjuna's tour is cursory, and there is hardly a sign of the vigorous 
propaganda and enthusiasm for the religious undertaking that characterizes the 
3.80-139 section. The pilgrimage tour in 1.206-210 seems to function first and 
foremost as a means for structuring the story of Arjuna's deeds; the real emphasis 
is placed on his virility and escapades with the three women and five apsarases. 

It is important to note, however, that Arjuna follows the tour around 
Aryavarta in a sun-wise pattern as in the Book 3 material, even if the tour is just a 
means to other narrative ends. This would in fact seem to point to an 
understanding of the rite of pilgrimage as an established practice, and as such 
Bigger has suggested that Arjuna's tour might be the most recent of the 
Mahiibhiirata's three tfrthayiitrii accounts. lSI In any case, it does seem that the 
story of Arjuna's tfrtha tour takes the institution for granted and uses it as a 
narrative device, while the paJ.1<;!avas' is first and foremost about pilgrimage itself. 
Hence the account of the PaJ.1<;!avas' tour, which expounds the merits of visiting 
the sacred fords at such length, might well represent an older attitude towards this 
institution than we find in Arjuna's case, for the latter clearly feels no need to 
sensationalize the practice as in Book 3. This brings us back once again to the 
hypothesis that Baladeva's trip represents an older conception of tfrthayiitrii in the 
epic text, while the sun-wise movement represents a later understanding or 
construction of the rite. 

3.2. The Three tfrthayiitriis and Books 17 & 18 

The key concern of this chapter is to define the relationship of the PaJ.1<;!avas' final 
sun-wise tour of the earth and ascension to heaven to the institution of tfrthayiitrii 
as represented in the Mahiibhiirata. We have established the background of the 

180 The city is called Ma'.lulilra only in the context of Arjuna's pilgrimage in Book I. 
Luter it is known as MaIJipura (14.77-82; 17.1.26). 

181 Bigger, Btl/aruma im Mahubhurata, 103. 
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epic's concept of circumambulatory pilgrimage above, and I will argue in this 
section that this rite - particular as represented in the Book 3 account - stands 
as the model for the circling of the earth at 17.1.41cd-17.2.2. But as I have stated 
above, the terms tfrthu and tfrthuyatra are not used in Book 17, and clockwise 
circumambulation in the Muhabharatu occurs far more often as a gesture of 
reverence than as a route for pilgrimage. Hence one might ask: Could the tour 
around Aryavarta in Book 17 simply constitute a veneration of the earth, or 
merely recall the sun's route itself, or even the dlgvijayu? Clearly we should 
address this matter before moving on to our concluding arguments about the 
nature of the pal).<;lavas' last tour of the earth and subsequent ascension to heaven. 
Two points will be offered here by way of reply, followed by a few additional 
details which seem to link the Pal).<;lavas' Book 3 tour with their journey in Book 
17. 

First I would point to some details from the apparatus of the Critical 
Edition which support the hypothesis that the Pal).<;lavas' circumambulation of the 
earth in Book 17 does indeed represent a tlrthuyatra. We find in several 
manuscripts (K2, K4, D3, D4, T3), immediately following the pradak~ifJu of the 
earth the statement that "those irreproachable ones, mentally worshipping 
Janfudana, [saw] the great earth which is made into a pilgrimage site by the 
scattering of the footprints of the Lord." 182 Here the circumambulation is 
associated with tfrthuyatra. Another such case occurs in two Kashmiri 
manuscripts (K2, K3). Immediately after the short description of their 
circumambulation cited above, we have the lines: 

Then they bathed in the Brahmal,ll, and seeing the God standing in the 
water, they went to that Siva of whom a portion is in the middle l83 and 
saw that mighty Rudra; they bathed at the five-fold Prayaga [sites] and 
went to the beautiful mount Himagiri; they also honored the Lord 
[Siva] and bathed in the beautiful Harhsodaka; they saw the god of 
gods at Kedara, and [there they] carefully sprinkled themselves with 
water; they gave pil}tja (rice-ball) offerings according to the precepts 
and satisfied the manes and gods [thereby]; then, drinking water 
according to the ritual injunctions, [they/he] went to the Nanda river 
and, returning to the great path, went to the Himavat. 184 

182 haripildilfikUl'inyilsatrrthrkrtamahilbhul'wn I manobhi~ piijayantas ea janilrdanam 
aninditilh I 

'183 madh,vamilrhsarh sivarh: [withjale sthitam: "standing in the water up to his waist," or 
alternately reading the word as a place-name: "they went to the auspicious Madhyamarhsa." 

184 tatas te briihma~lflh sniitvil d!~!l'il devarh jale sthitam I 
madhyamilrhsurh sivarh gutvii dr~t\'il rudrarh muhilbalam I 
prayiigapaifeake sniitl'ii gatl'ii himagirirh subham I 
fSilnwil tu namaskrtya sniltvil hmilsodake subhe I 
demdel'wiz tu kedilrarh dr~!l'il spr~tl'il prayatnataJ:11 
pi~ltj.arh da1tl'ii l'idhiinena pi1fn del'iirhs ea tarpya vai I 
udakwi/l'idhivat pftl'ii tato flandilrh jagiima vai I 
mahiipanthiinam iivrtya himavantwn jagama ha I 
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Most sites mentioned here are well-known pilgrimage locations today, 
particularly the Panch Prayag., which are a set of five popular sites in the Garhwal 
Himalayas. lss Kedara is known as a tfrtha elsewhere in the Mahiibhiirata 
(3.81.59), and the Nandu river is the heart of the long-standing Nandu Dev! Raj 
Jat yiitra still undertaken today every twelve years. Although these passages are 
excluded from the Critical Edition's principal text for 17.2, they indicate to us that 
the PU1).<;lavas' last tour of the world was understood, in at least some branches of 
the Mahiibhiirata's manuscript tradition, as a tfrthayiitrii or pilgrimage tour. 

Another factor suggesting that the PU1).<;lavas' tour in Book 17 is not simply 
a veneration of the earth, but rather represents the same activity of pilgrimage 
they had undertaken in Book 3, is the language used in Book 17 to characterize 
the circumabulatory movement. The pa1).<;lavas' final walk is described with the 
phrase "[they] desire[d] to cany out a circumambulation of the earth 
(priidak~il}yam cikfr~anta!J prthivyii[b], 17.1.44)." This matches the construction 
prthivyii!J pradak~i1:zarh + -vkr used in Book 3 to describe the sun-wise visitation of 
the tfrthas. At the start of the PU1).<;lavas' pilgrimage account in Book 3, 
Yudhi~!hira greets Narada with the question "what is the fruit for one who, fully 
intent upon the sacred fording places, does a circumambulation of the earth 
(pradak#l}am ya!J kurute prthil'fm tfrthatatparab I kim phalam tasya ... 3.80.1O)?" 
The use of the phrase priidak~i(lyam cikfr~antab prthivyii[!Jl thus gives us a clue 
that the author of Book 17 understood the Pa1).<;lavas' circumambulation of the 
earth to reproduce their former tfrthayiitriis. 

A few additional details concerning the manner in which the PU1).<;lavas 
ascend into the mountains in Book 17 will also suggest a link with Book 3 and 
support the hypothesis that the former repeats or re-enacts the tfrthayiitrii of the 
latter. In Book 17, the PU1).<;lavas undertake their final march on empty stomachs 
(krtopawlsa, 17.1.27) and must concentrate as they walk. They are "joined to 
yoga" (vogayukta, 17.1.28; 17.2.1); "possess the dharma of yoga" (yogadharmin-
17.1.44; 17.2.3); their selves are restrained (niyatiitman, 17.2.1), until their focus 
begins to fail and Draupad!, "falling away from yoga" (bhra~!ayoga, 17.2.3), 
collapses and dies. Precisely what this yoga consists of is not clear, but evidently 
their final walk is as trying mentally as it is physically. They are able to maintain 
this concentration until they reach the northern mountains, at which point they 
begin to collapse. 

This theme is clear in the 3.80-172 section as well. As in Book 17, the 
PU1).<;lavas "eat little" (laghviihiira, 3.141.6; mitiihiira, 3.142.28) during their 
ascent to the heavenly realms in Book 3. They are warned beforehand by their 
guide Lomasa that they will have to maintain utmost concentration (samiidhiril 

185 Here the Alaknanda river (source of the Gmiga) meets five tributaries, after which the 
river becomes the Ganga proper: Vi~l)uprayag (confluence with the Dhauli Ganga), Nandprayag 
(confluence with the MandakinI), Karl)aprayag (confluence with the Pil)<;larl), Rudraprayag 
(confluence with the MandakinI), and Devprayag (confluence with the Bhagirathl). 
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paramam kuru, 3.140.8) and be courageous (rikramm:ze bham, 3.140.9) when 
crossing Mount Gandhamadana; tapas or ascetic rigor is the key to accessing this 
dangerous realm (3.141.1; 3.141.22; 3.142.25; 3.143.4). Lomasa's admonitions 
are so grave that Yudhi~thira gets spooked, and he calls on everyone to "observe 
the utmost purity (param saucam ihiicaradhmm, 3.140.15)." Although the 
journey is surely physically taxing, everyone's concern is first and foremost with 
mental states (3.156.20-24). 

In Book 3, the Pal).<;iavas do their best to restrain themselves when 
ascending Gandhamadana (niyatiitman, 3.142.28), but with the same result: 
Draupadl collapses: "Then, among those great-souled Pal).<;iavas who had only just 
set out, DraupadI, unaccustomed to walking on foot, collapsed (tataf:l 
prayiitamiitre~u piilJt)al'e~u mahiitmasu I padbhyiim anucitii gantum draupadf 
samupiil'isat II 3.144.1)." In fact the collapse of Draupadl in Book 17 is expressed 
in similar language: "But among all of those quickly-advancing ones possessed of 
the dharma of yoga, Yajiiasenl [DraupadI], falling away from yoga, fell to the 
earth (te~iim tu gacchatiim Sfghram sarve~iiril yogadharmilJiim I yiijiiasenf 
bhra~!ayogii nipapiita mahftale II 17.2.3." The necessity for fasting, mental 
discipline and Draupadl's failure to maintain concentration are all conspicuously 
similar here. 

And so we return again to this key point: while neither Draupadl nor 
anyone else dies in Book 3, their circumambulatory pilgrimage tour is in fact 
completed by an ascent towards heaven where they will meet with Arjuna who 
has actually been in heaven during their tour. On this point it is interesting to note 
that in both Books 3 and 17, the attempt to reach the heavenly realms of the 
northern mountains on foot ultimately fails. In Book 3, the Pal).<;iavas decide, once 
Draupadl has collapsed, to call on Ghatotkaca, Bhlma's monstrously powerful 
half-riik~asa son; the monster then flies them the rest of the way (3.145.7). Hence 
even with their concentration and tapas, they are only able to reach their 
destination with supernatural help. Meanwhile at the end of the Mahiibhiirata, all 
but Yudhi~thira die before reaching there - or rather reach there in the manner of 
the siirasl'ata yiitsattrins by dying en route. Yudhi~thira is later met by Indra and 
whisked up to heaven in a celestial chariot. In both 3 and 17, then, the final step of 
this northward journey to heaven cannot be taken by mere mortals - it is heaven, 
after all- despite the Pal).<;iavas' fasting and concentration. 

We may tum now to a final element of Book 18 that is of interest to us, 
and find therein perhaps the most important detail connecting the narrative of the 
epic's conclusion with the Mahiibhiirata's other tlrthayiitrii material: 
Yudhi~thira's death by drowning in the Ganga river (18.3.39-40). As we have 
remarked above, Yudhi~thira trades in his human form for an immortal one, 
following Indra's invitation to bathe in the Ganga. Yudhi~thira dives into the 
river, and once fully submerged underwater (samiipluta), dispenses with his 
mortal body and assumes a new divine form with which he can dwell in heaven. 
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We have seen above that this is the manner in which the sarusmta 
yatsattrin brings the sattra of the Sarasvati river to a close. Entering the waters at 
Karapacana, the site of the fatal ambhrtha or concluding bath, the consecrated 
sattrin disappears and ascends to heaven. Baladeva's pilgrimage recalls this 
attainment of heaven by drowning in the SarasvatI at various tlrthas along the 
same river, while the Pal)4avas' pilgrimage account in Book 3 preserves the motif 
as well: the head-waters of the SarasvatI river is the place where the sarusvata 
),iltsattru terminates with a heaven-winning suicide by drowning; indeed, men go 
there by the thousands for this purpose (3.129.21; 3.130.1-2). The Mahabharuta 
inherits from the Vedic sacrificial culture this form of religious suicide, 
appropriating it first in its construction of Baladeva' s pilgrimage, and retaining it 
through the subsequent development of the concept of tfrthayatra into the sun­
wise tour of the known world, particularly at Prayaga. 

We may now answer a question posed above in section 2.4: If the 
siirusvata yiitsattru is colouring the account of the Pal)4avas' deaths, why does 
Yudhi~thira dive into the Ganga river and not the Sarasvati? Here we must recall 
that in Baladeva's pilgrimage, the sites at which meritorious drownings take place 
seem to multiply downstream from the head-waters of the Sarasvati; at the mid­
course tlrthas of Prthiidaka, Vasi~thapavaham, Badarapacana and others, 
Baladeva is told stories which tout the merits of drowning at those locations. And 
just as such places multiplied along the Sarasvati from the initial site of 
Karapacana in Baladeva' s case, so we found that once the tfrthayiitrii came to be 
conceived as a clock-wise tour of the known world, sites where one could attain 
heaven by drowning were found within the broader itinerary as well. Here the 
Sarasvatl retains her old status, but the site of Prayaga at the confluence of the 
Ganga and Yamuna (and today, the invisible, underground SarasvatI as well) has 
become equally if not more important. The geographical expansion of the 
tfrthayafril's domain naturally entails the inclusion of sites where suicide by 
drowning leads one directly to heaven; the Ganga river is especially important in 
this respect. Hence, although the Mahiibhiiruta retains the memory of the 
SarasvatI river as the site of the sarusvata yiitsattru and its fatal terminal bath, it is 
not the SarasvatI but the Ganga river where Yudhi~thira shuffles off his mortal 
coil. 

The death of Yudhi~thira thus associates the sun-wise tour of the earth 
with a svargarohafla or ascension to heaven, achieved through drowning in a holy 
river. The river is not the SarasvatI, for the Dharma King's final journey did not 
follow Baladeva' s route, but rather the same circuit he himself had traversed in 
Book 3. There, the para-i\ryavarta tour concluded, as here, with an ascent to the 
northern mountains to reach heaven. Neither Yudhi~thira nor his family died then 
- their goal was to meet Arjuna and return to the realm of mortals. But returning 
once again with his family (who fail, as before, to reach there on foot), he casts 
off his mortal body in the Gangii. 
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3.3. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have stri ven to demonstrate that the reason the authors of Book 
17 had the PUI).~avas undertake a tfrthuyatrii just prior to their ascent into the 
northern mountains is because this ritual was tied in the epic text to the Vedic rite 
of the siirusmtu yiitsuttru, a rite already present in the mind of these authors, as I 
have argued in chapter 2. A siirusmta yiitsattrin ascends the SarasvatI river in 
order to attain heaven; he may die along the way, or may drown himself in the 
river's head-waters - both will bring him instantly to heaven. The association 
between this rite and the tlrthayiitrii can be traced from Baladeva's pilgrimage 
undertaken during the great Bharata war. His ascent up the SarasvatI river to visit 
the sacred fording places represents an older conception or construction of 
ffrthuyiitrii in the epic which takes the siirasmta yatsattra as its model, and 
preserves from it the motif of heaven-winning suicide or self-imposed death by 
drowning in the Sarasvatl. 

The PUl).<;lavas' pilgrimage tour in Book 3 seems to build in part upon the 
account in Book 9, carrying over from it the theme of heaven-winning suicide by 
drowning, but now within an itinerary that covers all of Aryuvarta. As such the 
holy sites from which one may reach heaven by drowning include PrthUdaka, 
Prayuga, and others, in addition to the old standard of Plak~a Prasraval).a and 
Kurapacana at the head-waters of the Sarasvati river. The lists and actual 
pilgrimage of the PUl).<;lavas in Book 3 follow the route of the sun, beginning in the 
East and terminating in the North. The actual tfrthuyiitra undertaken by the 
PUI).~avas here also preserves the concept of heavenly ascension at the termination 
of the rite: the smrgiirohaIJa which concludes this tfrthayiitrii is not a literal one 
brought about by death, but is present insofar as the PUI).<;lavas ascend the heavenly 
Mount Gandhamudana in order to meet Arjuna, who has been dwelling in heaven 
with Indra. Their sun-wise tour of the fords is thus a ritual undertaking concluding 
with the attainment of heaven - as in the silrasvutu yiitsattra - but now 
following the expanded sun-wise para-Aryuvarta tour. 

At the end of the Mahiibhiiruta, the Pal).<;lavas re-enact this journey, 
performing a tfrthuyiitrii according to the sun-wise circuit, and ascend to heaven 
through the northern mountains as they had in Book 3. All but Yudhi~!hira reach 
heaven by dying en route in the manner of sarusvata yiitsattrins, while the 
Dharma King drowns himself in the Ganga river and ascends to heaven. Thus the 
rites of the sun-wise tfrthuyiitrii and siirusmta yiitsattru appear tied here, as they 
are in the Book 3 section, and constitute the religious institutions upon which the 
narrative of the PUl).<;lavas' deaths is constructed. 

Understanding the family relationship between the saraSl'ata yiitsattru and 
the priidak~iIJyii tfrthuyiitrii thus gives us a hypothesis as to why the PUl).<;lavas' 
deaths are preceded by a circumambulatory movement around the earth, and why 
it may be that Yudhi~!hira drowns in the Ganga and not the Sarasvati river. In 
proposing this reading I have tried to extend the arguments of chapter 2 
concerning the structuring effect of ritual institutions upon the narrative content 
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and configuration of the Mahilbhiiruta's conclusion. As before, I have identified 
Vedic ritual as the key reference point against which we must understand the 
heroes' deaths: not only did the yiitsattra help to shape the narrative of Books 17 
and 18 directly, it also helped to shape the Mahiibhiirata's construction of the rite 
of pilgrimage, which itself forms an important aspect of the PUI).<;lavas' deaths as 
well. 

This brings us back to the issue at the heart of this dissertation: we cannot 
understand the Mahiibhiirata's conclusion without understanding the ways in 
which the poem has been shaped by Vedic ritual and mythological themes. As has 
been repeatedly observed in scholarship treating this issue, 186 such themes seldom 
appear on the surface, and may be easily overlooked if we restrict our conception 
of the text to its character as a war epic, smrti, or seminal text of bhakti Hinduism. 
Approaching the poem with a sensitivity to the ritual and mythic world of the 
Veda has therefore become a key strategy for developing our understanding of the 
Mahiibhiiruta's content and structure. Particularly in this chapter we have seen the 
value of such an approach on a larger scale within the poem, and proposed that 
Vedic ritual themes affected not only the poem's narrative, but its representation 
or construction of non-Vedic rituals as well. Clearly, then, we must continue to 
develop an appreciation for the particular ways in which the Mahiibhiiruta has 
been shaped by Vedic themes. 

In the the next chapter, we will continue to bring this type of reading to the 
Mahiibhiiruta's final scenes, but there we will follow the PUI).<;lavas through to 
their post-death fates, and investigate closely what happens to them in the 
afterlife. Once again, I will argue that we can only truly understand what is 
happening at the poem's conclusion by reading Book 18 against the paradigm of 
Vedic myth against which the characters and events of the Mahiibhiiruta as a 
whole are cast. 

186 See section 2.1. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

4.0. Introduction 

We may recall from our synopsis of parW1n 18 in section 1.1.2. that once 
Yudhi~thira has reached heaven by means of the heavenly Ganga, he sees various 
people there: Kr~t:Ia, Arjuna, Kart:Ia, Bhlma, Nakula and Sahadeva, Draupadl, as 
well as the five Draupadeyas or sons of Draupadl, and several other warriors and 
characters of the poem. Once this list of people is concluded, we revert back to 
the narrative frame of the poem at the beginning of adhyiiya 5, and a short 
exchange between Janamejaya and Vaisarhpayana takes place: Janamejaya is 
curious - all of these people were enjoying heaven on the basis of their pUfJya or 
merit; but what became of them after this pw}ya wore off? How long did they stay 
in heaven? Was it really forever? At the heart ofthis question is the fact that the 
Mahiibhiirata's characters are understood to be human agents subject to the laws 
of kam1U and rebirth, as well as partial embodiments (amsa, lit. "portion" or 
"share") of divinities (arilsin, lit. "one possessing a share," i.e. the whole to which 
the part belongs). Janamejaya's question thus ultimately bears upon and directs 
our attention to the final identities of the story's principal characters. 

In the Critical Edition text, however, Vaisarhpayana's reply to this a 
propos question is dense and not entirely clear. Consequently, I will attempt to 
construct, in section 4.2, a transparent reading of V aisarhpayana' s answer by 
consulting other published editions of the passage, beginning with the Vulgate 
edition and the accompanying commentary of NIlakat:Itha. As we will see, two 
conflicting readings seem to present themselves in these materials: (I) not all of 
the Mahiibhiirata's characters were able to return and be reabsorbed back into the 
divine beings from whom they had been born as arizsas or "portion-descendants" 
at the beginning of the poem, and (2) they were all able to do so. After listening 
carefully to NIlakat:Itha's arguments in favor of the former of these two options in 
section 4.2.1, we will examine other readings of the passage and argue in favour 
of the latter in section 4.2.2: all of the heroes of the Mahiibhiirata were 
reabsorbed back into the divine beings from whom they had descended at the start 
of the epic. 

By identifying in this way precisely where and why I disagree with 
NIlakat:Itha, I will bring into sharper focus the issue of the epic characters' final 
identities as we find them at the conclusion of the poem. But in so doing we open 
up the broader issue of the mythic framework upon which these divine identities 
or equivalences are premised, and which underlies the poem's narrative. Section 
4.3. takes on this larger problem and reframes the issue raised by Janamejaya and 
pursued by NIlakat:Itha, but now from a History of Religions perspective: Why do 
the characters of the Mahiibhiirata have such complex identities? What does the 
fact that the poem ends the way it does - that is to say, by having every character 
return to his or her respective arh§in - tell us about the mythic framework 
underlying the epic's plot and cast? Here again we will see, as in chapters 2 and 3, 
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that the Vedic universe provides a key frame of reference against which parvans 
17 and 18 must be read. Understanding what happens to the characters after they 
die requires that we understand the Mahiibhiirata as a text fashioned in great part 
against the paradigm of Vedie myth and ritual. Through both our conversation 
with NIlakaI)tha, and in the broader treatment of the mythic framework that 
follows, I hope to illustrate once again that an appreciation for Vedic themes and 
motifs is necessary if we wish to understand why these key moments of the 
poem's narrative are constructed as they are. 

4.1. milia, wnsin and the Mythic Identities of the Mahiibhiirata Cast 

Before diving into these issues we must clarify some important terms and their 
underlying themes. The two ke~y terms here are amsa -literally a portion or 
share, and arnsin or that which possesses the portion, i.e. the greater whole of 
which the amsa is a minor piece. Each major character in the Mahiibhiirata is said 
to be, or to have been born from, a portion (amsa) of a de\'a (mostly gods of the 
Vedic pantheon) or other celestial-supernatural creatures such as gandhan'as (a 
stock-class of male heavenly creatures, inferior to the devas), apsarases (the 
corresponding female stock-class of heavenly nymphs), asuras (demons, the arch­
enemies of the de vas ) and so on; these supernatural creatures are thus the wilsins 
of the poem's cast of heroes. 

These mythic or supernatural identities of the epic's principal characters 
are defined in the Adipar\'an at 1.58-61. Here J anamejaya prods Vaisarhpayana 
for details about the characters of the story he is about to hear: "Now please tell 
me, 0 illustrious one, precisely for what purpose these great warriors resembling 
the gods were born on earth" (1.58.2). The answer is a secret of the gods 
(rahasyaril ... del'iiniim). Long ago during the krtayuga or golden age, humanity 
observed dharma perfectly and thus flourished and lived for hundreds of 
thousands of years. The earth therefore became overpopulated and among the 
teeming mass of humans the asuras or demons were born, who had been defeated 
in battle by the gods and cast down from heaven. The earth, doubly suppressed by 
overpopulation and ill-behaved demons, sought help from Brahma. Brahma 
promptly instructed the devas, gandhan·as and apsarases to 'be born on the earth 
with portions of yourselves in order to expel the burden from the earth' (1.58.46-
47).187 The term bhiiga is used once here for "portion" or "piece," but thereafter 
the term most often used to refer to these detachable pieces of divinity is amsa. 
The gods all come down from heaven "for the sake of destroying the enemies of 

187 As de Jong has pointed out [J.W. de Jong, "The Over-Burdened Earth in India and 
Greece." Journul of the Americun Oriental Society 105, no.3 (1985): 398], the theme of the over­
populated earth requesting assistance from the gods recurs elsewhere in the Muhiibhiirutu without 
making any reference to the incarnation or descent of gods and demons: Book 3, appendix passage 
16 ins. after 3.142: Book 7, appendix passage 8 ins. after 7.49; 12.248-250. 
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the immortals and the welfare of all the worlds" (amariiriviniisiiya 
san'alokahitiiya ca, 1.59.3ab). The basic mythological theme at work here, 
namely a great battle between devas and asuras, is characteristically Vedic and is 
typical especially of the literature of the Briihmw}as. 188 

This mass descent is referred to as the arhsiil'Utaral}a or "descending of the 
portions [of the gods]." After a brief mythological primer on where these gods 
themselves came from originally (1.59.7-1.60), we get a full list of the 
incarnation-identities, specifying every major character of the Malulbhiirata as the 
arhsa of a deva, asura, apsaras, gandhana and so on. This section (1.61) is called 
the Book of Partial Incarnations and reads quite like a playbill: In the role of 
Yudhi~~hira ... Dharma; as KaI1).a ... Siirya, etc. And so now that Janamejaya 
knows who is "playing" whom and why the various gods descended to earth in 
wizsas or portions (i.e. to defeat the demons, relieve the earth of her burden and 
restore order to all the worlds), he is ready to hear the whole story from the 
beginning. 

Subsequently in the Mahiibh(lrata, the individual "incarnatee" (arhsa) I 
"incarnator" (wilsin) identities are reasserted, particularly for the PaI.l~avas, who 
are all fathered by Vedic deities: Yudhi~~hira by Dharma, Bhima by Vayu, Arjuna 
by Indra, and the twins Nakula and Sahadeva by the twin-gods the Asvins. 
Whether through the use of multiple epithets reflecting their divine origins (e.g. 
the frequent Dharmaputra for Yudhi~thira), simple identification (e.g. e~a 
[Arjuna] putro mahendrasya, 1.125.1lc), or in the occasional episode featuring 
the special divine father - mortal son relationship,189 the divine ancestry of the 
paI.l~avas is often emphasized. This also applies to less savory characters such as 
Duryodhana, Duq.sasana, Sakuni, and Asvatthaman who are identified as demonic 
(asura) incarnations. 19o The Vedic mythology behind this framework of the 
heroes' special ancestry is also recalled occasionally in the course of the epic: 
lanamejaya refers back to the Book of Partial Incarnations just before the story of 
the actual births of the PaI.l~avas is related, recalling Vaisarhpayana's earlier 
declaration that the five brothers were portions of the gods (1.109.1-4). 
Meanwhile the theme of the arhsiil'Utaral}a or "portion-descent" which underlies 
the epic characters' identities is referred to by Narada at 2.33.11-20 and Vyasa at 
11.8.20-26 and 15.39.5-16; the two sages recall on these occasions that the entire 
Bharata conflict is in fact the playing-out on earth of an age-old battle between the 
del'Us and the asuras. Finally, the incarnation-identities are reasserted at the very 
end of the epic once the characters have all died and ascended to heaven. As such 

188 See, for example, PW1C111'irhsll Briihmw:za 5.5.15; Aitl1reya Briihml1~l11 1.23; 2.11; 2.31; 
2.36; 3.39; 3.42; 3.50; 4.5; Sl1tl1pl1thll Briihmu~lI1 1.2.4.8; 1.2.5.1; 1.4.1.34; 1.5.3.2; 1.5.4.6; 
I. 7.2.22; 2.1.1.8; 2.1.2.13; 2.2.2.8; 5.1.1.1; 13.8.2.1. 

189 3.296-298 plays upon the parentage of Yudhi~thira by Dharma, while 3.43 and 3.161-
171 premises an adventure of Arjuna's upon his being Indra's son. BhIma's encounter with 
HanGman at 3.146.59-150.15 similarly presupposes that both he and the monkey-character of the 
RiimiiYI1~lI1 are both sons of the Vedic god of wind Vayu. 

190 Duryodhana gets his own divine-ancestry-revealing adventure at 3.239.18-240.28. 
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the closure of this background Vedic myth marks the termination of the 
Mahilbhilruta. 

The epic's principal characters thus seem to be a group of divinities and 
supernatural beings making a one-time mass ad hoc appearance on earth, 
apparently returning whence they came, in Book 18, upon the completion of their 
task. But in addition to the characters' Vedic identities as transposed deras and 
asurus, there is a basic assumption that they are also subject to the impersonal 
laws of karma and transmigration, and as such are also treated as ordinary beings 
existing in samsilru. The characters are occasionally said to suffer retribution in 
the present life for morally flawed deeds done in the past (less frequently, in past 
lives); even within the limited scope of the two final books, former bad deeds are 
invoked by Yudhi~thira in explaining to Bhlma the various fates of his family 
members, while Yudhi~thira in tum is given several explanations for the vision of 
hell which equally appeal to his past moral failings. Set against a basic world­
view which ties human agency to the mechanisms of karma, the principal events 
of the Mahilbhilruta are tragically compelling because of the flawed and mortal 
nature of its principal characters, and the helplessness of the poem's all-too­
human actors in the face of the~ forces of fate and destiny are a common theme of 
the poem. 191 

This human dimension of the epic characters' identities is simultaneous 
with the understanding that they are divinities engendered on earth, and so 
naturally one expects to find some tension wherever the issue of their actual or 
final identities is broached. When we arrive at the 18.5 passage at the end of the 
Mahilbhilrata, the text itself betrays that this is indeed an issue requiring 
clarification, and Janamejaya asks: What really happened to them when they 
died? The reply to this important question is not clear in the Critical Edition text. 
Our first task in this chapter, then, is to consult the available materials carefully in 
order to ensure that we have as clear a reading as possible of Vaisampayana's 
answer. Subsequently we may return, in section 4.3, to the broader issue of the 
Mahilbhilrata's Vedic casting. 

4.2.1. The Vulgate Text of Mahilbhilruta 18.5 with Nllakantha's Commentary 

The portion of text at the heart of this issue is 18.5.1-11 of the Vulgate edition of 
the Mahilbhilrata (the Critical Edition's rendering of this passage will be taken up 
subsequently). Our first step will be to simply take the Vulgate text as used by the 

191 This is a recurring issue in Mahiibhiirata studies. See J. Bruce Long, "The Concepts of 
Human Action and Rebirth in the Mahubhiirata." in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian 
Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger O'FIaherty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 38-
60; Arvind Sharma, "Fate and Free Will in the BhagavadgItii." Religious Studies 15 (1984): 531-
537; Saroj Bharadwaj, The Concept oJ "Daiva" ill the Mah5bhiirata (Delhi: Nag Publishers, 1992); 
Julian F. Woods, Destiny and Humanlnitiatil'e in the Mahiibhiirata (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2001). 
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commentator Nilakal,ltha at face value and allow him to illuminate the meaning of 
this passage according to his lights. Here it is important to remember that 
NIlakal,ltha himself was the "editor," as it were, of the text upon which he was 
commenting (now available to us in the Vulgate text), and as such it is important 
to consult his commentary whenever possible where the Vulgate'S reading differs 
appreciably from the Critical Edition's, as it does in the case of the 18.5 dialogue. 
Once we have understood Nilakal,ltha's rendering of Vaisarhpayana's reply, we 
can consult other editions' readings of the passage and offer a competing 
interpretation to that of NIlakal,ltha. 

18.5 opens with the words of Janamejaya (Vulgate 18.5.1-6): 

bhf~l1laJro,!au mahiitmiinau dhrtarii~tras ca piirthil'aJ; I 
\'iriitaJrupaJau cobhau swikhas cail'ottams tatM 1\ I 
Jhr~taketur jayatseno riijii caiva sa satyajit I 
JuryoJhanasutils caiva sakunis cuil'a saubalaJ; 1\ 2 
kar~wputri1S ca \,ikrilntil riljil cail'a jayadmthaJ; I 
gha!otkacilJayas cail'a ye ciinye niinukfrtitiiJ; 1\ 3 
ye ciinye kfrtitii l'frii riijilno dfptamurtayaJ; I 
sl'arge kiilarh kiyantam te tasthus tad api swilsa me 1\ 4 
iiho sl'ic chiisl'atwil sthiinam te~iim fatm dvijottama I 
ante vii karma~liirh kiirh te gatim priiptil narar~abhiil; 1\ 5 
etud icchiimy aham sroturh procyamiinarh dl'ijottama I 
tapasil hi pmdfptena sarvam tvam anupasyasi 1\ 6 

Great-souled Bhl1?ma and Drol)a, King Dhrtarii1?!ra, both Virii!a and 
Drupada, likewise Sailkha and Uttara as well, Dhr1?taketu Jayatsena, 
and that King Satyajit, the sons of Duryodhana and Sakuni son of 
Subala, the courageous sons of Karl)a, and King Jayadratha, and [all] 
those such as Gha!otkaca. those others who were not told of, and those 
other celebrated hero-kings of blazing forms - for how much time did 
they stay in heaven, tell me. Was their place there really eternal, a best 
of the twice born? Or [if not then] what path did those bulls of men 
finally obtain at the end of their karmas? a best of the twice-born, I 
want to hear this spoken by you who are bright with tapas. You see 
everything. 

By "the end of their karmas," Janamejaya means the merit which has brought 
them to heaven, but which, being finite, will sooner or later run out. Where will 
they go when that happens? Vaisarhpayana gives his reply: 

na sakyam karma~liim ante sarl'e~w manujiidhipa I 
prakrtim kim nu samyak te p!cchai~ii sampra.vojitii " 8 
s!~1U gUhyam iJarh riijan del'ilniirh bhamtar.yabha I 
yad ul'iica mahiitejii divyacak~ul; pmtiipal'iin " 9 
munil; purii~/(JI; kaural'.va piiriisaryo mahiil'mtal; I 
agiidhabuddhiJ; sarvajiio gatijiiaJ; sarvakarma~liim" 10 
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tenaktam karmwyJm ante pravisanti Sl'ikam tanum I 

It was not possible for everyone [to return] to their true nature (prakrti) 
at the end of their karmas ("karma~lil1n ante"); however this question 
was indeed properly brought forth by you, 0 king. In 0 Bull of the 
Bharatas, hear this secret of the gods which the ancient sage [Vyasa] 
spoke, [who is] possessed of great splendour and divine eye, the 
glorious descendent of Parasara, [faithful to his] great vows, deep in 
wisdom, knower of all, and knower of the paths of all deeds. It was said 
by him that they [the heroes] entered their forms [tanu] at the end of 
their deeds. 

For the moment I will follow Nilaka.t;ttha's lead and read the kim nu of 8c 
("whether indeed? ... " - usually an interrogative) as kim tu ("but," "however"). 
The bmigia Vulgate editionl93 in fact provides kim tu in place of kim nu - but we 
will return to this phrase subsequently. For transparency the passage requires the 
addition of an infinitive (prati +vgam, passive) to construe with the instrumental 
pronoun sarl'elJ-a and the object prakrti: "True nature was not able [to be gone 
back to] by all of themleveryone, " or "Not all of them were able [to return to] 
their true nature." For NilakaI).tha, Janamejaya's question and the reply he gets are 
a matter of some interest and so he digs into the issue that he thinks is bothering 
Janamejaya and which precipitates this exchange. Due to the extremely terse and 
formulaic style of the commentary, a lengthy elucidation of the argument follows 
the basic translation presented here. 194 

purl'tlsminn adhyiiye yo va yodho ),asya yasya del'asyiimsa~ sa 
sl'argam gatl'ii sl'tlsya sl'tlsyiimsina~ siinnidhyam priipety uktam I In the 
preceding adhyiiya it was said that each warrior who [had been] the 
portion of a given del'tl reached proximity to that respective [del'a] of 
which he was a portion, after having gone to heaven. 

tatra swi1Saya~ kim ete arhsiil;z kii1}t!aruhii~larit l,!k~ii1}iim amsa lI'a 
prthak smnsiiritl'wn priiptii uta te~v eviilhSi~u lfyante I So, a doubt 
[arises]: is it the case that these portions reached a samsaric state 
individually like branches of Ka1)9aruh [-type] trees, or rather were 
they absorbed right into the [del'tls of whom they were] portions? 

192 The translation of this verse follows NIlakal)!ha's reading closely; an alternative is 
offered below. 

193 Mahiibhiiratam (janma§ataviir~ikaswnskara1}am). 2nd ed. 43 vols. Kalikata: Visval)l 
Prakasanl, 1976-1993. 

194 Much thanks to Andre Couture, Phyllis Granoff and Sucheta Paranjpe for assistance 
with this passage. Bold font indicates where the commentator directly quotes the principal (mala) 
text. I have sought to correct, wherever possible. the Citrashala printing of the commentary, which 
on the whole aims at a padapii!ha reading. 
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iidye karmajadehaparwiJpariiyiis tattl'ajfiiillam antarelJoeehedayogiit 
te~aril Ilityasarhsiiritl'am asmadiidivat syiit I In the first [case], [the 
portionsl would have a permanent sarhsaric state, as do we and other 
[creatures], from carrying out the breaking-off - the doctrine of 
limitless bodies born from karma [constituting proof for this]. 

dl'itfye miiflu~yabhaFe tai~ krtiiniirh kanna~lii'n niisiipattir ifi 
sarhdihilllo janamejaya~ preehati - bh~madr01)iiv iti \I I \I In the 
second [case], [there would be] the destruction of deeds done by them 
in their human lives [and so] Janamejaya, confused [on this point], asks 
[the question beginning at 18.5.la, namely] "Bhi~ma and Drol}a ... " 

te ante karh gatirh pUlJyabhogante whSinii saha aikyarh Fa sa/okyw1t I'a 
siisl'l.ltarh priipnuvanti uta bhilmiil' al'Utarantfti prasna~ \I 5 \I The 
question [at 18.5.5cd, namely] "At the end, what path did they 
[reach] ... ?" [really means]: At the end of the enjoyment of their merit, 
did they attain unity with those of whom they were a portion, or eternal 
co-dwelling with them - or rather did they descend to earth? 

atrottaram aha - na sakyam iti I Here the reply is [what is stated at 
18.5.8, namely] "not able ... " 

karma?liim ante san'ef}a prakrtifn pratiganturh na sakyam ity 
adhyiihrtya yojyam I [The sentence] is to be construed having supplied 
[the verb] "to return": not all of them were able to return to their true 
nature at the end of their deeds. 

yadi san'o 'pi jantuf:! priirubdhakarmiinte sl'ii,iJ prukrtirh gaeehet tarhi 
sarl'e'pi muktaf:! syu~ swnsiirus eadimiin bhaFet I If every creature 
would go to its own true nature at the end of its priirabdha-kanna, then 
they would all be liberated, and sarhsiira would have a beginning. 

tata.s ea krtahiinakrtiibhyiigamaprusarhgo l'idhipruti~edha­

siistriinarthakjlUrh ea I And then [there would be] the error of the 
enjoyment of what was not done, the disappearance of what was done, 
and meaninglessness of the authoritative legal texts giving pre- and 
proscriptive injunctions. 

tasmiit kecid el'a karma?liim ante sl'iirh prakrtirh bhajante na san'e iti 
kiTh tarhi ye prukrtirh na priiptiis tiin uddisya te tl'Uyai~ii preehii 
samyak prayojitii \I 8 \I Therefore [it is the case] that only some 
experienced their true nature at the end of their deeds, not all. However, 
"this question is rightly raised by you" [18.5.8cd], i.e. with respect to 
those who did not reach their true nature. 

tatra kiirhscit sl'argapriipakakarma?liim ante sl'ai~ sl'air arhsibhis 
tiidiitmyarh priiptw1t yogyiin yogajadr~!yii pasyan parigalJayati -
s(1)vity iidinii I So, seeing by means of an insight born from yoga those 
ones who were fit to attain, at the end of the deeds which brought them 
to heaven, identity with the respective ones of whom they were a 
portion, he enumerates them: "Hear ••• ", and so on [18.5.9]. 
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arthad itare Sl'argam gata' api punas cyal'ante ete tu uttariim uttariim 
iirdhl'ordhl'Ukrame~w gatiTh priipya ante brahmw}ii saha mucyante I On 
the other hand, [there arell those ones who, although gone to heaven, 
fall back [to earth] again, but they are liberated along with brahman in 
the end, having reached the path [of liberation] by an ever-increasing, 
higher-and-higher progress. 

tena del'atl'apriiptaye karmiil}i yajfiadiillutapaiidfni kartuvyiiny eva na 
coktado~a ifi san'am anal'ud.vam II 9 II Therefore the deeds of sacrifice, 
giving. asceticism, and so on, should certainly be carried out for the 
sake of acquiring divinity, and the fault mentioned does not [apply]; 
everything is in order. 

In the mala or principal text preceding the conversation, we have learned 
that the heroes have died and gone to heaven. It is understood that their time in 
paradise has been won through meritorious deeds performed while living their 
earthly lives, but what will happen when this merit is exhausted? All of the 
characters in question are each a portion (arhsa) of a del'a, and after death they 
return to heaven and meet up with their respective progenitors (arhsin). In 18.4 
this return-process is described, but a doubt arises as to what is actually 
happening. The exact nature of the relationship between arhsa and arhsin is 
bothering Janamejaya, and NIlaka'!tha phrases the problem in the following way. 

On the one hand the relationship between the heroes and their parent­
divinities might be conceived along the lines of the branches of a "kiil}rJarllh" or 
"growing-from-the-branch" tree, i.e. they might be like the limbs of trees which 
reproduce not by seeds but by dropping entire branches or portions. The image 
NIlaka'!tha deploys here is of the heroes initially growing like branches from the 
"trunks" of their paternal deras., breaking off (llccheda-iiyoga) at the time of 
death, but taking root to form a new tree of their own afterwards. If this were the 
case, and if we accept the dochine of perpetual sarhsaric life rooted in karma 
(this is a given for Nllaka'!tha), then their fate would simply be one of normal 
sarhsaric existence, no different from us mere mortals: the new tree would grow 
and lose branches of its own, and there would be no end to it. Is this what 
happened to them at the end of their karmas or meritorious deeds? 

Alternately, the heroes may be thought to be entirely reunited with their 
whsins. But, Nilaka'!tha observes, if they are reabsorbed into their parent­
divinities once their heavenly merits have worn off, that would mean that they 
experience neither good nor bad results of deeds done on earth (i.e. they would 
never experience the fruits of their "iigamin-karmas" or deeds, done in the then­
just-ending lifetime, which only bear fruit in subsequent lifetimes. Janarnejaya is 
thus confused about all this, and hence asks Vaisarhpayana the aforementioned 
question. "What path? (kiirh gatirh?)" thus means, in NIlaka'!tha's reading: Once 
they had exhausted their karmas or meritorious deeds, which of these two fates 
befell them? (a) unity with those of whom they were a portion (or eternal co-
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dwelling in heaven along with them, a similar fate), or rather did they (b) descend 
(back) to earth to be reborn? 

For Nilakal!tha the answer to lanamejaya's question is generic and refers 
to all creatures and not just the Mahiibhiirata characters: not everyone is able [to 
return] to their true nature at the end of their deeds. It is at this point that 
Nilakal!tha rolls up his philosopher's sleeves and takes up the broader issue of 
how kanna functions at the moment of death. Reading the text from an Advaita 
philosophical perspective, he takes the pronoun sarl'a (all, everyone) as referring 
to living beings in general, and similarly seems to understand by prakrti a general 
state of liberation or mok~a, and not merely a reference to the unity between milia 
and arhiin of the Mahiibhiirata characters. But more significant is Nilakal!tha's 
introduction of the term priirabdhakarma, glossed over the simple term kanna 
appearing in the principal text. According to the Vedanta and other philosophical 
systems, there are several varieties of kanna, or to be more precise, karmic 
residues (sanlskiiras). Of these, three important varieties are priirabdha, saficita 
and saficfyamiina or iigamin. 195 The first of these are the karmic residues which 
have determined the present life form and actively fructify in the present lifetime; 
their exhaustion is simultaneous with the termination of that lifespan. The second 
type of karmic residue, saficita, consists of latent accumulated karmas from past 
lives which will not fructify in the present lifetime, but for some reason or another 
are being postponed until a later life. The third is the variety we have mentioned 
already, namely saficfyamiina or agamin, the residues of acts performed in the 
present lifetime which will fructify in a later lifetime. According to this typology 
then, when one speaks of "the end of one's kannas" - karmw}iim ante­
occuring at the end of one's life, one is necessarily speaking of priirabdhakarma, 
since the other two types refer to residues that by definition do not come to 
fruition in the present lifetime. For Nilakal!tha, then, lanamejaya and 
Vaisarhpayana could only be speaking of priirabdhakarma, and hence he frames 
the whole debate around this issue. 

Once committed to this reading (kanna = priirabdhakanna) , there is a 
need for Nilakal!!ha to follow through with this understanding of karma, which 
does not allow the possibility that the exhaustion of priirabdhakannll necessarily 
leads to liberation in all creatures. If indeed all creatures were to return to their 
true nature at the end of their priirabdhakannas, they would all be liberated and 
sarhsiira would "have a beginning." This is a reductio ad absurdum argument: if 
death always meant liberation and every creature until now that has died was in 
fact liberated at the moment of death, none of them would ever have returned to 

195 For early treatments of this karma typology, see, e.g., Brahmasutra 4.1.13-19 and the 
accompanying gloss of Sailkara; Sailkara's gloss on Brahmasutra 3.3.32; Sailkara's gloss on 
Chi1ndogyopani~ad 6.14.2 and Sailkara's gloss on Bhaga\'adgfti13.20. See also Karl H. Potter, 
"Karma Theory in Some Indian Philosophical Systems," in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian 
Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 241-
267. 
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another earthly life, and const~quently we would have the ludicrous situation that 
all presently existing beings have come into existence out of nothing, with a 
"karmic bank account" of $0. All existing creatures would thus have entered 
smnsaric existence at a definite point in time, and this would mean that samsiira is 
"ildi-mat" or possessed of a beginning - a preposterous idea. It would also mean 
that saiicita and iigamin karmas never come to fruition and hence all the siistras 
or authoritative legal texts which are premised upon this system of automatic 
retributive justice were wrong. But of course this is not how things work: saiicita 
and iigamin karmas are operative as well and hence the exhaustion of 
priirabdhakarma does not necessarily mean liberation. 

Nilakalftha asserts that although it is true that some people do experience 
liberation upon exhausting their priirabdhakarmas, not everyone can do so. 
Although Nilakalftha does not state it explicitly, he might well have in mind here 
the }fl'llnmukta or person liberated while alive, who is simply burning off the last 
remnants of priirabdhakarmas of the current life, but will attain complete 
emancipation at death. It was therefore quite right of lanamejaya to ask about 
those who do not reach their true nature once they have used up these 
priirabdhakarmas. Again, Nilakalftha is here reading the kim nu of the principal 
text as kim tu: kim tarhi ("but," "however," "yet") is his gloss. 

Who then are these favored ones able to return to their true nature once 
they have used up all their heavenly merit? VaisaIhpayana, having a special 
insight born from yoga, is able to identify them, and hence he goes on to 
enumerate them. This is the list of names of Mahiibhiirata characters beginning at 
18.5.11 cd of the Vulgate. And so in the end some few lucky people do attain their 
prakrti when their priirabdhakarma is all used up in heaven (I8.5.Ilcd-30 being a 
list of such people). Presumably this means that the last karmic sarnskiiras they 
are subject to are meritorious prilrabdha-karmas, and they have no saiicita or 
iigamin karmas to deal with once this merit is used up. 

However, Nilakalftha insists that there are still people who experience 
heavenly rewards but then have to come back and take more births on account of 
their saiicita and iigamin karmas. But these less fortunate ones may nonetheless 
still attain liberation along with brahman once they have reached a higher and 
higher path by ascending stages. The way to this liberation is through the 
meritorious works of sacrifice, giving, asceticism and the like, and these good 
deeds could still be done by those not attaining liberation directly from heaven. 
And so the apparent problem that was worrying lanamejaya (i.e. that these heroes, 
whom he thought were divine, would end up like us mere mortals, cut off from 
returning to divinity like dropped branches perpetually growing into new trees) 
has been dismissed, and everything is in order. 

To recap Nilakalftha's rendering of the passage: lanamejaya has heard in 
the preceding chapter about the epic's characters arriving in heaven, but he is not 
sure what is really taking place. They are near (siinnidhya) their parent-divinities 
- but will they be fully reunited with them? Are they there permanently, or will 
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they be reborn in sarhsiira? If they do return to their divine state directly from 
heaven, would that not mean they have bypassed the sancita- and iigamin-karmas 
as yet not corne to fruition? Vaisarilpayana's reply to the question is: only some 
people may achieve liberation upon exhausting their priirabdha-karma, i.e. those 
who have burned off their saneita and iigamin karmas and are in their final 
sarilsanc existence. The list of names beginning at 18.5.11cd are an example of 
people who have achieved this. Others will have to be reborn and keep trying. But 
through performing the right rituals and deeds, we can burn off saneita and 
([gamin karmas while in our sarilsanc existence, so as to be left only with 
priirabdha karmas, and when these are exhausted, finally attain release. 
Janamejaya can now rest easy. 

I do not claim to have fully grasped the finer points of Nllakal).tha's 
reading, but it should be clear that for him this portion of the Mahabharata 
illustrates some basic tenets of the doctrine of karma as understood in more 
developed and philosophical terms. For Nilakmgha, Janamejaya and 
Vaisarilpayana become pi1n'apak~in (a hypothesized philosophical opponent who 
phrases the question to be resolved) and uttarapak:Jin (respondent thereto), setting 
up the problem and solving a key issue of philosophy. The Mahiibhiirata's 
characters are for Nllakal).!ha exemplary of all living beings, subject to the same 
laws of the universe as we are, and this little exchange between narrator and king 
is an appropriately placed instruction on how karma functions at the end of one's 
life. 

Although I fear I may be repeating an old pattern of scholarly attitudes 
toward Nilakal).!ha, I would have to characterize his reading of the Mahabharata 
text as "anachronistic."I96 By this I of course do not intend to charge him with 
"corrupting" the text or somehow being "blind" to its original meaning - his 
work as a commentator is a self-conscious effort to identify and draw out meaning 
from a text understood to be exemplary and instructive. However, in what follows 
I will present arguments conflicting with Nilakal).!ha's reading, in part on the basis 
of elements which he himself has brought to the foreground in his own gloss. I 
hope thereby to defend the following reading of the 18.5 section: all of the 
Mahiibhiirata characters did return to their prakrtis at the end of their karmas; 
they are not at all exemplary of living beings as conceived in the usual way, and 
in fact the raison d' etre of the question and answer exchange is to restate a fact 
about the Mahiibhiirata characters which the epic's authors seem to have felt 
needed repeating in these final verses: the characters' nature as partial 
incarnations of divinities is of primary importance, while their nature as human 
beings subject to karma and rebirth is of little importance once the epic reaches its 
conclusion. NIlakal).!ha's emphasis is quite the reverse and his assumption of the 
primacy of the laws of karma is the source of confusion that necessitates his 

196 For a review of Western scholarly attitudes towards NlIaka~!ha (and, in my view, the 
most helpful English work on Nilakal)!ha in general to date), see Minkowski, "What Makes a 
Work 'Traditional'?" 225-252. 
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gloss. Here once again I hope to demonstrate that if we do not respect the Vedic 
nature of the text, we may misunderstand what is happening to the characters. 
Nilaka~tha's representation of the heroes' afterlife fates, premised squarely upon 
Vedantic philosophical concepts unknown in the Mahiibhiirata, illustrates 
precisely how we may misread this key closing scene if we overlook the poem's 
Vedic background. 

4.2.2. The Critical and Other Editions of Mahiibhiirata 18.5 

The reason we began with the Vulgate text and Ni1aka~tha's reading thereof is 
because the Critical Edition's rendering of Vaisarilpayana's reply is not entirely 
clear. Now we must look closely at the text of 18.5 as constituted in the Critical 
Edition, as well as the southern edition of P.P.S. Sastri, and the "Kumbakonam" 
southern edition. Comparing these three renderings of the passage with the 
Vulgate will bring some important details to light and help us clarify exactly what 
Vaisarilpayana's reply is. 

The question posed by Janamejaya at the start of this passage ("For how 
much time did they stay in heaven, tell me. Was their place there really eternal, a 
best of the twice born? Or [if not then] what path did those bulls of men finally 
obtain at the end of their karmas? (sl'arge kiilam kiyantam te tasthus tad api 
samsa me 1 aho svic chiisl'atam sthiinam te~iim tatra d"ijottama 1 ante "ii 
karmlll}itm kiim te gatim priiptii narar~abhiil; I) is identical in all four editions, the 
only variant being karmaflal; (genitive singular) for karmafliim (genitive plural) in 
the Critical Edition and Sastri's southern edition (SS). There are however 
significant variants (indicated in bold) in the answer given by Vaisarilpayana: 

Vulgate (VU):l97 
na sakyam karnUlfliim ante sarve1}a manujiidhipa 1 

prakrtim kim nu samyak te prcchai~ii samprayojitii " 8 
srflu guhyam idarh ritjan deviiniim bharatar~abha 1 

yad uriiea mahiiteja diryacak~ul; pratiipaviin " 9 
munil; purii1}al; kaurarya piirasaryo mahiirratal; I 
agiidhabuddhil; sarrajyw gatijiial; san'akarmafliim II 10 
tenoktam karma1}iim ante praviSanti svikiim tanum I 
l'asun eva mahiitejii bhf:jmal; priipa mahiidyutiJ; ... " 11 

Critical Edition (CE): 
gantavyam karma1}iim ante sarve1}a manujiidhipa I 
Sr1}u guhyam idam riijan deriinam bharatar~abha I 

197 As noted above, the only difference between nagari and bariglu Vulgates is "kim nu" 
in former and "kiln tu" in the latter. 
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yad ul'iica mahiitejii dil'yacak~lIb pratiipal'iin II 7 
muni~ puriilJa~ kaural'ya piiriisaryo mahii1'ratab I 
agiidhabuddhif:I sarmjiio gatijiiab sarmkarmalJiim II 8 
msun em mahiitejii bhf~mab priipa mahiidyutib ... 19ab 

P.P.S Sastri Southern (PPS): 
gantavyarh karmalJiim ante sarvetjiirh manujiidhipa I 
srlJu guhyam idarh riijan deviiniirh bharatar~abha II 8 
trailokyadarsf yogf ca divyacak.JuJ:z pratiipaviin I 
muni!J, puriilJab kaural'ya piiriisaryo mahii1'rata!J, II 9 
agiidhabuddhis sarmjiio gatijiias san'akarmmJiim II 9 [sic] 
vasunem mahiitejii bhf~ma!J, priipa mahiidyuti!J, ... 1 10 ab 

Kumbakonam Southern (KS): 
gantavyarh karmalJiim ante sarvetjiirh manujiidhipa I 
sn1U guhyam idarh riijan deviiniirh bharatar~abha I 
yad u1'iica mahiitejii di"yacak~u!J, pratiipm'iin II 8 
muni!J, puriilJab kauravya pilriisaryo mahiivrata!J, I 
agiidhabuddhib sarmjiio gatijiia!J, sarvakarmalJiim II 9 
tenoktarh karmalJiim ante pravisanti svikiirh tanum II 10 
msun eva mahiitejii bh~smab priipa mahiidyuti!J, ... I 11 ab 

In the Vulgate text, no verb occurs in verse 8 and hence, as we saw above, 
Nnaka~tha supplies one in his commentary: pratigantum, that is, the infinitive 
form of prati+ ...Jgam, "to go back," "to return." Construed with the pronoun sana 
in the instrumental case (san'elJa: "by all," "by everyone"), the infinitive must be 
read in the passive: "to be returned [to]," "to be gone back [to]." The object of this 
glossed-in verb is prakrti ("true nature"). The whole construction is preceded by 
"na sakyarh" ("not able," "incapable"), yielding the sentence: "True nature is not 
able [to be returned to] by everyone." 

The phrase "na sakyarh" does not occur in the CE, PPS and KS editions. In 
its place, all three editions offer the verb ...Jgam, "to go," in gerundive form: 
ganfal'yam, lit. "[which] should be gone [to]." Also absent in the CE, PPS and KS 
is the object prakrti. And so in these three editions, something is to-be-gone-to, in 
other words is accessible or worthy of being approached, but what it is is not 
specified. This could also be phrased "they should all go" or "they all had to go." 
So far the CE, PPS and KS seem to say the opposite of what Nilaka~tha would 
have us believe. The content of V aisarhpayana' s answer in the CE, PPS and KS 
seems to be "all of them had to go to: [ ? ] at the end of their deeds." 

Furthermore, what exactly the "secret of the gods" consists of in the CE, 
PPS and KS editions is not clear, but the list of names beginning at CE 9ab is not 
a likely candidate. However the Vu and KS seem to make the content of the 
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secret: "karmaIJiim ante pral'iSanti sl'ikiinl tanum: they entered their own 
bodies/forms at the end of their deeds." Meanwhile this phrase is absent in the CE 
and PPS, leaving the reader with a vague sense that "all of them had to go to: [ ? ] 
at the end of their deeds" is itself the big secret. This is not a very satisfying 
reading. When read against the Vulgate, however, there is a sense that the CE, 
PPS and KS are pointing us in quite the other direction that Nilakm).tha would 
have us look: All of them did go to their original forms (sl'ikiim tanum) at the end 
of their karmas, in fact this is a "secret" (guhyam). 

When the material of these four editions is taken together, the only 
element supporting NIlakal?tha's reading is the "na sakyam" at 18.5.8a of the 
Vulgate. We have seen that he reads the phrase "na sakyam karmaIJiim ante 
sarl'eIJa ... prakrtim kinl nu samyak te prcchai~ii samprayojitii" as "It is not 
possible for everyone [to return] to their true nature at the end of their 
(priirabdha )karma; however this question was indeed properly brought forth by 
you." This requires changing kim nu (an interrogative "whether indeed?," "is it 
really true ... ?") into kim tu ("but," "however"). But if we respect the actual 
reading, the phrase "kim nu samyak te prccha e~a samprayojitii" can be construed 
with the preceding "na sakyam karmaIJiim ante sarl'eIJa ... prakrtim" as a clause: "It 
is quite right of you to ask whether indeed everyone was able (or not) to return to 
their true nature at the end of their karmas." 198 V aisampayana is paraphrasing 
J anamejaya' s question: "You suspect the heroes were not able to return to their 
primordial state after their accumulated merit was exhausted, and so inquire thus 
- that's a good question." But then the answer must be affirmative, and is a 
"secret of the gods": karmaIJiim ante pr([l,isanti svikiim tanum - they did enter 
their own bodies or forms at the end of their karmas. We now find in Nilakal?tha's 
own Vulgate text what the other editions seem to be hinting at in their somewhat 
muddy and truncated way: the characters of the Mahiibhiirata were all reabsorbed 
into their original divinities once they had used up all their remaining karmas. 

But let us not premise too much on small phrases and words, for the 
moment let it suffice to note that the other published editions of the Mahiibhiirata 
seem to say, against Nilakal?tha's reading, that all the Mahiibhiirata characters 
were reabsorbed into their original forms at the end of their karmas, and that the 
Vulgate text itself may be read in this way as well if we respect the reading kilh 
nu and make thereby the line 18.5.8ab a clause. But there is more substantial 
evidence for this claim, in part brought to light by NIlakamha himself. 

A close analysis of the material preceding and following this knotty little 
question and answer will help provide a stronger basis for disagreeing with our 
commentator. In the preceding adhyiiya (18.4), we hear that Yudhi~!hira, upon 

198 Ganguli reads kiTh nu and not kiTh ttl: "Whether this is so or not is, indeed a good 
question asked by thee," but then still follows NIlakaI,l~ha's reading in asserting that "not all were 
able ... " Pratap Chandra Roy, The Mahabharata of Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa: Translated into 
English prose [by Kisari Mohan Ganguli] from the original Sanskrit text. (vol. 12. Calcutta: 
Oriental Publishing, 1962),289. 
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arriving in heaven, had seen several of his friends and family in various heavenly 
places, and they are still recognizable to him. The first to be spotted are Kr~I).a and 
Arjuna; he then sees KarI).a accompanied by (sahita) the 12 Adityas; Bhlma is 
surrounded by the troop of maruts (11larudgmJavrtmiz); Nakula and Sahadeva are 
in the place of the Asvins (asl'ino/:l ... sthiine); BhI~ma is accompanied by the 
l'USUS (msubhi/:l sahitam), DroI).a is "at the side of" Brhaspati (brhaspate/:l piirs1'e), 
and so on. The divinity or divinities with whom each character is associated here 
are of course the ones from whom the heroes were said to have descended to earth 
as incarnations, as described at 1.58-61 in the Critical Edition. The language 
describing the relationship with these gods here is one of proximity, closeness, 
being with or accompanied by them (sahita), surrounded by a group of them 
(1'rta), etc. NIlakaI).tha himself draws attention to this fact at the start of his gloss 
in stating that this adhyiiya speaks of proximity - siinnidhya - between the 
heroes and their parent-divinities. 

However, following the short question and answer between lanamejaya 
and Vaisampayana, we have yet another list of names (Vu 18.5.11-29 / CE 18.5.9-
24). The language here indicates reabsorption, the collapse of individual identities 
and returning of the parts to the whole. Hence BhI~ma returns to the "asus and 
there are now only 8 to be seen (a~!iil' em hi drsyante 1'asavo); DroI).a is no longer 
at the side of, but "absorbed into" (,.fvis) Brhaspati; similarly Viru!a and a host of 
others are all said to be reabsorbed into the individual gods from whom they 
descended (l'iSl'e~iim de1'atiiniim te l'il'isu/:l); most other characters are said to be 
absorbed into their original forms (pra + -Vl'iS), or to have "reached" them (pra + 
-Vlip), or else "become" (-Vbhu) gandhan'as, apsarases, yak~as and so on. Here the 
language is clearly of "entering," reabsorption, becoming one with, etc. and not 
of proximity or association. In fact we have already seen that NIlakaI).!ha reads 
this list as illustrating those elite few who were able to attain their prakrti at the 
end of their priirabdha-karma. Although he declares that there must have been 
people who were reborn into samsanc existence after exhausting their heavenly 
merit, the names listed here describe those whom NIlakaI).tha defines as "suited to 
attain identity each to his own amsin at the end of the karmas which had caused 
them to reach heaven" (smrgaprtipakakar11la1:zii11l ante s1'ai/:l sl'air amsibhis 
tiidiit11lyariz priiptum yogyiin). As we have seen, however, this list includes the 
names of people already mentioned in adhyiiya 4, thus precluding the possibility 
that the earlier set describes only those able to attain proximity to their parent 
divinities (the purported "na sakyam ... prakrti" group) and the later list 
describing those able to return fully. 

Finally, in the [Vu 18.5.11-29/ CE 18.5.9-24] list there is no mention of 
anything like a worldy rebirth for any character, nor is there talk of mok~a as 
conceived in classical Hinduism: the issues of karma, rebirth, and final liberation 
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from sarilsanc existence simply are not the issue here. J99 Instead each character is 
said to return / be reabsorbed into the parent-divinity of whom they were a 
portion, or else become once again the gandharva, apsaras, etc. they had been 
before the great descent described at 1.58-61. There is no sense here of anyone 
being unable (na sakyam) to return to his or her prakrti. Although the text does 
not specify what exactly was going on in the earlier "proximity" phase of heaven 
described in adhyiiya 4, the idea would seem to be that the characters are simply 
enjoying the merits of the good deeds done while they inhabited earth, an 
enjoyment-state which precedes, but temporarily precludes, total reunification 
with their divine origins, and lasting until these deeds or karmas are exhausted. 
And so for example we initially find Yudhi~!hira being encouraged to "receive the 
great fruit of asceticism and the worlds won through the performance of the 
Rajasuya and Asvamedha rites" (18.3.23), which he apparently does, but 
subsequently he and his step-brother Vidura are entirely reabsorbed into the god 
Dharma (dharmam e1'iil'iSat k~attii riijii caiva yudhi~!hira/:l) It would seem, then, 
that the exchange between Janamejaya and Vaisarilpayana functions to distinguish 
between two phases of afterlife for the epic's heroes: heavenly merit-enjoyment 
and final reunification with divinity. 

To repeat, then, contra NIlakal?!ha, our reading of this important passage: 
Janamejaya is quite right to ask whether or not the Mahiibhiirata characters 
returned to their prakrti at the end of their karmas. Here there are no grounds for 
glossing priirabdha-karma over the word karma, as the Mahiibhiirata does not 
know this term or betray any sign of familiarity with such sophisticated 
conceptions of karma (hence the aforementioned charge of "anachronism" against 
NIlakamha), while prakrti refers not to mok~a but simply the amsins or parent 
divinities from whom the characters descended. The answer to this question is a 
secret of the gods: they all re-entered their divine forms once these karmas came 
to an end. Exactly who went where is then described in detail, and we hear 
nothing more about any of the epic's heroes. 

As such the characters ultimately return to and are reunited with their 
respective amsins, a post-death fate not at all exemplary of living beings as 
conceived by later philosophical understandings of karma and samsiira. But the 
simultaneity of conceptions as to the nature of the Mahiibhiirata' s characters -
partial incarnations or descendants of divinities as well as human agents subject to 
the laws of karma and samsiira - creates a philosophical problem and hence 
prompts a substantial gloss from NIlakal?!ha. I would suggest that the purpose of 
the question and answer exchange is to raise and resolve this issue of the 
Mahiibhiirata characters' final identities and close the mythic frame structured 
around the map of partial incarnations. Although NIlakI?!ha's comments are 
instructive and ultimately help us to arrive at a clearer reading of the Critical 

199 The closest we come to any such conception is the adjective kramusus, "gradually," 
"eventually," which qualifies the arrival of Duryodhana and his companions in the heavenly 
realms (l8.5.23c). 
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Edition text, I would propose that the heroes' nature as human beings subject to 
kurmu and rebirth is of little importance once we arrive at the conclusion of the 
poem. Far more important is the restoration of each character to his or her 
respective arMin. But the fact that the author of Book 18 placed such an "astute 
query" (sumyuk ... p!cchai~ii surhpruyojitii) in the mouth of Janamejaya would 
seem to indicate that the matter was in need of clarification. Vaisarhpayana does 
clear things up, and in his reply we see that, whatever else might have appeared 
relevant in defining the characters' post-death fates, the authors' principal concern 
was to reconfirm the heroes' identities within the broader scheme of Vedic myth 
that underlies the epic narrative. 

4.3.1. The "Mythologization" of the Mahiibhiirutu 

Above I have attempted to articulate as precisely as possible the answer to 
Janamejaya's question, as well as the reasons for why the question is put in his 
mouth in the first place. But the issues raised above must now be approached 
from a broader theoretical perspective: Why does the Muhiibhiiruta have such a 
complex and multivalent conception of its heroes? Why does the mythic 
framework - the age-old battle between gods and demons and the relieving of 
the burden of the Earth - overlay the action of the Muhiibhiirutu story, which is 
otherwise so thoroughly human? In seeking to understand why the Muhiibhiirutu 
ends the way it does, we must pursue this issue and gauge the extent to which the 
mythic framework actually determines the poem's narrative and character 
identities. 

One possible response to this issue is to hypothesize that the mythic 
framework of the Muhiibhiirutu is the result of a secondary reworking of the text 
which had hitherto conceived the characters in simpler terms. According to this 
hypothesis, the Muhiibhiirutu would have undergone a "my thologization, " or 
recasting whereby the poem's events came to be seen as having significance on a 
grander mythic or cosmic scale, and hence the existing plot and characters were 
assigned a new level of mythic ancestry or identity. The complex and multivalent 
nature of the poem's characters would be a natural result of such a reworking. In 
the introduction to his translation of the Adipan'un, J.A.B. van Buitenen makes 
strong claims to this effect. It is worthwhile to cite his comments on this 
important issue at length: 

There is no reason at all why BhI~ma should be the son of the river 
goddess. why Kar1)a should be the offspring of the Sun, why the 
PU1)<;iavas should have been begotten by various deities. Certainly, these 
heroes are superhuman in the baronial tradition of epics everywhere. '" 
But after the composition of the central epic a newer, and less baronial, 
imagination could not leave it at that. Such magnanimity as Bhi~ma' s 
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was not merely superhuman; it was no less than divine. Bhl~ma ought 
to be the incarnation of some divinity. 

As usual in such pious transformations, the results are less than 
gratifying; they take away a man's virtue while adding nothing to the 
God's .... Such further elaborations are disappointing because they rob 
the human actors of much of their motivation .... The Gods pressed into 
service to explain human affairs are mostly of a venerable Vedic 
antiquity, but their mythology is decaying... . Once such inept 
mythification is introduced, persons and events intended thus to be 
made more significant become less so; the causes that it seeks to 
elucidate become the murkier. ... Still, disconcerting as it is, the rather 
decadent sanctification by mythology of persons standing in no need of 
saintliness went on, and found its inane perfection in The Book of the 
Partial Incarnations [Critical Edition 1.61], where every human, bad or 
good, is the reappearance of demon and God. But all this makes no 
difference, and is best ignored, as the epic itself does .... 

Finally, this decaying mythology, with which the reader is so 
needlessly presented, has a way of subtracting from the meaning of 
both a newly rising mythology and of a heraldically surviving one. To 
give an example of the latter: Arjuna and Kr~l!a (the "White" and the 
"Black") are meaningfully said to be the ancient hero pair of Nara and 
Niiriiyal!a, who, it would appear, are old champions of a rhapsodic 
tradition drawn into The Mahabharata. But in the mass of other casual 
identifications this old relation hardly stands out?)() 

van Buitenen's evaluation of the arhsa identities of the characters carries an odd 
tone of disappointment or exasperation, and we might well expect that his reply to 
our question posed above - to what extent does the mythic framework actually 
determine the poem's narrative and character identities? - would be: not at all. 
For van Buitenen, it "makes no difference, and is best ignored." van Buitenen's 
view that the Vedic mythology in question is "decaying" and only surviving 
"heradically" is seconded by Jan Gonda who refers to the poem's overarching 
framework of Vedic identifications as a "transposition of an almost forgotten and 
no longer actual mythologeme that could hardly serve to explain the socio­
religious situation known to the post -Vedic generations." 201 

That the Mahiibhiirata underwent a process of mythologization was also 
proposed by Paul Hacker in his important 1960 article "Zur Entwicklung der 
Avatfualehre.,,202 This work proposes a pedigree for the Vai~J:.lava doctrine of 
amtiira or descent-incarnations of Vi~J:.lu. In tracing the development of this 
concept, Hacker posits an early form of the Mahiibhiirata wherein K!"~J:.la is 
understood to be born on earth in transmigration just like Arjuna.203 According to 

200 van Buitenen, The Mahabharuta, vol. I, xix - xxi. 
201 Jan Gonda, "Dumezil's Tripartite Ideology: Some Critical Observations." Journal of 

Asian Studies 34, no.1 (1974): 143. 
202 Paul Hacker, "Zur Entwicklung der Avataralehre," in Paul Hacker: Kleine 

Schriften, ed. Lambert Schmithausen (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1978),404-427. 
203 Hacker cites (Ibid, 405), for example, Mahabhiirata 6.26.5: "I [Kr~l!a] have had many 
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this hypothesis, the characters were initially understood as human beings born in 
sarhsanc existence, but were later "mythologized" and the umsu-amsin identities 
of the Muhiibhiirutu's characters were assigned in the course of a reworking of 
the poem. Hence the myth of the amsiimturm}u in the Adipurl'un of the 
Mahiibhiirutu was, according to Hacker, simply a general assignation of divine 
parentage to all the existing Muhiibhiirutu characters. Somewhat similar to van 
Buitenen's evaluation, Hacker calls this reworking "a typical example of the 
mythologization of the story with the intention of having the story appear 
religiously meaningful. ,,204 

What is important in Hacker's argument is the fact that the Hurimmsu, a 
text appended to the end of the Muhiibhurutu,205 also sets up the events of its 
narrative against the same mythic background of the portion-descent of the gods 
and the removal of the burden of the Earth. In particular, Hacker makes some 
astute observations on the language used in these mythic preamble stories of the 
Muhiibhiirutu and Hurimmsu. Both texts use terms derived from uvu+-Vt!, "to 
descend," "to come down across," to describe the motion of the gods coming 
down to earth. The descent of the gods is referred to as umfurm:w in the 
Mahiibhurutu206 and Harimmsu,207 and with this theme of umtarm}u is closely 
associated, in both texts, the notion of portion, milsu (hence the compound 
umSul'utarulJu). Also important in both texts is the motif of relieving the Earth of 
a burden (bhiiru). 

But while in the Muhubhiirutu, the "relieving" or "removing" of this 
burden is expressed by the verb nir+-Vus (1.58.46a), meaning to remove or expel 
(a transparent, non-technical or non-specialized term for removing or taking 
away), the Harimmsu expresses the same action with the compound 
bhiiriimturulJu (41.27; 42.39). As Hacker points out, this literally means "burden­
descent," and viewed outside of this context, umturalJu cannot carry any sense of 
"removal" or "taking away." But the Haril'urhsa coins this new phrase, under the 
influence of Muhiibhurutu 1.58's compound urhsUl'uturulJu, to mean "the removal 
of the burden." To an extent this is possible through a vague sense that aJ'utarulJu 
can be read in the causative to suggest "cause to descend," i.e. make something go 

past births, Arjuna, as have you," buhilni me lyatftilni janmilni tal'U ciirjullU. 
204 Ibid, 409 (emphasis in original). 
205 Hacker's arguments are premised on the widely accepted hypothesis that the 

Haril'wnsa is later than the Mahilbhilrata. On this subject see Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics, 
313-344, and the works cited therein bearing on the relationship between the Haril'whsu and the 
Mahilbhilrata: Hardy, FriedheIm. Viraha-bhakti: the early history of K[!j1} a del'otion in South 
Indiu. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983; Andre Couture, "The Haril'whsa: A Supplement to 
the Malzi1bhilrata." Journal of Vai!j1}al'U Studies 4, no.3 (1996): 127-138; Freda Matchett, "The 
Haril'whSa: Supplement to the Mahilbhilrata and Independent Text." Journal ofVui!j~wl'a Studies 
4, no.3 (1996): 139- 150. 

2061.2.76, 1.61.99, 1.61.101-102,1.62.1. 
207 Haril'Urhsa 43.9, 43.62, 44.1 and 44.13. References are to the Critical Edition: The 

Haril'Umsa: being the khila, or supplement to the Mahabharata, ed. Parashuram Lakshman Vaidya 
(Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1969-1971). 
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away, but clearly it is the context which forces the noun al'ataruIJa to take on this 
new meaning. As such it is an unusual usage of the word, understandable only in 
the context of the Harimmsa's background myth of the descent of the gods (itself 
inspired by the Mahiibhiirata 1.58-61 myth). Consequently, Hacker argues that 
from this point on the tenn amtaraIJa would carry a sense of "removal (of a 
burden)" in addition to the natural or transparent meaning "descent." 

This broadening of the meaning of "descent" to include "removal" also 
occurs in the Haril'arizsa myth with respect to the verb am + >J ruh. This also 
means to descend, and yet the Earth, when asking to have her burden removed, 
uses the phrase bhiiruft ... amroptavyaft, "[may] the burden descendlbe 
descended," i.e. removed (42.53). Both amtaral}a and amrohal}a are now 
equivalent to nirasana. Of these two constructions, al'atararza would be the one to 
predominate in later Vai~l).ava usage and finally yield the tenn Ul'ahlra, carrying 
with it the sense of the actual event of the descent of the god Vi~l).u, the goal of 
removing the burden (bhiiriil'ataraIJa = bhiiranirusana), and, most importantly, 
the actual fonn assumed by Vi~l).u for that purpose. 

Once Hacker establishes the influence of the Mahiibhiiruta's opening 
mythic framework on the Harimmsa, he then points out three passages of the 
Mahiibhiiruta which in turn use the tenn bhiiriimtaral}a in the manner of the 
Harimmsa, attesting thereby to a back-and-forth influence between the two texts. 
In two of these Mahiibhiiruta passages (12.326.92 and 12.337.31), the compound 
bhiiriil'atara~la appears in the Harimmsa's sense of "removal of the burden" from 
the Earth. The third passage (3.45.21) occurs in reference to Nara and Narayal).a, 
who are born as Arjuna and Kr~l).a in order to "free the earth from a burden 
[bhiimer] bhiiriimtaral}a." Here as well the sense of amtaral}a = (bhiira)nirasana 
is indebted to the Haril'amsa. 

Hacker thus understands the Mahabhiiruta's mythic frame story as the 
result of a mythologization of an initially simpler epic and assignation of divine 
ancestry to the principal characters. Subsequently this motif of a mythic backdrop 
for the earthly events of the story, particularly the amsiil'atarul}a myth established 
at 1.58-61, came to influence the Haril'amsa, which likewise opens its second 
major section, the Vi~IJupar\'an, with the amsavatararza myth. In doing so, the 
Hari1'wizsa coined a new phrase, understandable only in the context of the 
borrowed mizsiimtarul}a story of Mahiibhiirata 1.58-61: bhiiriimtarulJa­
literally "descent of the burden," but now meaning "removal of the burden." This 
phrase from the Harimmsa (41.27; 42.39) in turn found its way back into a still­
growing Mah(lbhiiruta, where it is used in three places. 

There are some problems with Hacker's work,208 but we will have 
occasion to revisit it below. It is worthwhile noting that Hacker's notion of a 

208 Hacker sets up an unnecessary polarity between divine and human birth, stating that 
when the author of the Mahilbhilrata's mnSiil'atararya section uses terms like -Yjall and -Ybha (to be 
born. to become) to describe the characters appearance, he "failed to distinguish the mnsill'atararya 
births from normal transmigratory ones (409)." As Andre Couture has demonstrated (Andre 
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simpler form of the Mahiibhiirata taking on a mythic casting offers much the 
same view as presented by van Buitenen. According to Hacker, the mythology of 
the removal of the Earth's burden was subsequently reflected back into the poem 
by the Harirarhsa. A gradual development in the Mahiibhiirata's underlying 
mythology - that is, an accretion process in the articulation of the poem's mythic 
backdrop - is thus implied. 

In a similar vein, Annette Mangels suggests that the mythic ancestry of the 
characters might have been an element of the epic developed gradually and not as 
part of the poem's initial design, or as the result of a one-time act of 
mythologization.209 In the process of articulating an important distinction between 
active and passive receptions of the epic text, she takes the example of certain 
synthetic-structuralist handlings of the Mahiibhiirata (strukturale Mythenanalyse), 
and points out that the very work of Dumezil and others following his lead might 
well exemplify how the background mythology of the epic may have developed 
from simpler to more complex sets of identifications. The apotheosis or 
divinization of the heroes may have been an ongoing process in the reception of 
the text, whereby once certain identities had been established, the mythic logic 
was carried through to other characters of the poem as well by later generations. 
This, as Mangels points out, is something that Dumezil and others actually do 
themselves in order to fill in the blanks, as it were, of the mythic structures they 
propose as determinative for the epic's meaning: 

Following the work of Wikander and Dumezil, the structural-mythic 
analysis does not see in the apotheosis of the heroes a secondary 
mythologization of the epic; the divine ancestry of the heroes should 
rather be defined with respect to Indo-European social functions which 
become definitive for the plot in the epic ... In order to complete the 
functional character of the apotheosis, the structural-mythic analysis 
then undertakes its own identifications of heroes with gods who, 
because they are not mentioned in the text, can purportedly be 
established [as the counterparts of epic characters]. And so the Vedic 
god Prajiipati (Brahmii) is assigned to Vyiisa, who in the Ulh§ill'Utara~ll1, 
the portion-descent of the heroes, (MBh 1.61), has no divine ancestry;210 
similarly the father of the heroes Piil)~u, and Dhrtarii~tra as well, are 
assigned to Varul)a. while Yudhi~thira is assigned to both Mitra and 

Couture, "From Vi~l)u's Deeds to Vi~l)u's Play, or Observations on the Word Avatiira as a 
Designation for the Manifestations of Vi~l)u." Journal of Indian Philosophy 29, no.3 (200 I): 318), 
the descent of the gods onto the earth and their birth in human families are simply two steps of one 
process, each stage of which employs language appropriate to the respective activities of descent 
and birth. The terms -ijun and -ibha are quite naturally the verbs used to describe the moment of 
the birth. while the preceding moment of descent is described with ul'uturaIJu. 

209 Annette Mangels, Zur Erziihltechnik im Muhilbhilratu (Hamburg: Kovac, 1994), 54-
59. 

210 Here Mangels cites Sullivan, K!~~lU Dl'aipil.\'UllU Vyilsa and the Muhilbhilratu. 

113 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

Yama.2lI And so the mythological interpretors of the text themselves 
subsequently carry out precisely that which they deny, namely the 
secondary mythologization of the epic. In this manner they 
conspicuously demonstrate how the epic may have materialized ... 
[T]he proponents of the structural-mythic analysis resort to the 
pantheon of Indian gods in order to feed their interpretation of the epic 
as eschatological myth. They thus permit themselves such freedoms to 
go beyond the "text as it stands"m as much as the operations of the 
analytic scholarship which they criticize. 

What Mangels suggets here is a process whereby mythic identities generate 
further identifications. If we were to accept this understanding of how the 
characters' complex identities came about, we would perhaps find an explanation 
for why the divine ancestry of certain heroes, such as the five PUl,l<;lava brothers 
and Draupadi, are so thoroughly integrated into the entire work, while others 
forming part of the same list of identifications in the Book of Partial Incarnations 
seem to have so little significance. 213 Thus Mangels, moreso than van Buitenen or 
Hacker, postulates a gradual process of mythologization at work behind the divine 
ancestry of the epic's characters. While van Buitenen and Hacker seem to 
emphasize a single act of reworking, Mangels suggests that richer and richer 
levels of mythic meaning were assigned to the story by recipients of the text, who 
developed and extended the mythology already present in the text as received by 
them. 

The foregoing hypotheses regarding the mythic ancestry of the epic 
characters all posit a development over time of simpler to more complex 
understandings ofthe Mahilbhiirata's story and its heroes. 214 The hypothesis of 

211 Here Mangels cites (for Pal!c.Iu as Varul!a identification): Dumezil, My the et Epopee 
vol. I , I 56tT. and Dumezil, "La transpositions des dieux souverains mineurs en heros dans Ie 
Muhilbhiirutu;" (for Dhrtara~tra as Varul!a identification) Johnson, "Varul!a and Dhrtara~tra;" and 
Dumezil, "La transpositions des dieux," 9; (for Yudhi~thira as Mitra and Yama): Dumezil, My the 
et Epopee vol. I , 152. 

212 Mangels here cites Johnson, "Varul!a and Dhrtara~tra." 246, note 6. 
213 It could also contribute to our understanding as to why we find such a confounding 

richness of character in Arjuna and Kr~l!a: these two draw to themselves a surfeit of divine 
identities asserted throughout the poem: Arjuna is the son of the Vedic king of gods Indra; all five 
pal!c.Iavas are reincarnations of five former Indras, and so Arjuna is also a reborn former Indra (and 
not merely his son); the pair Arjuna-Kr~l!a is identified with the divine pair Nara-Nariiyal!a; Kr~l!a 
is identified, independently, as Niiriiyal!a (while Arjuna's status as Nara is never independent, but 
always tied to K!~l!a-as-Niirayal!a); Arjuna is also identified with Krl!~a in the phrase "the two 
Kr~l!as:" the god Vi~l!u is understood in the Muhiibhiirutu as a form of Nariiyal!a, and so Kr~l!a is 
identified with Vi~l!u as well. 

214 As always, the Riimiiyw}u offers many grounds for comparison with the Muhiibhiirutu. 
What is perhaps the key issue of debate in Riimiiyu~lt1 studies, namely the divinity (and humanity) 
of Rama. presents a similar problem to that of the Mahiibhiirata's mythic backdrop. On the one 
hand is the hypothesis that the Riimiiya~lt1 was initially a purely human-hero story, but later Rama 
was divinized, being identified with Vi~l!u, and greater mythic and religious levels of meaning 
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mythologization is appealing insofar as it offers an explanation for the complex 
and occasionally problematic nature of the poem's principal characters. But it is 
important to remember that the Critical Edition text gives us the oldest available 
form of the epic based on extant manuscripts, and that no form of the poem 
anteceding this edition is available. It is not possible to retrieve any simpler 
rendering of the Mahabharata story from the present form of the text, nor can we 
reconstruct the identities of the heroes by somehow subtracting the mythic 
elements from the epic. As we have the text now, the divine ancestry of the 
characters and mythic backdrop of the battle between del'as and asuras are an 
integrated aspect of the story; even if it were possible to prove definitively that the 
Mahabharata underwent a process of mythologization, we would still be left with 
a text wherein these changes are so much part of the story that we find questions 
raised - and answered - about who the heroes really are. I would argue that 
Janamejaya's question at 18.5 is symptomatic of a self-consciousness on the part 
of the epic authors to address an issue they felt needed clarifying, and that this in 
fact indicates the extent to which the multivalent nature of the poem's characters 
was part of the epic story for those composing the conclusion. 

Hence, while I agree with van Buitenen, Hacker, Mangels and others that 
the grander mythic schemes underlying the story and its characters may be 
attributable to some form of mythologization or re-casting (whether over a shorter 
or longer period of time), this hypothesis can only explain the background of the 
epic's complex characters. And so Janamejaya's question, while it may hint at a 
complexity of the epic characters explicable by the hypothesis of 
mythologization, does nonetheless receive an answer from VaisaIhpayana. The 
answer is, despite Nilakal).tha's arguments to the contrary, that the divine 
identities of the characters is final and all of the heroes return to their arhsins in 
the end. As such there can be little doubt that for the authors of the poem's 
ending, the map of mythic anIsa identifications - identifications with Vedic 
del'as and aSliras - constitutes the ultimate frame of reference for understanding 
the heroes' identities. 

assigned to the poem in later reworkings and additions to the text, particularly in the first and last 
of its seven books. This position is articulated today particularly by John Brockington. See, for 
example, Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics, 460-472; John Brockington. Righteous Riilna: The 
Evolution of an Epic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 13- 15, and Robert P. Goldman in 
the introduction to his translation of Book I of the Riimiiya~lI1: Robert P. Goldman, trans. The 
Ramayal)a of Viilmfki: An Epic of Ancient India, ed. Robert P. Goldman, vol. I : The BiilakiilyJa 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984). The principal response to such claims, which 
challenges the motivations and hermeneutic value of this conception of the text, has come from 
Sheldon Pollock, particularly in the introduction to his translation of Book 3 of the Riimiiya~lI1: 
Sheldon Pollock, trans. The Ramayal)a of Viilmfki: An Epic of Ancient India, ed. Robert P. 
Goldman, vol.3: The Aru~yakii~l~a (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), and Sheldon 
Pollock, "The Divine King in the Indian Epic." Journal of the American Oriental Society 104, no.3 
(1984): 505-528. 
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One final observation below on the arhsa-arhsin framework will provide a 
unique perspective on this matter and suggest one of the ways in which the epic 
authors may have understood this mythic dimension of the story's narrative. 

4.3.2. The Mahiibhiirata as "Play" of the Gods 

Above we took note of Paul Hacker's observations on the vocabulary used to 
describe the descent of the gods in the Mahiibhiirata and the Harivarhsa. Andre 
Couture has made an important contribution to this work and re-evaluated some 
of Hacker's claims presented in the "Zur Entwicklung" article.215 The principal 
issue raised by Couture concerns an overtone to ava + -Vtt constructions which 
Hacker misses: "In theatrical language, the word avatarw}a (or the verb avatt) is 
a precise technical term used to describe that movement performed by actors who 
move from the stage wings onto the stage itself."216 

Couture illustrates this theatrical sense of avatarw}a with two episodes 
from the Mahiibhiirata wherein the verb ava + -Vtf is used in connection with a 
rwiga or stage.217 In so doing he demonstrates th~t the authors of these sections 
were familiar with this more technical, theatrical use of the term. The sense of this 
verb and the object ranga or stage is that of someone stepping into a public space, 
an open stage or arena with an observing audience, despite the fact that the 
movement is horizontal and not actually one of descent. Elsewhere, the movement 
of soldiers onto Kuruksetra itself is described with ava + -Vtf constructions, which . . 
"produces a very precise effect in the mind of the reader: it transforms the 
battlefield into a stage.,,218 

If avatarw}a and similar ava + -Vtt derivatives appear in the Mahiibhiirata 
with this theatrical overtone of entry onto a stage,219 we should consider the 
implications this may have for the myth of the arhsii, 'atarw}a established at 1.58-
6l and the accompanying mythic framework underlying the poem. If avatara~w 
carries a sense of an actor appearing on a stage, the entire earth upon which the 
gods descend in portions (arhsiivatara"(la), may itself be understood as a great 
stage. With this sense of avatara"(la in mind, Couture cites Mahiibh(lrata 2.33.13-
20 wherein Narada calls to mind the divine ancestry of the Bhfuatas and realizes 
the earth has become the stage upon which the descended gods will enact the 
battle: "Narada ... understands that the earth has now become a gigantic stage. No 
arhsii1'Utara"(la is possible without a rangiivatara"(la. The Kuruk~etra itself, the 

215 Couture, "From Vi~1)u's Deeds to Vi~1)u's Play." 
216 Ibid, 319. 
217 Ibid, 320-321. Couture cites (Critical Edition) 1.124-125 and 1.174-185. 
218 Ibid, 321. Couture cites Muhiibhilrutu 6.1.3; 12.48.2-3; 12.53.23; 15.30.16; 16.8.65. 
219 Here I would add: such appearances are not isolated in clumps but are found in Books 

1,6, 12, 15 and 16. 
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battlefield on which the war takes place, looks like a mythic rwigabhiimi 
[theatrical stage] where Devas as well as Asuras come to fight.,,22D 

By redressing an aspect of ava + "'>/tt constructions overlooked by Hacker, 
Couture provides us with an important clue for our broader concern with the 
anlsa-amsin framework: the descent of the gods described at 1.58-61 may be read 
as an entry onto the stage of the earth for the purpose of removing her burden, and 
the events of the Mahabharata thereby broadly defined as the "play" of the gods. 
If within the text of the Mahabharata itself the theatrical sense of the verb al'U + 
"'>/tt with rwiga as its object is attested, as Couture shows, the mythic backdrop of 
the Mahabhiirata's events seem to take on a new dimension. A sense emerges 
whereby the gods play the roles of the characters whom they generate through the 
descent of their portions. Once the work of relieving the earth of her burden is 
done, the divine actors return to their natural states and the great play is 
concluded. 221 

Hence even if we accept the hypothesis of the mythologization of the text 
articulated above, the poem's backdrop of Vedic myth may yet be understood as a 
presentation of the celebrated story of the Kuru~etra war in grand dramatic 
terms, wherein the great battle and all its prior and subsequent events are a 
massive production, an ad hoc al'Utaral}a of the gods, as it were, onto the stage of 
the earth. The Mahabharata is this great drama, perhaps initially building from a 
simpler received story of the great Kuruk~etra war, but ultimately conceiving its 
characters as actors within a larger framework of cosmic proportions. In such a 
conception of the epic's events, elements such as karma, samsara and potential 
past and future lives for the the heroes become prop elements and are ultimately 
subsidiary parts of a bigger production which ends when the del'U and asura 
actors leave the stage upon which they had descended. 

4.4. Conclusion 

In section 4.2. above, we met lanamejaya inquiring about the ultimate fate of the 
Mahabharata's characters upon their death. Behind this question and answer 
exchange lies the issue of the complex identities of the poem's heroes who appear 
to be human agents operating within samsara and subject to karma, as well as the 
offspring and partial incarnations of supernatural creatures. The fact that the 
authors of Book 18 put such a question in lanamejaya's mouth suggests that this 
issue was not a simple one even for them, and we have seen how much moreso 
this is the case for later tradition: NiJakaI.1tha feels this matter needs further 
clarification and he grapples with the question of the identities of the 

220 Ibid, 321. 
221 I am indebted to Dr. Couture for pointing out that theatrical texts define prakrti (which 

we will recall is the term used to refer to the state to which the characters return in 18.5) as 
. character. . (personal communication, April 2006). 
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Mahiibhiimta's characters at length. After a close analysis of Mahiibhiimta 18.5 
as found in the Vulgate, Critical and other editions, I decided to part ways with 
NIlakar:ttha who claimed that the heroes did not all return to the divinities of 
whom they were portions. On the contrary, everyone was reabsorbed into the 
parent-divinities after a brief stay in heaven. 

But why should the Mahiibhiimta have so multivalent a conception of its 
heroes? Why does the mythic dimension of the poem represented by the divine 
ancestry of the characters underlie the plot of the epic story? Section 4.3.1. 
introduced a common scholarly response to this problem: the Mahiibhiimta as we 
have it today is the product of a reworking of an older story which assigned divine 
parentage to the characters who were initially conceived of in simpler terms. But 
while this hypothesis can give us a sense of how the mythic setting may have 
come about, the backdrop is nonetheless part and parcel of the epic as we have it 
today, and in fact makes up the final, definitive frame of reference for the heroes' 
identities. Finally, we saw in section 4.3.2. that a theatrical sense can be attributed 
to the mythic frame underlying the story, and consequently the entire narrative 
may be conceived as a play of the gods. Hence whatever changes the poem may 
have undergone prior to the normative redaction, we may identify in the mythic 
frame of arilsa-arhSin relationships an all-embracing rendering or representation 
of the events of the great Bharata war as the deeds of devas and asums, for whom 
the earth was a great stage. The authors of the Mahiibhiimta's conclusion seem to 
have understood the epic's events in this way, for they make the return of each 
character to his or her divine form the final scene of the narrative. 

In this analysis of the characters' post-death fates, we have seen once 
again that the Mahiibhiimta, although not a Vedic text, is yet a work permeated 
and constructed against a paradigm of Vedic myth. The old trope of the devas 
battling the asums, so central to the myths of the Briihmm;as, underlies the action 
of the entire poem and generates a map of identifications between the epic 
characters and Vedic divinities. This casting is presented in detail in the Book of 
Partial Incarnations in the Adiparl'an, and, at least as far as the principal 
characters are concerned, carried through consistently across the entire poem, and 
reasserted definitively in Book 18. van Buitenen and Gonda's assertions that the 
Vedic mythology behind all of this is "decaying," merely heraldic, or "an almost 
forgotten and no longer actual mythologeme" is contestable, but more importantly 
may divert our attention away from the actual content of the text in its present 
form. That the ritual and mythic universe of the Veda is a key frame of reference 
for this form of the text has already been demonstrated in chapters 2 and 3, and 
the present matter of the Mahiibhiimta's underlying mythic backdrop illustrates 
this as well on an even larger scale. Hence while we have on the one hand the 
possibility that the set of Vedic identifications may represent a reworking of the 
text, and on the other the fact, furnished by hindsight, that the theistic traditions of 
Vai~r:tavism and Saivism came to dominate over the Vedic pantheon and ritual 
world, the form of the text which we must address lies somewhere between these 
two points. It would therefore not seem wise either to attempt to retrieve some 
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"pre-mythologized" form of the text, nor to downplay its Vedic mythological 
dimension on the basis of (again, what we know by hindsight to be) later theistic 
developments by no means fully developed in the poem. 

The matter of karma in Book 18 provides a good index to the Vedic 
quality of the poem's concluding scene. We have noted above that NIlakaf.ltha 
does not quite accept the resolution of each character to his or her aritiin without 
qualification; for him, the post-death scenario of 18.5 must be made to 
accomodate a fairly sophisticated conception of karma. As we saw, this rather 
goes against the grain of the mula or basic text upon which he composes his 
commentary. Janamejaya's question in the mula text does show us that the 
Mahiibhiirata's universe is complex, and that the matter of the characters' 
identities is not a simple one. Nilakaf.ltha's universe, however, is far more 
complex than the Mahiibhiirata's, at least in terms of the mechanics of karma. 
The commentator thus seems to overlook the fact that the matter is resolved 
definitively by Vaisarilpayana who outlines the reabsorption of each hero to his or 
her parent-divinity while making no reference to any rebirth on earth or continued 
sarilsaric existence for any character. In a sense this may be understood as an 
assertion, on the part of the author or authors of Book 18, of a distinctly Vedic 
concept of afterlife which trumps or ultimately dominates over the other 
possibilities that Janamejaya's question suggests. As a philosopher, NIlakmgha 
investigates what he feels these possibilities are, but I would argue that the only 
thing that truly matters in the Mahiibhiirata's concluding scene is the reassertion 
and closure of the framework of mythic identities - a framework that is 
distinctly Vedic in character. 

Behind our treatment of the poem's mythic backdrop lies an important 
issue in Miilulbhiirata scholarship as yet not fully engaged, namely the extensive 
work of Georges Dumezil and the considerable response it has generated in epic 
studies. I have endeavoured to limit discussion of this matter above, as it would 
surely take us far beyond the immediate concerns of this dissertation, but a final 
word on this subject should be offered by way of concluding this chapter. For 
Dumezil, the entire framework of Vedic myth under discussion here constitutes 
the first and last standard of meaning for the Mahiibhiirata, insofar as the poem's 
entire design derives, according to him, from the transposition of Vedic (that is, 
Indo-European) myth to the human plane of the epic.222 The divine parentage and 
ancestry of the poem's characters provide the key to reading the entire 
Mahiibhiirata, which recasts Vedic structures, relationships and mythology in 
both its broad theme and particular episodes. 

To a considerable extent I would agree with Dumezil, particularly insofar 
as he insists on recognizing the structures and themes as they occur in the present 
form of the text rather than try to dig past them for some other, older kernel of the 
story. However I am not convinced that the map of identities between the human 
actors of the poem and their respective Vedic divinities constitutes the original 

222 See above, p.19. 
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plan of design and raison d'etre for the entire poem. The multivalent nature and 
complex identities of the epic's characters would seem to belie a logic of one-to­
one correspondences between the identities and deeds of the heroes and those of 
the Vedic gods. The Mahiibhiirata is much more than the story of a battle 
between devas and asuras, Arjuna is much more than the son of Indra, and Kr1?J:.la 
is certainly much more than a transposition of Vi1?J:.lu as known in Vedic 
literature. 223 

I have suggested above that the author of Book 18 seems to be aware of 
this richness, as 1 anamejaya' s question appears to betray the fact that the 
characters were not simply understood to be transposed Vedic divinities. It seems 
the matter is not clear in lanamejaya's mind, since he is not sure what will 
become of the heroes after they die. The fact that the Vedic identities of the 
characters is ultimately reasserted in Book 18 certainly says a lot about the 
present form of the text, but it should not compel us to adopt Dumezil's 
comprehensive commitment to the structures and themes of Vedic myth as the 
dri ving logic of its composition. Rather I have simply tried to show, as in chapters 
2 and 3, that the Vedic quality of the final scene of the poem is noteworthy 
precisely because the Mahiibhiirata is not a Vedic text. In a sense I have tried to 
articulate a position somewhere between Dumezil and NIlakaJ:.ltha: Dumezil is 
right to stress the Vedic identities of the characters, for this aspect of the 
characters is in the end final or ultimate. 224 Yet there is much in the poem that 
cannot be explained by the model of the transposition of Vedic myth onto the epic 
plane. NilakaJ:.ltha, meanwhile, is right to assume that the notions of sarhsiira and 
future rebirth on earth should come into play when the heroes die, since such 
notions are well-attested in the poem. But his philosophical treatment of the 
matter extends far beyond the Mahiibhlirata's concepts of karma and rebirth, and 
as such misrepresents what is being asserted in 18.5: whatever else these 
characters might be, in the end they returned whence they came, and this entails 
the closure of a distinctly Vedic map of character identities. Once again, I 
emphasize here that a sensitivity to the structuring effect of Vedic ritual and myth 
upon the narrative of the poem is necessary if we wish to understand why it ends 
the way it does. As in chapters 2 and 3, this requires looking beyond the surface 
- beyond prima facie assumptions about karma, sarhsara and rebirth such as are 
made by NIlakaJ:.l!ha, to the Vedic elements which govern the content and 
configuration of the Mahiibhiirata' sending. 

m Dumezil himself concedes this, admitting that Kr~~a "overl1ows" the Vedic Vi~~u, but 
insists nonetheless that the Vedic identity of Kr~~a is "clear" (Dumezil, My the et Epopee vol. I , 
210). 

~24 Curiously, Dumezil himself does not understand all the characters to be reabsorbed 
back into their wi/sins in the end, but rather claims that "some, gods or portions of gods 
incarnated, resumed their place; others, the sons of gods, were seated next to their fathers." 
(Dumezil, My the et Epopee vol. I ,42). As I have argued above, this distinction between proximity 
and complete reabsorption applies only for the initial scene of heaven; the complete reabsorption 
of all characters to their IlmSillS is then described at 18.5.8-24. 
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CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has focused on the conclusion of the Muhiibhiirutu, and as I 
present the conclusion to this dissertation, it might be appropriate to reflect on 
why endings are important, particularly in the case of so large a work as the 
Mahiibhiiruta. The matter is not at all a simple one, but must be addressed as we 
review the arguments presented above. Here I think the example of the novel or 
work of fiction can be helpful as a foil against which we can measure the value 
that the Muhiibhiiruta's ending may offer us for an understanding of the entire 
poem. 

When we read novels or works of fiction, there is often an expectation that 
the author's final goals - final in both sequence and priority - are revealed in 
the way he or she constructs the story's conclusion. The logic of traditional 
fictional narratives reserves a privileged status for endings, for we cannot truly 
know a story until we know its conclusion; until we do we tend to reserve our 
judgment of the author's purposes. To be sure, the Mahiibhiirutll is not a novel or 
work of fiction, but as we noted in section 1.2.4, even the 9th century theoretician 
Anandavardhana understood the entire poem on the basis of its conclusion, 
claiming in his Dhwll1yii!oku that because of the sad way the Mahiibhiiruta ends, 
the predominant poetic flavour or rasa of the entire poem is of ,§iinta or peace.225 

I would not go so far as to locate the "meaning of the Mahiibhiirata" in the 
poem's ending, or premise the value of Books 17 and 18 upon a notion of a large­
scale literary design culminating in the work's conclusion, as we might do for a 
novel or work of fiction, But in these two short but eventful books, the poet or 
poets work out the final details of an enormous narrative that has gone on for 
some 70,000 verses. What did the poet or poets wish to impart to the hearers or 
readers of the story in these last scenes? What elements of the narrative are 
resolved?226 It seems likely to me that the narrative issues wound up here were of 
special importance to the author, and that the events constituting the final scenes 
might indicate which themes, characters and elements of the story the poet felt 
were most important and most deserving of the audience's attention. 

cc5 See above, pages 46-47. 
cc6 Perhaps the best example of an issue seen to be unresolved in the Mahiibhiirata and in 

need of further elaboration is the person of Vasudeva Kr~ry.a. Immediately following the 
conclusion of the Mahiibhiiruta, we have the HarilwitSa or "Lineage of the Lord [Kr~~1U]" which 
opens with the brahmin Saunaka pressing Ugrasravas to tell him about Kr~ry.a's tribes, the 
Andhakas and Vr~ry.is. Despite everything he has heard about the Kurus (in the foregoing recitation 
of the Mahiibhiirata), he has not heard about the origins of the Vr~ry.is and Andhakas (fatru jUlzlna 
kuril~liilil mi t\'uvoktUlil lomahar~a~le I na tu \'(~~lyalldhakiinii/n \'ai tad bha\'iin prubru\'ftll me, 
Critical Edition Harim/ilsa 1.5). This request. as Freda Matchett points out, is really a call to fill in 
the complete life story of Kr~ry.a, which is piecemeal at best in the Mahiibhiirata, but layed out 
systematically as a biography in the Haril'amsa. The Haril'wilsa's ruison d'etre, then, is quite self­
consciously to supply all the details about Kr~ry.a that the Malziibhiirata does not provide 
(Matchett, "The Haril'a/nsa: Supplement to the Mahiibhiiruta and Independent Text," 139-150). 
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Consequently, I feel we can assume the final books might be of special value for 
our understanding of the text as a whole. 

But let us return to the analogy of the novel: if after enjoying a novel we 
discover that its ending was not that of the original author, but appended later on 
by another hand, our understanding of the work must inevitably be shaken. Where 
Anandavardhana did not question the authorship of the poem by Vyasa, the 
contemporary scholar may feel compelled to do so, and thus hesitate to assume 
without question the integral relationship of the epic's ending to the entire work. 
If so, the value we assign to the final books for understanding the text on a larger 
scale would certainly be affected. 

The purpose of chapter 1, then, was to dispel any suspicion that the 
Mahiibhiirata's final books might have been late additions to a shorter, pre­
existing form of the text having some other ending. I reviewed some of the 
reasons why one might suspect this was the case, but was not convinced by any of 
them, and asserted instead that the Critical Edition's pan'ans 17 and 18 represent 
the only ending to the Mahiibhiirata that Sanskrit traditions of the text appear to 
have ever known. While the normative redaction may not have been the product 
of a short-term literary creation from scratch, it does present the story of the great 
Bharata war in a comprehensively structured framework; the Pal).<;lavas' 
mahiiprasthiina and srargiirohw}([ were an integrated part of this text. I would 
argue that this allows the reader of the Mahiibhiirata to see the poem's ending in a 
way that is analogous to a traditional novel or work of fiction, and to assume, like 
Anandavardhana, that the poem's conclusion may grant us a degree of insight on 
the entire work. The authors of Books 17 and 18 were surely authors of other 
portions of the MahabMirata as well, and so if we understand why they 
terminated this huge work as they did, this would surely enrich our understanding 
of the Malu7bhiirata. The account of the deaths and afterlife fates of the epic's 
central heroes make up the two principal narrative elements of the books in 
question. I therefore took up the matter of how the Pal).<;lavas die, and the meaning 
of the subsequent scene in heaven as the two areas of concern for the dissertation. 

Thus far I have reviewed why I took up Books 17 and 18 as especially 
worthy of study, and which elements in particular of these books I felt called for 
close analysis. The question of how best to approach this material then presented 
itself. There are multiple ways in which we can conceive the Mahc7bhc7rata, and 
accordingly multiple hermeneutic frameworks: the Mah{7bhiirata is a war epic 
centering on the k~atriyu or warrior class; it is a dharmasastra imparting worldly 
wisdom; it is a seminal text of Vai~l).avism prefiguring the bll£lkti traditions of the 
Purii~l£Is. But one approach to the Mahiibhiirata in particular that has yielded a 
great deal to our understanding of the poem is to trace the continuities between 
the narrative of the epic and the ritual and mythic culture of the Veda. Indeed, as a 
smrti or remembered work, the Mahiibharata is distinguished from the sruti or 
Veda, and even features criticisms of the Vedas on occasion; as such we may 
initially tend to disconnect the Mahiibhiirata from the Veda. But if we do so, we 
miss a vital dimension to the poem. Some of the key developments in epic studies 

122 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

have thus come from scholars tracing the themes of Vedic ritual and myth in the 
Muhlibhiiratu, and it has now been demonstrated that to understand much of the 
Muhiibhiiratu, we must read it against a background of Vedic themes and 
structures. For all that this approach to the text has brought us, however, it has 
never been applied in any systematic way to the poem's conclusion. This, then, is 
the hermeneutical tool I have employed throughout for our analysis of Books 17 
and 18. 

An element of the Mululbhiiratu's general structure gave us a clue where 
to begin this Vedic reading of the Pal).~avas' deaths: the Mahiibhiirata's outer 
narrative frames which establish the original context of the poem's recitation in 
the Vedic snake sacrifice or sarpusuttra of King Janamejaya, and the suttra led by 
the brahmin Saunaka at Naimi~a forest. In chapter 2 I dug deeper into this sattra 
rite, in particular the ,Wlrasmtu yiitsattra or mobile sacrificial session along the 
SarasvatI river. I argued that the authors of the poem's conclusion developed 
some of the imagery and motifs of Books 17 and 18 according to the structures 
and elements of this Vedic rite. Although the authors certainly deploy other ritual 
elements as well, such as the mahiiprasthiinu or self-imposed death by walking to 
the point of fatal exhaustion, reading the Pal).~avas' deaths against the model of 
the siirasmtu yiitsuttra provided much of the principal narrative events of Books 
17 and 18 with a common backdrop or frame of reference: the solidarity of the 
pal).~avas and Draupadl under the lead of Yudhi~thira evokes the ritually 
consolidated Y{ltsattrins, accompanied by their wives, under the leadership of their 
grlwputi; the pal).~avas' goal is, as for one performing the siirasmta yiitsattra, to 
walk northwards on foot to the gate of heaven high in the mountains; the 
exchange with Agni at the Lauhitya and return of the Gal).~lva bow to Varul).a 
seem to recall the yiitsattrin's daily offering to Agni and particularly the offering 
to Apam Napat at the confluence of the Dr~advatI and SarasvatI. Perhaps most 
importantly, the actual deaths of each family member seems to confirm what is 
specified in ritual texts of the yiitsuttra: one dying on the way to the gate of 
heaven in the northern mountains nonetheless accomplishes the goal of heaven. 
The leader Yudhi~!hira, meanwhile, dies in the manner of the yiitsuttrin who has 
successfully reached the head-waters of the SarasvatI: he drowns and rises 
instantly to heaven. Reading the epic's conclusion in this way led me to suggest 
that, as elsewhere in the Malulbhiiratu,227 a Vedic ritual may have colored and 
helped shape the poem's narrative events. 

Chapter 3, still focused on the manner in which the heroes die, pursued the 
same issue further and asked: if the Pandavas' deaths reflects some of the 
mythology and ritual sequence of the yiitsuttra, why does Yudhi~thira drown in 
the Ganga and not the SarasvatI? And why do they perform a circumambulation 
of the earth before walking North? I sought to answer both of these questions by 
examining the Mahiibhiiratu's construction of priidak~iflyii tfrthuyiitrii or 
circumambulatory pilgrimage and its relationship to the siirasmta yiitsuttra. 

27.1 See section 2.1. 
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The development I proposed began with Baladeva's pilgrimage up the 
Sarasvati river in Book 9, which I argued was based in part on the model of the 
siiraS1'ata yiitsattra and hence may represent an older conception or construction 
of tfrthayiltrii in the epic. The key motif carried over from the Vedic saUra 
sacrifice was that of suicide by drowning in the Sarasvati for the sake of 
immediate entry to heaven. I then argued that the concept of circumambulatory 
pilgrimage or visitation of the firthas in an East-South-West-North pattern 
represents a later conception of tfrthayiitra in the epic which also preserves this 
motif of heaven-winning suicide by drowning, but does so within a greatly 
broadened itinerary covering all of North-Central India. The Pal!9avas' 
pilgrimage tour in Book 3, which is a sun-wise tour of the fords concluded by an 
ascent up the heavenly Gandhamadana, thus carries with it some of the important 
motifs of the siirasl'ata yiitsattra. The Pal!9avas re-enact this journey in Book 17, 
performing a pradak~i!w or circumambulation of the earth and ascending to 
heaven in the North. Yudhi~thira's act of drowning in the Gmi.ga subsequent to the 
pradak~i!w reflects the family relationship between the yiitsattra and the 
tlrthayatra, and thus we find motifs and imagery of the one alongside motifs and 
imagery of the other: circumambulatory movement, ascent into the northern 
mountains in search of heaven, death en route which brings heaven all the same, 
and meritorious suicide by drowning. And so in chapters 2 and 3, I proposed that 
the Vedic rite of the yatsattra can help us understand the simultaneous presence 
of these elements, for this ritual helps to shape the narrative content of the 
conclusion, and in a different sense underlies the rite of circumambulatory 
pilgrimage which the Pal!9avas undertake in Book 17. Hence the Vedic ritual 
frame of reference is key if we wish to understand why the Pal!9avas' deaths is 
constructed as it is. 

From an emphasis on Vedic ritual I then turned in chapter 4 to Vedic myth 
in examining what happens to the characters once they arrived in heaven. The 
principal issues here were the complex identities of the Mahiibhiirata' s heroes 
and the mythic backdrop which underlies the poem's narrative. I argued that 
lanamejaya's question as to what really happened to the heroes after they died 
reflects an awareness of these complex identities on the part of the author. After 
mulling over the problematic textual issue ofVaismhpayana's reply with the help 
of the 17th century commentator Nilakamha, I argued that all of the characters 
were reabsorbed into their respective milsins or parent-divinities. 

Lying behind the nature of the characters as amsas or partial embodiments 
of Vedic divinities is the broader Vedic myth of the del'as battling the ([suras, 
against which the entire plot of the Mahiibhiirata is set. I argued that the 
multivalent conception of the heroes, who are by no means simple transpositions 
of their Vedic counterparts, may be explained by the hypothesis that characters 
initially conceived in simpler terms came to be assigned richer mythic identities in 
the course of the text's development. Ultimately, however, the Vedic myth of the 
del'as battling the asuras makes up the final, definitive frame of reference for the 
characters' identities in the Critical Edition of the text. Following Couture, I 
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suggested that a theatrical sense can even be attributed to this mythic frame, 
whereby the entire narrative becomes a play of the gods, acting out the great 
battle on the "stage" of the earth. Hence in examining the post-death fates of the 
epic heroes, I sought once again to demonstrate that, although it is not a Vedic 
text, the Mahiiblulrata is nonetheless a work constructed in a very important way 
against the paradigm of Vedic myth. I have argued, in fact, that we cannot truly 
understand what is happening in the poem's final scenes if we do not adopt this 
approach to the narrative. 

I would now like to step back and make some observations on the kind of 
patterning we have seen at work here, and subsequently broach some broader 
theoretical issues concerning the poet or poets behind all of this literary activity. 
Our analysis of the Veda's roles in the Mahiibhiirata has shown us a certain 
heterogeneity in the ways in which Vedic myth and ritual impact the text. First, 
we noted that the entire poem is overarched by two narrative frames which situate 
the poem's recitation at Vedic sattra ceremonies. This gives us one image of the 
importance of the Veda for the text of the Mahiibhiirata as we have it today: it 
draws a clear and immediate connection between the first public presentations of 
the poem and the performance of Vedic ritual. Here we could say that Vedic ritual 
structure impacts the Mahiiblulrata's entire narrative structure. 

In chapter 2, we focused on the sattra rite as well, in particular the 
:riitsattra, but there saw Vedic ritual functioning in quite a different way. I argued 
that the yiitsattra helped to colour and shape the events of Books 17 and 18, 
which otherwise do not make any direct reference to the ritual. The PaI)c;iavas do 
not explicitly perform the Vedic sattra, but rather the ritual is evoked behind the 
narrative events. I suggested that this exemplifies the same phenomenon of the 
ritual structuring of narrative observed by van Buitenen and others. This would 
seem to be a rather different kind of role for Vedic ritual to play than the explicit 
framing of the Malulbhiirata' s recitation in sattra ceremonies. Here we could say 
that Vedic ritual structure impacts the Mahiibhiirata's narrative. 

When pursuing the issue of the PaI)c;iavas' deaths further in chapter 3, we 
observed that a Vedic ritual - once again the yiitsattra - acted as a model for 
understanding the later, non-Vedic rite of tfrthayiitrii. I argued that Baladeva's 
pilgrimage was a kind of appropriation, by means of the Vedic ritual model of the 
S(lf'({s\'atl1 yiitsattra, of the newer activity of sequentially visiting the sacred 
fording places, which no doubt had developed and become popular on the ground 
independently of the Mahiiblulrata. Thus the role of Vedic ritual suggested here is 
one of framing and accomodating a newer religious paradigm by means of a pre­
existing Vedic one. I then argued that the expanded clockwise tfrthayiitrii 
represented a later conception of the rite which in part drew upon the earlier 
account of Baladeva' s tour. But even in the case of this developed construction, 
the model of Vedic ritual persists insofar as the new form of religious undertaking 
is measured favorably against the old Vedic rites: pilgrimage brings greater merit 
to more people than even the grandest old Vedic sacrifices. Here again, Vedic 
ritual persists as a standard of reference, but in a way that differs appreciably from 
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those noted before. Here we could say that Vedic ritual impacts non-Vedic ritual, 
indeed in two different ways: by appropriating and by contrasting. 

Finally, chapter 4 showed us how central Vedic myth is for the entire 
poem: the events of the great war are understood as the acting out on earth of the 
age-old battle between dems and asuras, so often recounted in the Briihma~zas. 
The casting of the Mahiibhiirata' s events against this backdrop of Vedic myth 
shows us yet another way in which the world of the Veda has shaped the epic: the 
earthly events of the story are identified with a well-established trope of Vedic 
literature, and the human actors within it are identified with the Vedic divinities of 
that literature. Once again, this shows us a different kind of role played by the 
Veda in the Mahilbhi7rata. Here we could say that Vedic narrative impacts the 
Mah(lbhilrata's narrative. 

Clearly, then, the ways in which the Veda functions within the 
Mahilblulrata are diverse. To be sure, the mythic and ritual world of the Veda is 
never far from the surface of the poem's events, but this ever-present standard is 
not uniform in the way it shapes the poem. It is sometimes explicit, as in the case 
of the narrative frames, the gauging of the tfrthayiltril's merits, and the casting of 
the epic plot and characters against a Vedic myth, and sometimes implicit, as in 
the case of the Rujasiiya' s structuring of the events of the Sabhilparmn, the 
comparable structuring of the events of Books 17 and 18 according to the 
yiltsattra, or the reception into the Mahabhilrata text of the tfrthayiltnl by 
constructing it against the model of the SarasWlta yiltsattra. However manifold 
the Veda's roles might be within the epic, such patterns nonetheless direct us back 
again to the hypothesis of brahminical authorship - to the claim that the 
Mahabhilrata has reached its present form in great part through the literary 
activity of brahmins committed to the ultimacy of the Veda and its obligatory 
ritual undertakings. Until now I have not developed any hypothesis concerning 
these authors, but rather maintained a focus on the Vedic motifs and ritual 
structures themselves. Throughout my goal has been to show that such elements 
were an important frame of reference for the authors of the poem's conclusion, 
and that in order to understand why the Mahilbhilrata ends the way it does, we 
must understand this frame of reference. 

Consequently, the discussion thus far has sought answers to a first order 
level of questioning: Why do the PUl).<;lavas die in the way that they do? Why do 
they circumambulate the earth in Book 177 Why are the Mahilbh{lrata's 
characters identified with Vedic divinities? All of the answers I have offered to 
such questions refer back to Vedic elements and structures impacting the narrative 
content. But a second order of questioning now presents itself: Why does Vedic 
myth and ritual affect the text in this way? Who is responsible for this quality, and 
what motivated them to impress such elements upon the text? We have no direct 
means of identifying these authors, let alone any any access to their inner 
thoughts, and so replies to such questions as these are ultimately matters of pure 
speculation. Nonetheless, I will make a few final observations which I think may 
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help us to understand more about the authors of Books 17 and 18, and what might 
have motivated them to structure the scenes in the ways I have argued above. 

If we turn to the Vedic literature itself, we may find something to help us 
answer these questions. Perhaps the most characteristic element of Vedic 
literature is the trope of bandhll ("connection" or "linkage"). Particularly in the 
literature of the BriihnUllJas, identifications are continually made between 
components of the ritual apparatus - the materials and tools used in the rites, 
physical gestures, chants and meters of the liturgy - and the elements of the 
cosmos: the sun, the moon, the year, the earth. The efficacy of Vedic ritual lies in 
its power to access and manipulate these hidden linkages between micro- and 
macrocosm. As such, numerical and structural equivalence, analogy, homology, 
and secret identifications govern the logic of the ritual system developed in the 
Bnlhma~l({s and carried through to its post -Vedic culmination in the ritual 
literature of the Srauta Siltras and philosophical system of the Purva Mlmumsu. 
Phrases such as "this, indeed is that," or "he who knows that X is indeed Y, truly 
knows" are too numerous to be counted in the literature of the Briihma~l({s. 228 

Indeed, the elaborate science of Vedic ritual is built upon the mastery of such 
equivalences. 

Making connections is therefore not only a tendency in Vedic ritual, it is 
an imperative, for whoever does not know the hidden bandhu will fail in his ritual 
endeavor, and the "sacrifice will flee from him." And so if we accept that the 
Mahiibhiirata has been shaped in important ways by brahminical concerns, it is 
only natural that we should find a reflection of this kind of linking in the epic as 
well. If one were to ask, then, why the authors imposed such Vedic structures on 
the text, I might offer: the formula "this is that" was central to the poets' way of 
thinking and constituted the driving logic of their entire ritual culture. The 
halldhu, then, links the epic events with the rituals and myths of the Veda so 
familiar to the authors. 

If these poets imposed the Vedic rite of the yiitsattra upon the account of 
the PUI)<;lavas' deaths, or identified the malulprasthiina with the yiitsattra outright, 
this might reflect the kind of linking we see in the Briihma~Uls. In their hands, the 
account of the PUI)<;lavas' deaths becomes an enactment of a ritual familiar to 
them. What is here, that is to say, the known and familiar structures and elements 
of the Vedic sattra, - is there, that is to say within the narrative content of the 
PUI)<;lavas' mahiJprasth(lna. The example of Baladeva's tlrthay(ltrii may provide a 
better example of this: his tlrthayiitrii - a non-Vedic form of religious activity -
is constructed as a siiras)'ata .Viitsattra. But perhaps more than any other element 
discussed above, the matter of the MahiibhiJrata's mythic framework might be 
explained as a function of the brahminical impulse to draw bandhus. The great 

228 Brian K. Smith refers to this phenomenon as " [t]he distinctly Vedic proclivity for 
making connections." Brian K. Smith, Reflections on Resemblunce, Ritual and Religion (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 34. For an excellent review of scholarly treatments of this 
aspect of Vedic religion, see 30-49 of the same volume. 
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conflict of the Bharatas was, in fact, a battle of de1'as and asuras. The cataclysmic 
event of the great war, which took place here on earth, was a mythic event; the 
human actors were in reality divinities, and the conflict yet another instance of the 
perpetual struggle between the dems and asums. Indeed, as I argued in section 
4.3.2, such "this is that" representation of the Mahiibhiimta's events may even 
have a theatrical or dramatic sense behind it as well. The logic of this is carried 
through to each major character, and the map of identifications between each epic 
personality and Vedic divinity is created. 

I offer all of this as just one possible reason why the authors of Books 17 
and 18 may have shaped the conclusion as they did. Such a hypothesis must 
remain purely speculative, but it does seem reasonable that the Mahiibhiiruta 
might, as a text significantly shaped by Vedic culture, reflect some of the 
theology of ritual connections so central to Vedic thinking. If nothing else, it 
should encourage the epic scholar to seek out the links between the Veda and the 
Mahiibhiiruta and to "know the bandhu" between the two. I hope that I have 
shown in this dissertation that much of the meaning of the Mahiibhiirata's ending 
will flee from one who does not know this connection. 
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Appendix 1: 
Translation of the Critical Edition Mahubhilruta Books 17 and 18 

17.1 

lanamejaya said: 

1. Having heard thusly [about the] battle of the clubs among the Vr~1).i and the 
Andhaka clans, what did the Pa1).<;Javas do, when Kr~1).a [died and] went up to 
heaven? 

Vaisarhpayana said: 

2. Indeed, having heard [about] the great slaughter of the Vr~1).is, setting his mind 
on departure (prusthunu), the Kuru King said this [speech] to Arjuna: 

3. "Time surely cooks all creatures, 0 clever one! I set my mind on the 
renunciation of action; you should see this as well." 

4. Addressed thusly, the mighty son of Kunt! [Arjuna], saying "Time, time!" 
attended to that speech of his elder brother. 

5. Having attended to the view of Arjuna, Bhimasena and likewise the twins 
understood that speech which was uttered by Savyasacin [Arjuna]. 

6. Then Yudhi~!hira, setting out, sent for Yuyutsu [and] bestowed the entire 
kingdom upon that son of the merchant woman with a desire for [the preservation 
of] dharma. 

7. Having consecrated that King Parik~it in independent soverignty, the distressed 
King [Yudhi~thira], first born of the Pa1).<;Javas, spoke to Subhadra: 

8/9. "This grandson of yours will become King of the Kurus, and Vajra, last of the 
Yadus verily is [also] made King: Parik~it in Hastinapura and [Vajra] of the 
Yadus in Indraprastha; King Vajra is to be protected by you; do not direct your 
mind to adlwrma!" 

1 0/ 11. Having said this, that vigilant, righteous-souled Dharma King, 
accompanied by the mothers of wise Vasudeva, of [his] old uncle, and likewise of 
Rama and the others, having offered water [to the pitrs] for the sake of snlddhas 
for all of them, then carried out [the sruddhas] in accordance with the ritual 
injunctions. 
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12. [He] gave jewels, garments, villages, horses and chariots too, women, [and] 
cows by the hundeds of thousands to brahmins. 

13. Having honored KrPa [as] guru who was esteemed and being asked for [by the 
populace], that best of the Bharatas handed Parik~it over to him [as] a student. 

14. Then, having assembled all of the subjects [of the realm], Yudhi.'?thira the 
Sage King then declared his intention in its entirety. 

15. The sorrowful people of the town and country, having heard his speech, 
greatly disapproved of that speech. 

16. "[This] is not to be done thusly!" they then said to the King, and the King, 
knower of the Law of the course of time, did not [depart just yet]. 

17. [B ut] then the righteous-souled one, having asked leave of the town and 
country populace, made up his mind to go. Then his brothers [did so too]. 

18. Then that King Yudhi~thira, descendent of the Kurus, son of Dharma, having 
cast away the ornaments from [his] body, put on [garments made of] bark. 

19. And [then] Bhlma and Arjuna, the twins, and beautiful Draupadllikewise all 
put on [garments made of] bark, 0 King. 

20. Having arranged for the performance of a final renunciatory rite according to 
the ritual injunctions, [and] having cast [their sacrificial] fires together into the 
water, all those bulls of men went forth. 

21. Then all the women began to cry, having seen those bulls of men set out 
[along with] Draupadl in sixth place, as when they were won at dice. 

22. [But] considering the destruction of the Vr.'?1).is, and having understood 
Yudhi~thira's opinion [regarding time], happiness arose in all of them with 
respect to [their] going forth. 

23. [There were] the five brothers and Kr~1).a [Draupadl] the sixth, and also a dog 
as the seventh [of the group]; [but] the king went out from Hastinapura, with 
himself in seventh place, followed [at a] distance by all those of the city and 
likewise by all those of the harem. 

24. No one was able to say to him: "Stop!" [and] so all the people of the city 
desisted [from following them]. 
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25/26. And then Kfpa and the rest surrounded Yuyutsu; the snake-daughter UlUpI 
entered the Ganga river, 0 Kuru, and Citrangada went towards the city of 
Mat:tipiira; the other remaining mothers surrounded Parik~it. 

27. The great-souled Pat:t<;!avas and beautiful Draupadi who had [all] undertaken a 
fast went forth facing East, 0 descendent of the Kurus. 

28. Enjoined to yoga, those great-souled ones, relying on the dharma of 
renunciation, approached many countries, rivers and likewise mountains. 

29. Yudhi~thira went first, then Bhlma immediately after him, and then [followed] 
Arjuna [after Bhima], and the twins in succession. 

30. Behind [these five] went fine-hipped, dark, lotus-eyed DraupadI, most 
beautiful of women, 0 best of the Bharatas. 

31. And even one dog followed the PaI).<;!avas [who had] set forth into the forest; 
gradually those heroes approached the Lauhitya river. 

32. On account of greed for [their embedded] jewels, Dhanariljaya [Arjuna] had 
not left behind his divine Gat:t<;!Iva bow and two inexhaustible quivers, 0 great 
king. 

33. The Pat:t<;!avas saw Agni there, visibly in the form of a man, blocking their 
path, standing firm as a mountain in front of them. 

34. The seven-rayed god [Agni] said this to the Pat:t<;!avas: "Hail, hail heroic sons 
ofPat:t<;!u, know me [as] Pavaka. 

35.0 great-armed Yudhi~thira, foe-destroying Bhlmasena, Arjuna and heroic 
sons of the Asvins, heed my speech! 

36. I am Agni, 0 thou best of the Kurus; by me was Khat:t<;!ava [forest] burned 
through [the agency of] Arjuna and likewise through Narayat:ta [Kr~t:ta]. 

37. This brother of yours Phalguna [Arjuna] may go to the forest [only after] 
having given up the divine weapon Gat:t<;liva; there is no purpose for this [weapon 
any longer]. 

38. That jewel-discus which was fixed in great-souled Kr~I).a['s hand] [is now] 
gone, [but] wil1 go in time [back] into his hand. 
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39. [Likewise] this foremost of bows, the Gal.l<;!Iva, previously received from 
Varul.la by me for the sake of the descendents of Prtha, must [now] be given 
[back] to Varuna." 

40. Then all the brothers entreated Dhanariljaya [to do as Agni said, and] he cast it 
into the water and likewise his two inexhaustible quivers. 

41. Then Agni vanished right there, 0 foremost of the Bharatas, [and] then those 
heroic Pal.l<;!avas went facing South. 

42. Then they went, 0 tiger of the Bharatas, to the South-West region by means of 
the northern bank of the Ocean of Salt Water (Laval.lambhas). 

43. Then, turned again to the western region, they saw Dvarakii flooded by the 
ocean. 

44. Those best of the Bharatas, possessed of the dharma of yoga, having returned 
again to the North, went on, intending to circumambulate the earth. 

17.2 

Vaisarilpiiyana said: 

1. Then those self-controlled ones, joined to yoga, [who were] going towards the 
northern region, saw the great mountain Himavat. 

2. And then those [Pal.l<;!avas], going beyond even that [Himavat], saw a desert; 
[then they] perceived the great mountain Meru, the most prominent of [mountain] 
tops. 

3. But among all those [six of them] possessed of the the dharma of yoga who 
were going quickly, YajiiasenI [DraupadI], falling away from yoga, fell to the 
ground. 

4. But mighty BhImasena, having seen her fallen, spoke to the Dharma King 
[while] looking at YajiiasenI. 

5. "No adharma whatsoever was done by [this] mother of kings, 0 slayer of foes; 
what then is the reason for this, 0 King, that Kr~l.la fell to the earth?" 

y udhi~thira said: 
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6. "Her inclination particularly for Dhanamjaya [Atjuna] [was] great, [and] she 
now suffers the fruit of this [partiality], 0 foremost of men." 

7. Having spoken thusly, [and] without looking [back] at her, the righteous-souled 
bull of men, son of Dharma, collecting his sharp mind, went [on walking]. 

8. Then wise Sahadeva fell to the ground, and again having seen him fallen too, 
Bhlma spoke to the King: 

9. "This son of Madravat! [MadrI] who [was] not proud [and who] tended to all of 
us, why is [he now] fallen on the ground?" 

Yudhisthira said: 

10. "This one did not consider anyone [to be] his equal [in] wisdom; by this fault, 
therefore, is this one of royal birth fallen." 

V aisampayana said: 

11. Having said this [and] having left Sahadeva behind, Yudhi~thira son of Kunt!, 
accompanied by [his] brothers and by the dog, went [forth] then. 

12. Having seen the fallen Kr~~a and Sahadeva son of Pa~<;lu [fallen], heroic 
N akula, dear to his family, pained, fell. 

13. When that heroic, good-looking Nakula fell, once again Bhlma said this to the 
king: 

14. "This brother [of mine] Nakula, whose [very] soul is unblemished 
righteousness, who [was always] obedient to [our] speech [and] unequalled in 
beauty in the world, has fallen on the ground." 

15. Thus addressed by Bhlmasena, righteous-souled Yudhi~thira, foremost among 
the all-wise ones, answered Bhlma regarding Nakula: 

16. "'There is no one equal to me in beauty'; 'I am superior to everyone' -
[such was] his opinion [of himself], firm in his mind. 

17. "From this [flaw] Nakula fell. Corne [along], Wolf-belly! He must inevitably 
reach [suffer the consequences of] that which is destined for him, 0 hero." 

18. But having seen those fallen ones, Svetavahana [Arjuna], son of Pa~<;lu, slayer 
of enemy heroes, tormented by suffering, fell next. 
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19. [And] when that invincible man-tiger, glorious as Indra, fell dying [to the 
ground], Bhlma spoke to the king: 

20. "I remember no falsehood of this great-souled one in any matter at all; so then 
of what is this the bad consequence by which he is fallen on the ground?" 

Yudhi~thira said: 

21. "Arjuna [had] said - 'I will burn up [all my] enemies in [only] one day' [but] 
this boaster, not doing so, then fell. 

22. "This Phalguna [also] treated all [other] archers with contempt, and it ought to 
be done exactly in the manner it is spoken by one who is seeking prosperity." 

Vaisarhpayana said: 

23. Having said this the king set out [again]. Then Bhlma fell. [That] fallen Bhlma 
said to the Dharma King Yudhi~thira: 

24. "Alas! Alas, 0 king, look! I your beloved [brother] have fallen! What is the 
reason for this fall, tell me if you know!" 

Yudhi~thira said: 

25. "You were excessive in eating and boasted strenuously without consideration 
for others, 0 son of Prtha; that is why you have fallen to the ground." 

V aisarhpayana said: 

26. Having said this, that great-armed one went [forth] without looking [back] at 
him; the one dog [who] has been mentioned to you [i.e. to Janamejaya] repeatedly 
by me, followed [him]. 

17.3 

Vaisarhpayana said: 

1. Then Indra, filling all of heaven and earth with noise, approached that son of 
Prtha in [his] chariot and said "Ascend!" 
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2. Having seen [his] fallen brothers, that Dharma King Yudhi~thira, tormented by 
suffering said this [speech] to thousand-eyed [Indra]: 

3. "[I wish] my fallen brothers could corne along with me here; 1 do not desire to 
go to heaven without them, 0 Lord of de1'Us. 

4. "[And 1 also wish] this delicate mother of kings, deserving of happiness, could 
corne along with us; please allow it, 0 destroyer of fortresses!" 

Indra said: 

5. "Do not lament, 0 bull of the Bharatas; you will see all [your] brothers [and] 
sons gone before [you] to the triple-heaven accompanied by Kr~l!a. 

6. "They are gone [to heaven] having cast off the mortal body, 0 bull of the 
Bharatas, [but] there is no doubt you are one who goes to heaven with this 
[mortal] body." 

Yudhi~thira said: 

7. "0 Lord of past and future, this dog is ever-devoted to me. He would [like to] 
go along with me. My mind is set on mercy." 

Indra said: 

8. "0 king, you are one who has today attained immortality, equality with me, all 
prosperity and great renown, and the pleasures of heaven; renounce [this] dog, it 
is not cruel in this case [to do so]." 

Yudhisthira said: 

9. "For such a dishonorable thing to be done by a nobleman is difficult, 0 
thousand-eyed one; 0 Arya, let there be on my part no partaking of this prosperity 
for the sake of which 1 would [have to] renounce a person devoted [to me]." 

Indra said: 
10. "There is no horne in the world of heaven for dog-keepers; [since] the 
Krodhavasas destroy the stored-up merit of [their] sacrifices; [so] then, reflecting 
on [this fact] let it be done, 0 Dharma King: renounce the dog, it is not cruel in 
this case [to do so]." 

Yudhi~thira said: 
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11. "Here on earth they say the abandonment of a devotee is an excessively great 
sin equivalent to the murder of a Brahmin; therefore, 0 great Indra, I will 
absolutely not abandon this one here for the sake of [my] happiness." 

Indra said: 

12. "The Krodhasvasas destroy that rite given and offered publicly which is seen 
by a dog; therefore make this renunciation of the dog, you will acquire the world 
of the gods by renouncing the dog! 

13. "Having abandoned your brothers and [your] cherished Kr~l?a as well, [this] 
world [of heaven] is acquired by your own action, 0 hero; how is it, then, that 
you, who have [already] performed complete renunciation, do not renounce this 
dog? You are deluded!" 

Yudhi~~hira said: 

14. "This is the way of the world: [Neither] friendship nor enmity between the 
dead and the living is possible (vidyate). These [brothers and Kr~l?a] cannot be 
returned to life by me, so there was [in fact] no abandonment of the living done 
[earlier by me] among those ones. 

15. "The abandonment of one who has come for protection, the murder of a 
woman, the theft of the property of a Brahmin, [and causing] harm to a friend; the 
renunciation of a devoted one is exactly the same as these four [sins] in my 
opinion, 0 Sakra." 

V aisampayana said: 

16. Having heard the speech of that Dharma King, the Lord in the form of 
Dharma, greatly pleased, spoke tender words mixed with praises to King 
Yudhi~~hira: 

17. "You are noble, 0 kingly Lord, [marked] by the good conduct of your father, 
by wisdom, and by this compassion for all beings, 0 Bharata! 

18119." My son, formerly you were tested by me in Dvaitava [forest], where your 
brothers, eagerly intent upon the goal [of finding] water, were killed [and] where 
you, having dismissed [as your choice] both [your] brothers Bhlma and Arjuna, 
[and] desiring to obtain equality between the two mothers, want[ed] Nakula alive. 

20. "The chariot of the dera [Indra] was renounced by you, [saying] 'This dog is 
devoted [to me];' therefore there is no equal to you in heaven, 0 prince. 
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2l. "Since you have undying worlds with your own body, 0 Bharata, you are [one 
who has] obtained the unsurpassed divine path, 0 best of the Bharatas." 

22123. Then, having made the son of Pal)~u climb into the chariot, Dharma, Sakra 
[Indra], the lnaruts, the two Asvins as well, devCls and even the seers of the devas 
- all of those perfected ones, roaming at will, free from dust, pure and pure in 
word, thought and deed, went forth with their own chariots. 

24. The king, descendent of the Kurus, having mounted into the chariot, quickly 
ascended upwards, covering heaven and earth with [his] splendour. 

25. Then Narada, abiding among the host of the gods, knower of all the worlds, 
boaster [and] practicer of great austerities, said this [speech] loudly then: 

26/27. "Indeed, the Kuru king arrives having enveloped the fame even of all of 
the sage-kings who have arrived [here], having covered the worlds with [his] 
excellent splendour [and] superb conduct. We have not heard of anyone other 
than the Pal)~ava [who has] attained [heaven] with his own [mortal] body." 

28. The righteous-souled king, having heard the speech of Narada, saluting the 
gods and his royal allies, spoke: 

29. "I seek today to obtain only that abode of my brothers, whether auspicious or 
inauspicious; I long for no other worlds. " 

30. Having heard the speech of the king, [the] destroyer of fortresses [Indra], king 
of gods, replied to Yudhi~thira [who was] full of compassion: 

31. "Dwell in this place, won by auspicious acts, 0 Rajendra. Why do you still 
ponder [so much] on mortal affections even now? 

32. "You [are one who] has reached this most extraordinary accomplishment, in a 
way no other man [has done] anywhere. Surely your brothers have not attained 
[this] place, 0 descendent of Kuru. 

33." Even now a mortal disposition keeps hold of you, 0 prince. This is heaven! 
Look at the seers of the gods, the Siddhas and abodes of the triple heavens!" 

34. But wise Yudhi~thira again spoke eloquently to the Lord, ruler of the gods 
who had spoken thusly: 
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35/36. "I cannot endure to live without them, 0 crusher of the Daityas, I want to 
go where my brothers [and] my dear Draupadl, that tall, dark one, endowed with 
qualities of sattva and buddhi, most beautiful of women, have gone." 

18.1 

Janamejaya said: 

1. Having attained the three-world heaven, what stations [of afterlife] did my 
ancestors, the sons of Pal.lc;lu and the sons of Dhrtara~tra, enjoy? 

2. I wish to hear this, and I think you know everything, granted permission by 
Vyasa, the great sage, performer of wondrous acts. 

Vaisarhpayana said: 

3. Hear [now] what your ancestors, Yudhi~thira and the others, did once they 
attained the three-world heaven: 

4/5. The righteous King Yudhi~~hira, having reached the three-world heaven, saw 
Duryodhana endowed with prosperity, seated in a seat, shining like the sun, 
covered by the splendour of heroes [and] accompanied by the radiant gods and the 
virtuous Sadhyas of meritorious works. 

6-9. Then Yudhi~thira, seeing Duryodhana, [and] seeing [such] glory upon [him], 
became angry, [and] turned back suddenly, saying loudly [this speech] to them: "I 
do not desire these worlds accompanied by [this] greedy [and] stupid 
Duryodhana, for whose sake the entire earth and likewise [our] friends and 
relatives were violently destroyed by us in battle, [after we were] tormented in the 
forest [during the exile], [and for the sake of whom] our wife DraupadI, daughter 
of the Paficaias, doer of what is righteous, of faultless body, was tormented in the 
middle of the [dicing] hall in the presence of [ our] guru. 

10. "Farewell, 0 deras, it is not my desire to look upon Suyodhana. I want to go 
where my brothers [are]." 

11. But Narada, smiling a little, [saying] "No, no!" said to him: "This abode is in 
heaven, 0 King, and [here] hostility disappears. 

12. "0 long-armed Yudhi~thira, do not speak thusly! Hear my speech regarding 
this prince Duryodhana: 
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13. "This King Duryodhana is honored by the thirty [del'lls] along with good [men 
who are] the most excellent of kings; these are dwellers in heaven! 

14. "[This Duryodhana] by whom all of you [Pa1).<;iavas who] are equal to the 
gods, were assembled in battle, has attained the path of the world of heroes, 
having sacrificed his own body in battle. 

15. "This prince, who was fearless in great danger, obtained this abode through 
[observance of his] warrior's duty. 

16. "My son, what was caused by the dicing [match] should not be thought about, 
[nor] should you ponder DraupadI's pain. 

17. "And you should not bIing to mind those other pains of you [and your 
brothers] caused by the dicing match, in the battles or anywhere else. 

18. "Be united with King Duryodhana according to custom; this is heaven, there 
are no hostilities here, 0 Prince!" 

19. But wise Yudhi~!hira the Kuru King, thusly addressed by Narada, asked about 
his brothers [and] said [this speech]: 

20-23a. "If these eternal worlds of the heroes belong to the sinful, dhurmu­
ignorant Duryodhana, who injures friends and the earth, because of whom the 
earth with [her] horses, chariots and elephants was destroyed, and [because of 
whom] we, burned up with rage, desire revenge, then which worlds now belong to 
my brothers of great vows, who are great-souled heroes, true to their promises to 
the world and valiant speakers of the truth? 

23b-25. "I want to see them, and great-souled Kar1).a too, son of Kunti [who] 
fought for truth, Dhf~!adyumna, Satyaki [Yuyudhana], Dhr~tadyumna's sons, 
princes who met their death by weapons through [observance of their] warrior's 
duty - where are these princes, 0 Brahmin? I do not see them, Nfuada, [nor] 
Vira!a and Drupada or those ones having Dhr~!aketu as their chief. 

26. "I want to see Sikha1).<;iin of the PaficaIas and the sons of Draupadl all together, 
and Abhimanyu [who is] difficult to attack, 0 Nfuada." 
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18.2 

Yudhi~thira said: 

1. "0 thou wise ones, I do not see here Riidhii's son [Kan).a] of unbounded energy, 
nor the two great-souled brothers Yudhiimanyu and Uttamaujas. 

2/3. "[Those] great warriors who sacrificed [their] bodies into the fire of bat tie, 
[those] kings and princes who were slain in battle for my sake: where are all these 
great warriors, powerful as tigers? Was this world won by those foremost of men? 

4. "If all these great warriors have reached these worlds, [then], 0 dems, find me 
[know me as one who is] accompanied by those great-souled ones. 

5. "Has this undying, auspicious world not been attained by these princes? I will 
not dwell [here] without these kinsmen and brothers. 

6. "Having heard the words of [our] mother [KuntI] then during the offering to the 
Pitfs: 'Water must be offered to Karl).a' - because of this I am burning. 

7/8ab. "And I grieve over this again and again, 0 Gods, that the feet of this 
[Karl).a] of unbounded energy, resemble those of [my] mother [Kunfi]. Having 
seen that, I [did] not follow that Kafl).a, destroyer of enemy armies. 

8cd. "Even Indra could not [have] defeat[ed] us in battle [had we been] 
accompanied by Kafl).a. 

9. "I want to see that son of Siirya, wherever he may dwell- he who, [formerly] 
unknown to me [as my elder brother], I had Arjuna slay. 

10111." I want to see fearful and powerful Bhlma, even dearer to me than my own 
life's breath, Arjuna [whose] appearance is like Indra, those two twins resembling 
Yama, and [I want to see] that righteously-acting daughter of the Piificiilas 
[Draupadl]. I do not want to stay here. This is the truth I speak to you all. 

12. "What's the use of heaven, deprived of my brothers, 0 best of the gods? 
Where they are, that is my heaven. This is not heaven, in my opinion." 

The Gods said: 

13. "If indeed [there is] a desire on your part [to go] there, [then] please go 
quickly, my son. We [will] do what is dear to you, by the command of the King of 
the Gods." 
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Vaisampayana said: 

14. Having said this 0 destroyer of foes, the gods then instructed their envoy: 
"Show Yudhii?thira [his] friends." 

15. Then the king, son of Kunt!, and the envoy of the gods, went together to 
where those bulls of men [were], 0 tiger among kings. 

16-21. The [envoy] went in front, the king in behind, on an inauspicious and 
difficult path frequented by criminals, frightful and covered in darkness, grassy 
with hair and Saivala weeds, filled with the smells of sinners, and having a mire 
of blood and flesh, filled with bees and mosquitoes, biting crickets, surrounded on 
all sides by corpses here and there, bestrewn with hair and bone, crowded with 
worms and insects, [and] surrounded on all sides by a burning flame, assailed by 
iron-mouthed ravens and vultures, likewise by needle-mouthed ghosts, and 
surrounded by amputated hands, thighs and arms, [all] covered with blood and fat, 
and by cut off feet and torsos cast everywhere [piled up] resembling the peaks of 
the Vindhya mountains. 

22. The righteous-souled king went into that impure [place which] caused the hair 
to stand on end, stinking with corpses, pondering a great deal amongst [the 
bodies]. 

23-25. And the son of Kuntl also saw a river, very difficult to cross, full of boiling 
water, and a forest [the trees of which had] swords for leaves, covered with 
sharpened razors, hot sand-gruel, and elsewhere iron rocks and small metal pots 
of oil boiling over on all sides; and saw a Kutasalmalika bush and a TIki?l!a­
kantaka plant, painful to touch: [all] the tortures of hell for criminals. 

26. Having beheld that stinking [place], he said to the envoy of the gods: "How 
much of such a path as this must we walk on!? 

27. "And where are those brothers [of mine], you should tell this to me! What 
region of the gods is this, I want to know!" 

28. That envoy of the gods, having heard that speech of the Dharma King, 
stopped [and] said: "Such a path is yours. 

29. "I was told by the sky-dwelling dew.1s that I should tum back if you got tired, 
o Indra of Kings - you should come [back] now." 

30. Yudhii?thira, disgusted, stupefied by the stench, his mind set on turning back, 
turned around, 0 Bharata. 
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31. The righteous-souled one, turned back [and] full of pain and misery, heard 
there wretched cries of [people] speaking from all sides: 

32. "Hail, hail, Son of Dharma, Sage King, descendent of the righteous, son of 
Pa~<;lu! Just stop for a moment, for the sake of our welfare! 

33. "When you [who are] inviolable, approach, a pure breeze blows, followed by 
your scent, by which pleasure comes to us, 0 Dear One! 

34. "0 Prince, we will have pleasure for a long time, 0 bull among men, having 
seen you, 0 best of kings! 

35. "Stay with [us], 0 great-armed one, for just a moment, 0 Bharata, [for] while 
you are standing [here], 0 descendent of the Kurus, torment does not afflict us!" 

36. Thusly did he hear manifold pitiful voices of those pain-afflicted speakers 
from everywhere in that region, 0 Prince. 

37. Having heard that speech of theirs, Yudhi~thira, taking pity on those miserable 
speakers, stopped and uttered "Oh agony!" 

38. That son of Pa~<;lu did not recognize those voices of the exhausted and 
distressed [which were] heard [ right] in front [of him] again and again. 

39. Yudhi~thira, son of Dharma, not recognizing those voices, said: "Who are 
you, why are you here?" 

40/41. Then all of those ones, addressed thusly spoke out from all sides, 0 King: 
"I am Kar~a!", "I am Bhimasena!", "I am Arjuna!", "I am Nakula, Sahadeva!", "I 
am Dhr~tadyumna!" as well [was heard] "[I am] Draupadi!", "[We are the] sons of 
Draupadi!" - thusly did they cry out. 

42. Then the king, having heard those voices in that region [of hell], 0 Prince, 
pondered: "What then is the cause of this fate! 

43/44. "What then was the foul act committed by these great-souled ones, by 
Kar~a, by the sons of Draupadi, or by the slender-waisted daughter of the 
Paficruas [herself], who are [now] in this dreadful, foul-smelling region [of hell]. 
Surely I do not know of [any] wrongdoing of any of these righteously-acting 
ones! 
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45/46ab. "Having done what is the wicked son of Dhrtara~!ra, King Suyodhana, 
along with his companions, covered with glory, completely honored, sitting [in 
heaven], possessed of prosperity like the great Indra? 

46cd/47. "These ones [are] knowers of all dharma, valiant, [have] the essence of 
the teachings of truth, foremost in the warriors duty, wise, [and are] sacrificers 
bestowing gifts to Brahmins; [so] on account of what has this disastrous change 
now [come about] by which [they] have gone to hell? 

48. "Am I then asleep, am I awake? [Though] having reason, I do not understand! 
Or could this mental disturbance be my [own] mental delusion?" 

49. Thusly did King Yudhi~!hira, filled with suffering and pain, his senses 
bewildered by anxiety, ponder such things variously. 

50. And the Prince Yudhi~!hira, son of Dharma, violently manifested [his] anger 
and cursed the gods and even dharma. 

51. Tormented by the awful smell, he spoke to the gods's envoy: "Kind sir, please 
go [back] to the vicinity of those of whom you are the messenger. 

52. "I surely will not go [back] there, let it be known that I am staying [here]. 0 
envoy, these brothers of mine are content because of me." 

53/54. Thusly addressed by the wise son of Pa~~u, the envoy then went [back] to 
where Indra, King of gods [was] seated and made known the intention of the 
Dharma King, exactly in the manner spoken by the son of Dharma, 0 Prince. 

18.3 

Vaismhpayana said: 

1. [Once] royal Yudhi~thira King of dharma [had] stayed there a while, 0 
descendent of Kurus, the gods headed by Indra came there. 

2. Dharma himself, embodied, came to where that Yudhi~!hira the Kuru King 
was, in order to examine the King. 

3. When the gods, whose bodies are resplendent, the deeds of whose ancestors 
were meritorious, came all together, 0 Prince, the darkness disappeared. 
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4. And those tortures of sinners were not seen there, nor the VaitaranI river, nor 
the Kiitasiilmali bushes. 

5. The terrifying rocks and the little iron pots were not seen, and those mutilated 
bodies there on all sides which the king, son of KuntI had seen, became invisible. 

6. Then an auspicious, pure-smelling wind blew, 0 Bhiirata, pleasant to feel, very 
cool, in the vicinity of the gods. 

7/8. The maruts along with Indra, and l'USUS along with the Asvins, scldhyas, 
rudras and likewise iidityas, and those other sky dwellers too, and the best 
accomplished seers, all came there together where [the king], splendorous son of 
Dharma was standing. 

9. Then Sakra, Lord of gods, endowed with the utmost splendour, spoke this 
conciliatory speech to Yudhi~thira: 

10. "0 great-armed Yudhi~thira, the troops of gods are pleased with you; come, 
come, 0 tiger of men, enough of this, 0 King! By you success has been attained, 
o King, and the undying worlds are [now] yours as well. 

11. "You should not grieve, hear my speech: hell inevitably is to be seen by every 
king, my dear. 

12. "Two [different] sets belong to the virtuous and the sinful, 0 bull of men. He 
who enjoys the good deed [in heaven] first, afterwards goes to hell, [and] he who 
[suffers] the fate of hell first, afterwards comes to heaven. 

13. "He who is a sinner for the most part comes to heaven first. Therefore you 
were sent [here first] in this way by me, desirous [of your] welfare, 0 Prince. 

14. "Indeed it was by fraud that Drol,la was deceived by you regarding his son; so 
then by fraud also is hell shown to you, 0 King. 

15. "And so in just this way have you, Piirtha [Arjuna], BhIma, the twins, and 
dark DraupadI likewise gone to hell by fraud. 

16. "Come, 0 tiger of men, they are surely released from sin. The royal allies of 
yours who were killed in battle have all come up to heaven. Behold them, 0 bull 
of men! 

17. "And Kafl,la the great archer, foremost of warriors, for the sake of whom you 
are pained, has gone to the highest success [heaven]. 
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18. "Behold this lion of men, the offspring of the sun, 0 King, staying in his 
allotted place [in heaven], 0 great-armed one. Conquer your sorrow, 0 bull of 
men. 

19. "And behold [your] other brothers as well, and indeed those royal allies, [all] 
arrived each at his own place. Let your mental fever disappear. 

20. "Having experienced the pain already, 0 descendent of Kuru, from now on, 
wander along with me [in heaven], healthy and free from suffering. 

21. "My child, receive the fruit of [your] charitable giving and of the meritorious 
actions which you won yourself through asceticism, 0 great-armed son of Pal).<;lu. 

22. "Now gods and gundhur)'Us, and divine upsuruses in the sky, whose clothing 
and apparel are without dust, must attend upon you, who are noble. 

23. "0 great-armed one, receive the great fruit of asceticism and [also] those 
[heavenly] worlds which were won through the performance of the Rajasuya rite 
and strengthened by the Asvamedha rite. 

24. "0 Yudhi~thira, worlds higher than [those of] kings, equal to [those of] 
Hariscandra, are yours 0 Partha. You will wander among them. 

25. "You will wander there, where [are found] the sage-king Mandhatr, King 
Bhaglratha and Bharata, son of Du1:t~yanta. 

26. "This, 0 Partha, is the holy river of the gods, purifying the three worlds, the 
Ganga in the sky, 0 Indra of kings. Having bathed, you will go there [to those 
worlds]. 

27. "[Once] bathed here, your mortal nature will depart. You will be released of 
hostility, your suffering departed and your trouble gone." 

28. Once the Lord of Gods spoke thusly to Yudhi~thira Lord of the Kurus, 
Dharma, embodied manifestly [in visible form] spoke to his own son: 

29. "Hail, hail, king of great wisdom. I am pleased, little son, by your devotion to 
me, [by your] truth-speaking, patience and self-restraint. 

30. "This is the third test done by me for you, 0 King. You are not able to be 
shaken from your natural disposition by [any] means, 0 partha. 

31. "Previously you were tested [when] you were in the vicinity of Dvaita forest 
for the purpose of [getting] the joined fire sticks, and you accomplished it. 

145 



PhD Thesis - C.R. Austin: McMaster - Religious Studies 

32. "[And] you were tested again by me in the form of a dog, my son, [there] 
when your brothers and DraupadI died, 0 Bharata. 

33. "That for the sake of your brothers you want to remain [in hell], this is the 
third [test]. You are virtuous, 0 Illustrious one, happy and free from stain. 

34. "And Partha, your brothers are not hell-dwellers, 0 Lord of the people, this is 
an illusion occasioned by great Indra, lord of the gods. 

35. "Hell is inevitably to be seen by all kings and so this excessive suffering came 
to you for a while. 

36. "Neither Savyasacin [Arjuna], nor Bhlma, nor the bulls of men the twins, nor 
truth-speaking warrior K~a are deserving of hell for a long time, 0 Prince. 

37. "Nor is the princess Kr~t:la deserving of hell, 0 Yudhi~thira. Come, come, 0 
foremost of the Bharatas, behold the Ganga coursing through the three worlds." 

38. Thusly addressed, that sage of kings your great-grandfather went along with 
Dharma and with all those whose abode is among the thirty [Gods]. 

39. The king, having plunged into that auspicious river of the gods, the pure 
Ganga praised by seers, renounced his mortal body. 

40. Then Yudhi~thira the Dharma King, having become a divine form, free of 
enmity, his sorrow gone, was bathed in that water. 

41. Then wise Yudhi~thira the king of the Kurus went, surrounded by the gods, 
accompanied by Dharma, [and was being] praised by the great seers. 

18.4 

1. So then King Yudhi~thira, being honored by the devus along with the troop of 
maruts and !~is, went to where those bulls of the Kurus were. 

2/3. There he saw Govinda, endowed with a holy divine form, indeed with a form 
[made] recognizable by means of a likeness to the one previously seen [on earth], 
[and], glowing with his own divine form, served by his divine weapons headed by 
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the discus [who had all] taken terrible divine human forms, [and] near [Govinda] 
sat heroic, glorious Phalguna [Atjuna]. 

4. Then in another spot the son of the Kurus saw Kart:la, best of walTiors, 
accompanied by the 12 Adityas. 

5. In another spot he saw powerful Bhimasena sUlTounded by the troop of maruts, 
endowed with a divine form. 

6. Similarly the son of the Kurus saw Nakula and Sahadeva, in the place of the 
two Asvins, glowing with their own fiery brilliance. 

7. Likewise he saw standing [there] the daughter of the Pancalas [wearing] a 
garland of pink and blue lotuses, [who], had gone with a divine form to the 
heaven which is brilliant as the sun. 

8. And so immediately King Yudhi~~hira wanted to question her. Then the blessed 
King of Gods Indra told him: 

9/ 10. "This is Sri in the form of Draupadi, not born of the womb, well-loved, 
sweet-scented, who became a human being for your sake, 0 Yudhi~~hira, born in 
the family of Drupada, supported by you [and your brothers]; this one indeed was 
fashioned by the spear-wielder [Siva] for the carnal pleasure of you [and your 
brothers]. 

11. "These five illustrious gandharJ'{ls, of bright splendour and unbounded 
energy, 0 King, [are] the sons of Draupadi and [you and your brothers]. 

12. "Behold devout Dhrtara~tra, King of the gandharms, know that this is the 
elder brother of [your] father. 

13. "This is your elder brother [Kart:la], son of Kunti, whose splendour is bright, 
son of the sun, [your] elder born before you, known as Radheya; he now courses 
along with the sun. Behold him, 0 bull of men. 

14. "0 King of Kings, behold the heroic great wUlTiors of Vr~t:li and Andhaka led 
by Satyaki, and also [these other] bountiful great warriors [all residing] among the 
troops of Sadhyas, dems, l'asus and maruts. 

15. "Behold the unconquered son of Subhadra, [the] great archer Abhimanyu, 
together with Soma, radiant as the moon. 

16. "This is Pat:l<;lu the great archer, joined with Kunti and Madri, your father who 
perpetually rises in his chariot to my presence. 
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17. "Behold the prince Bhl~ma, son of SaIhtanu, joined with the vusus [and] 
Drol.la at the side of Brhaspati - appease this guru! 

18. "And [all] these other kings and warriors of yours, 0 Pal.l<;!ava, course along 
with the gandharl'us, with yuk~as and similarly with good people. 

19. "All sorts of kings have obtained this path of the Guhyakas as well; they are 
ones by whom the heavens are won through pure thoughts, words and deeds, 
[following the] renunciation of the body." 

18.5 

Janamejaya said: 

1-4. Great-souled Bhl~ma and Drol.la, royal Dhf1:ara~~ra, both Vira~a and Drupada, 
likewise Sailkha and even Uttara, Dhr~!aketu Jayatsena, and that King Satyajit, 
the sons of Duryodhana and Sakuni son of Subala, the courageous sons of Karl.la, 
and King J ayadratha, and [all] those such as Gha~otkaca, those others who were 
not told of, and those other kings of blazing forms who were mentioned there, for 
how much time did they stay in heaven, tell me. 

5. Ah, is the place eternal [which now] belongs to those ones, 0 best of 
Brahmins? Or what path did those bulls of men finally obtain from their kurma? 
This do I want to hear spoken by you, 0 Brahmin. 

The Siita said: 

6. The priest-sage, thusly addressed, was allowed by great-souled Vyasa to set 
about relating [the answer] to the king: 

VaisaIhpayana said: 

7/8. 0 King, hear this secret of the gods, 0 bull of the Bharatas, which the ancient 
sage [Vyasa], possessed of great splendour and divine eye, glorious, descendent 
of Parasara, [faithful to his] great vows, deep in wisdom, knower of all, and 
knower of the paths of all deeds, spoke, 0 descendent of Kuru: Everyone must go 
at the end of their deeds, 0 Prince. 229 

229 For a close analysis of verses 18.5.5-8 see sections 4.2.1. and 4.2.2. 
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9. Bhl~ma whose splendour and brilliance are great, surely reached the )'USUS­

indeed [these] 8 ) 'asus are seen [here] 0 Bull of the Bharatas. 

10. Now, Drol)a has surely been absorbed into Brhaspati, foremost of the 
Angirases, while K!tavarman, son of Hrdika, reached the host of manUs. 

II. Pradyumna was absorbed into Sanatkumiira in the same manner by which he 
came; Dh!"tarii~tra attained those worlds of Dhanesa [Kubera], difficult to 
approach. 

12. Along with Dhrtarii~tra [came] beautiful GiindhiirI. Piil)qu went to the 
dwelling of the great Indra along with his two wives. 

13-15. And both Viriita and Drupada, and royal Dhr~taketu, Nisatha, Akriira, and 
Siimba, Bhiinu, Kampa, Vidiiratha, Bhiirisravas and Sala too, and King Bhuri, 
likewise U grasena, Karilsa, and heroic Vasudeva and U ttara that bull of men, 
along with his brother Sankha - [all of] those foremost of men were absorbed 
into all of the gods. 

16. That son of Arjuna, lion of men, Abhimanyu became the majestic son of 
Soma named Varcas, whose splendour is great. 

17. That great-souled king [Abhimanyu]. having fought according to the warrior's 
duty as no man anywhere [ever had], was absorbed into Soma at the end of his 
deeds. 

18. Kafl)a reached his father the sun, 0 Bull of Men, Sakuni attained the Dvapara 
while Dhr~tadyumna [attained to] Agni. 

19. All the sons of Dhrtarii~!ra [who were] demons of mighty strength, [now] 
prosperous great-souled ones, went to heaven, purified by weapons. Vidura and 
indeed King Yudhi~thira were absorbed into Dharma. 

20. The blessed de1'U Ananta, who supported the earth in accordance with 
Brahmii's command, entered the Rasiitala [region]. 

21. The harem of Vasudeva was [composed of] 16,000 women; eventually, 0 
Janamejaya, they plunged into the SarasvatI and they too, having become 
apsarases, approached Vasudeva. 

22. All those great, heroic kings such as Ghatotkaca and so on who were killed in 
the great battle, assumed the form of del'as and yak~as. 
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23. Those who accompanied Duryodhana [who were] said to be ri1k~asas, 
gradually reached the best worlds of all, 0 King. 

24. Those bulls of men entered the home of the great Indra and of wise Kubera, 
and similarl y the worlds of Varul)a. 

25. All of this [has now been] told to you in detail, 0 thou of Great Splendour, in 
its entirety: the deeds of the Kurus and of the Pal)<;iavas, 0 Bharata. 

The Siita said: 

26. The king Janamejaya, having heard this from that foremost of Brahmins 
during the pauses of the sacrificial rite, was exceedingly amazed. 

27. And so the officiants brought that [sacrificial] rite of his to a close and Astika 
was pleased, having liberated the snakes. 

28. And so he [Janamejaya] contented all the priests with sacrificial gifts and 
those [priests], honored by the king, then went [back] the way they came. 

29. Having dismissed those priests that king Janamejaya also went back then from 
Tak~asila to Hastinapura. 

30. All of this told to you was said by Vaisarhpayana, fully recounted at the 
command of Vyasa, at the snake sacrifice of the king. 
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Appendix 2: 
Translation of Books 17 and 18 of the Bh(lratamailjarf of Ksemendra 

17 

1. Having made obeisance to Narayal!a, and to that best of men Nara, to the 
Goddess SarasvatI [and to] Vyasa, then the Jaya should be recited. 

2. Now, having heard of the destruction of the V!'!?l!is from Dhanamjaya [Arjuna], 
the son of Dharma [Yudhi!?thira], sighing, said "Obeisance to [al1]-powerful 
Time!" 

3-4. The yoga that is done by renouncing everything was undertaken by the 
brothers along with [Yudhi!?thira] whose dominion is truth, once he had given 
Duryodhana's [half of the] kingdom to Yuyutsu of worthy qualities, established 
Abhimanyu's son Parik!?it in his own kingdom [and] appointed Subhadra as his 
[Parik~i t' s] protector. 

5-6. Having entrusted that knower of dharma [Parik!?it] to the ministers and 
priests, having performed a sruddha and a meritorious renunciatory i~!i rite for his 
kinsmen, having abandoned [his householder's] fires into the water, having 
consoled the grieving citizens, [and] having taken leave of the goddesss Earth, 
Yudhi!?!hira the companion of Draupadi, who had renounced everything and was 
engaged in yoga, set forth along with his younger brothers. 

7. Then, having met with [Yudhi~thira et all, the Lord Eater of Oblations [AgniJ 
himself took the Gal!<;!iva [bow J and those two great inexhaustible quivers from 
Partha [Arjuna]. 

8. A dog followed them, although keeping back carefully. Then eventually they 
reached the South-Western region. 

9. There, having seen [the city] Dvaravati filled with water by the ocean, they 
reached the northern region, having made a circumambulation of the earth. 

10. Having passed the Himalayas, they reached a desert [and] saw Meru where 
[Indra's divine garden] Nandana is encircled by lofty peaks. 

11. The daughter of Drupada, whose body was delicate as a Sirl~a [flower], fell on 
that difficult-to-cross path without house or asylum. 
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12. Bhlma, having seen her bereft of life, said to Yudhi~!hira: "0 King, this 
daughter of the king of the PaiicaIas is fallen on the ground! 

13. "Although reflecting [on the matter], I do not see any fault of hers whatsoever. 
Why has she, having renounced her ascetic yoga, returned to dust?" 

14. The son of Dharma, having listened to this, without turning [to look] back, 
said: "Her partiality was always especially for Arjuna." 

15. When [this was] spoken by the king, Sahadeva fell on the ground. When he 
fell, the King, asked again [the cause] by Bhlma, said: 

16. "He thought people were stupid because of pride in his wisdom." When [this 
was] said by the son of Dharma, Nakula fell to the earth. 

17. Then the King, still walking along, asked by Bhlma, spoke again: "This one 
thought himself to be as handsome even as the God of Love and he could not 
tolerate competition." 

18. When this was said by the king who was [still] walking, Dhanariljaya [Arjuna] 
fell. Asked again by Bhlma, the king said: 

19. "Thinking himself to be heroic, he became weak on the battlefield." Saying 
this, his concentration unbroken, the king went on. 

20. Then Bhlma fell [and] said to him: "I am fallen!". [Yudhi~thira] said: "Bhlma, 
you had pride in your strength and ate too much." 

21. And so he was then all alone, walking along followed by the dog. Yudhi~thira 
clearly saw Indra approaching in a chariot. 

22. Addressed by Indra [with the words] "0 King, come to my fortress!", he said: 
"I do not want heaven with this body deprived of the dog." 

23. The king of gods said to him: "How [could there be] a place for dogs in 
heaven? Who else but you [would] say that this dog must rise up to a heavenly 
abode?" 

24. The the king said to him: "How can I bear to abandon one who is devoted [to 
me]? How [could there be] a place in heaven for a cruel person hating one who is 
devoted to him? 

25. "If I have some good deed, 0 Lord of Gods, by that may dog go to heaven 
with his body. I cannot bear to renounce this one. 
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26. "Wise men consider the renunciation of a devoted one to be constituted of all 
evils, equivalent to the killing of a woman and the theft of a Brahmin's property." 

27. When this was said by the Dharma King, Dharma, having renounced his dog­
foml, spoke to him: "My son, I am pleased with this virtuous behavior of yours. 

28. "Formerly in Dvaita forest you were seen by me for the purpose of [getting] 
water. Hail to you! Go to the abode of the gods with your [mortal] body, 0 King!" 

29. Thusly commanded by his father, having climbed into a chariot of abundant 
splendour, [ascended] the sacred steps [and] entered the dwelling of the gods. 

30. Being praised by the gods along with the munis such as Narada and the others, 
he shone like the sun amidst the stars of the king-sages. 

31. Then he said to Indra: "I want [to go to] that place where my brothers and 
dark-skinned wife are." 

32. Thousand-eyed [Indra] said to him: "You have attained the unattainable, the 
highest path along with king-sages: Do not indulge in mortal sentiments!" 

33. Although addressed thusly repeatedly and strenuously by [Indra] the 
thunderbolt-wielder, the son of Dharma said "I want to find my brothers!" again 
and again. 

18 

1. Having made obeisance to Narayal)a, and to that best of men Nara, to the 
Goddess Sarasvatl [and to] Vyasa, then the ]oy() should be recited. 

2. Then YudhiHhira saw the Kuru King [Duryodhana] resembling Indra, with a 
shining crown and bracelet, endowed with the splendour of heaven. 

3. Having beheld [his] younger cousin there, his anger roused, he said to [Indra] 
of a hundred sacrifices: "Hail to the de\'([s, [I] must [offer] this farewell to heaven. 

4-5. "Duryodhana [was] evil such that he caused the destruction of the earth. 
Where he [sits] resplendent in a magnificant seat, lofty as Mount Meru's peak, 
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that is not my dwelling place. I am going, I bow to you; where my heroic brothers 
are, that is my dwelling place now." 

6. Then as the king [Yudhi~thira] was speaking thusly, the gods said to their 
envoy whose thoughts were as swift as the wind, "Go forth to [his] brothers." 

7. Going quickly by a path at the command of the envoy of the gods, he saw 
frightful men dwelling in the center of hell. 

8-13ab. There in a cave of frightful darkness which was slimy from phlegm, 
marrow, blood, red flesh and hair, abounding in worms scattered over countless 
wet corpses, filled on all sides with the cries of crows, herons, cranes, and owls, 
possessed of a hundred-fold throng [of bodies] having stinking apertures on the 
corpses, with shores of burning hot sands, crags and saws, dreadful from the 
Salmali [trees] and multitude of urns of oil, marrow and blood, horrible from huge 
burning pillars, stakes, thorns and razors with a shoreline filled with pus and the 
smell of raw flesh from the burning VaitaraJ?i river, [where could be heard] the 
sounds made by men and women being butchered in the forest of sword-leaves -
there the son of Dharma heard the ever-dreadful weeping of sinners being boiled: 

13cd-14. "0 King, one moment! Do not tum back from here! The darkness is 
dispelled for us who are touched by your pure and cooling breezes. Weare your 
brothers the PUJ?4avas headed by Bhima. 

15. "And this is [your] beloved wife the queen, fine-hipped Kr~J?a." Having heard 
this, the king was woefully tom apart as though by lightning. 

16-17ab. Indifferent to pleasure or pain, he stayed right there cursing fate harshly 
[and] said: "Alas! [My] thought is destroyed by the folly of the gods by whom 
these ones, [though] devoted to dharma, are abandoned in this torment. 

17cd. "'This is delusion;' '[This is] clarity' - [here] there is no such distintion. 

18-20ab. "They are among the wise who do not know the overstepping of 
dharma! Thinking 'What is this? Error? A dream? An illusion?,' I do not know, 0 
Envoy of the Gods! Whose bad conduct is this? I am staying right here. Go, I 
have no reason [to return to] heaven where ill-behaved ones are praised [and] the 
virtuous are destroyed!" 

21ab. The envoy of the gods, thusly addressed by the Dharma King, having gone 
[back] to Indra, approached quietly and reported everything [to him]. 
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21cd-22. When Indra reached there [where Yudhi~thira was] along with the gods 
such as Dharma and so on, nothing inauspicious was seen and a pure wind blew. 
Then the lord of dems [Indra] spoke to the sorrowful son of Dharma: 

23. "This is not real, it is only an illusion shown by me here. Kings whose deeds 
are mixed inevitably have this vision [of hell]. 

24-25ab. "This is on account of your slaying of Drol)a [whereby you had] contact 
with a trace of untruth. Come, behold your brothers dwelling in their own divine 
place, the [daughter of] the Paricalas gone to the glory of heaven and [her] sons to 
immortali ty. " 

25cd-26. Thusly addressed by the king of Gods, Yudhi~!hira, his sorrow dispelled. 
having bathed in the waters of the heavenly Ganga of celestial splendour at the 
invocation of Dharma, [and] having abandoned his mortal nature, went to the holy 
assembly of the gods. 

27 -30. There he saw the charms of the dancing of apsarases, singing gandharl'([s 
and kiliuwras, [and] his own younger brothers ascended to their own place, Karl)a 
himself shown with Indra in the disc of the sun, and [he saw] in the disc of the 
moon that son Abhimanyu by whom [even the God of Love] Manmatha is 
surpassed in the appearance of his beauty, whose name is 'Splendour of the 
Moon;' [he saw] King Dhrtara~!ra clearly as king of the gandharl'([s, BhI~ma son 
of Sariltanu [as] a )'({SU, [his] guru Drol)a [as] Brhaspati, and Narayal)a Lord of the 
Universe holding his shell, discus and mace. 

31. Having seen those fundamental [divine identities] the portions of whom they 
had been born on earth [as], the son of Dharma approached the venerable place of 
eternal bliss proper to Hariscandra belonging to the dwellers in Nandana [garden] 
whose abode is a treasure itself. 

32. That most excellent of kings of pure deeds shone, being saluted reverently on 
all sides by the kings Nahu~a, DilIpa, Dhundhumara, Sagara, Bhaglratha, Rama, 
and Kiirtavlrya. 

33. Having heard thusly the story of the Bharatas made famous by Vaisarilpayana, 
Janamejaya, whose snake sacrifice was completed, turned back. 

34. Having listened to this [story] told by the charioteer, the dwellers of N aimisa 
forest led by Saunaka remained [there], enraptured and released from all care .. 
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Appendix 3: 
Translation of Books 17 and 18 of the B(liabhiirata of Amaracandra Suri 

17 

1. Having heard of the destruction of the Vr~l).is from Arjuna, the King was 
terrified by such [all-]powerful time, his mind became set upon the renunciation 
of everything. 

2. The kingdom in the domain of Dhrtara~tra having been rejoined to Yuyutsu, 
[then Yudhi~thira], with the approval of his kin, gave his own estate to Parik~it. 

3. The king directed Subhadra, whose character was noble and meritorious [and 
who] was esteemed by the twice-born citizens, to protect [Parik~it]. 

4. Having performed a sraddha for his relatives and a final renunciatory rite, he 
cast his fires into the water like passions cast into the ambrosia of tranquility. 

5. The king who had renounced everything, having consoled the distressed people 
of the city, and having bid farewell to the earth, went forth with his younger 
brothers, accompanied by YajfiasenI [DraupadI]. 

6. Then, having come there as though flaming up from an oblation, blameless 
Agni, having asked those royal ones, reclaimed the bow and quivers given 
previously. 

7. Just as one's accumulated karma follows the life's breath, sense organs and 
intellect [in transmigration], so did one dog, although keeping back, follow those 
six who had renounced their homes. 

8. Then they gradually approached the South-West region [and, although] seeing 
DvaravatI submerged [in the ocean], those ones who were joined to .voga were not 
disturbed. 

9. Then, having circumambulated the earth in a clockwise manner, accompanied 
by his several followers, the king went to the northern region, majestic as the sun. 

10. Then these ones who had crossed the Himalaya by a path successfully, 
reaching a desert, saw Meru and its garden Nandana [in the distance]. 

11. There on that shelterless path bereft of asylum, the daughter of Drupada fell 
on account of abandoning her mind, as a fool [abandons his] intellect. 
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12. "[She was] completely faultless in [her] yoga and asceticism, marvelous in its 
tenacity (sthitiidbhuta), 0 King, [and so] why does the daughter of Drupada sleep 
so long in the daytime like a lotus pond?" 

13. The king, having heard this spoken by Bhlma, said, without turning [to look] 
back: "This one had too much a preference for the son oflndra [Arjuna]." 

14. And when Sahadeva fell, the king, asked [again] by Bhlma, explained: "This 
one was conceited in his evaluation of [his own] intellect [but] considered the 
[whole] world dull and stupid. " 

15. And when Nakula fell, the king, asked again by Bhlma, said: "Because of 
pride in his appearance, he could not tolerate a rival [in appearance], even [if it 
be] the god of Love [himself]." 

16. When Arjuna's fall to the earth occurred, the king, asked by the son of Vayu 
[Bhlma], said: "This one went astray carelessly, [although] thinking himself a 
hero on the battlefield." 

17. "I have fallen!" was said by Bhlma as he collapsed; then the king explained: 
"You ate too much and were [overly] proud of your strength." 

18. And so that dharma-hero Yudhi~thira reached the distant world, not even 
casting a glance [back] even when those kinsmen of his fell. 

19. Walking along with unfailing concentration, with the dog following right 
behind him, 0 King, he saw Indra ahead, standing in his chariot. 

20. Yudhi~thira was called to by Indra with the ambiguous phrase, destined by 
fate for him [to hear]: "Come to my city with [your mortal] body,mo; then Indra 
stepped down onto the ground. 

21. "I will not [even] consider [going to] heaven without this dog. Shame indeed 
upon him who would arrive there [heaven] by abandoning a follower in distress!" 

:'30 I am not sure whether there is supposed to be a play on words here as the term l'ugbhwlgvu 
suggests. "Come to my city with [your mortal] body" takes dehf as referring to Yudhi~!hira who 
has not died yet and still possesses his body; another reading could be "The soul must come to my 
city", i.e. the soul per se which is often referred to by this term (lit. that which possesses a body) -
in which case the meaning seems to be that he must die first. 
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*22. "Even a swann of black scorpions in the forest is not foresaken by the 
benevolent, even for the sake of rising to the summit of the gods. 231 

23. "Even those who violate cows, brahmins and si,'ali~gas, who are too lazy to 
bathe in the Gm1ga, do not accept a person who has abandoned a dependent. 

24. "Where is my dharma in renouncing this [dog]? How can there be a heavenly 
lot for me without him? You must therefore instruct me in deserting!" 

25. When the dharma-knowing king said this, Indra said: "Where should this dog, 
bereft of good deeds or any such thing, go? My city?" 

26. "Let there be heaven for this [dog], joined to his body, by means of the good 
deeds I have done." The king said this and was praised by the gods who were 
shaking their heads. 

27. Then Dhanna, releasing the dog fonn, finally [appeared in] his splendid [true] 
fonn [and], pleased, having embraced him on every limb, he said to the king: 

28. "My child, my child, you were beheld by me, joyfully [when I was in the] 
fOim of a dog, I am pleased, ascend into the chariot, the eternal heaven now 
belongs to you" 

29. By this command of [his] father, [Yudhi~thira] who was wise in the full 
expanse of the law, having arrived at the chariot [and] the heavenly staircase, 
entered heaven with his [mortal] body. 

30. Honoured by the heavens along with the munis such as Narada and the others, 
he shone there among the sage kings like the moon among stars. 

31. The king, after completing the journey to heaven, said to Indra: "I am to be led 
to that cheerful world where those kinsmen of mine abide." By [Indra was said] 
"Do not be swayed by your mortal nature here in the world of the triple heaven; 
this strong attachment must also be forever cast off here." 

231 This and the subsequent verses marked with an asterix are particularly difficult; only a 
rough translation is offered in these cases. 
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18 

1. Then, having beheld Duryodhana endowed with splendour shining forth along 
with his [Duryodhana's] brothers in heaven, that [Yudhi~thira] whose anger was 
radiating out said to Indra: 

2. "Hail to heaven where this sinner and tonuentor of the world Suyodhana 
remains on a throne, not finding destruction [but rather] is honored!" 

3. Am I supposed to behave thoughtlessly now? Heaven indeed is a place where 
castes are mixed up with one's relatives." 

*4. So then the gods commanded their quick-witted messenger, saying "Show to 
the king the situation of his kinsmen." 

5. And so, the king went forth by [the path] displayed to him, an awful path which 
bestows misery by death, imprisonment and so on, [and which has] foul smells 
and is difficult to pass through. 

6. There he was made to hear the exceedingly pained sound, horrible to the ears, 
of his relatives being tortured and slain by various fonus of execution. 

7. "We are Bhlma, etc." - "This is Draupadl suffering greatly" - "Please stay a 
moment since we are contented by [your] purifying breeze." 

8. Once they spoke thusly, the king, frozen on the spot, motionless as a pillar, 
cursed the wicked behavior of the god [and] spoke to the messenger of the gods: 

*9. "I will stay here out of devotion to my family. Even this hell now becomes my 
heaven. As the Ganga with her tributaries, [so now are] woes [and] pleasures to 
me. 

10. "Hail to you, go! I bow to heaven and to those who dwell there, where the 
wicked are honored and those who behave righteously are forsaken." 

11. Once he said this and the messenger had gone to Indra who stands in front of 
the other gods, the king [Yudhi~fhira] did not see anything of that hell any longer. 

12. "What is this!" [Indra] the king of marzlts sang forth clearly with a purifying 
breeze, consoling the king who was perplexed. 

13. This difficult path shown to you through my power of illusion was the fruit of 
that little lie you spoke in stopping the guru [Drol).a]. 
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14. Therefore behold now in the sky your relatives [enjoying] streams of the 
nectar of delight as well as the daughter of Drupada, gone among those who 
partake of heaven's glory. 

* 15. The son of Dharma was addressed by Dharma [with the words] "you are the 
gladdening of the speech of the lord of immortals [and] are shining like gold;" 
[Yudhi~!hira] entered liquified bliss as [gold] purified of its dross.232 

* 16. For [Yudhi~thira]'s pleasure, those ones headed by gundhurvus betook 
themselves with delight to the place among those enjoying nectar, with 
blossoming thickets of golden lotuses, [enjoying as it were] a downpour of 
streams of nectar [i.e. the gundhurms' music] in the hollow of their ears. 

* 17. For [Yudhi~!hira]' s pleasure, rows of solar drummers sent forth, without 
even striking their drums, the sound of dense and low-toned drums, and went 
forth among the rumblings of the troops of "rain-cloud elephants." 

18. For [Yudhi~thira]'s pleasure, the troops of dancing girls of the gods danced 
the Citramaruta form, the beauty of their faces and hands having the appearance 
of lotuses, their forms submerged in water. 

* 19. [Yudhii?thira] whose soul was caused to sport in unique pleasures in water 
sports [and who was] oblivious to everything was made divine in form by the 
Gmiga, by exchanging his mortality [for immortality]. 

*20. He shone like a statue fashioned from the finest extracted particles of the sun 
whose drops of nectar by the hundreds of millions occasions the purification of 
illusion through time. 

21. And then, going towards the assembly of the thirty gods in the presence of 
those who fashion all that is beautiful, whatever wondrous thing he desired to be 
given, he saw it was [already] in his possession. 

22. He who had been shown the path by Indra, [now] calm [and] with copious 
celebrations, joined the assembly of the gods, taking in his own fame occasioned 
by the performance of the Rajasuya ritual sacrifice amidst divine songs. 

23. There he beheld his brothers whose immortal and resplendent assemblies were 
vast and beautiful with troops of apsarases spreading out and overrun with his 

m Until now the kil\'Yu has been in ullu~!ubh but at this line the meter changes to 
"ruthoddJlUtil" meter and the manuscript becomes flawed. 
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acquaintances and dear friends. 

24. There the son of Dharma saw, by the invocation of the Lord of the thirty gods, 
KarI.1a and Abhimanyu [rejoined] into the sun, Hari [rejoined] into the majesty of 
Hari, [Dhrtara~!ra] the husband of Gandhari [rejoined] into the king of 
gandhan'as, [DroI.1a] husband of FCrpI [rejoined] into the form of the guru, 
[BhI~ma] the son of the Sindhu [rejoined] into the eighth l'asu, as well as all those 
other ones among them of whom portions had descended to the world of mortals 
for the sake of destroying the burden of the end-time. 

25. This king of the lunar dynasty ruled there at will, endowed with the splendour 
suitable for the place of HariScandra waited upon by wondrous heroes [of the 
solar dynasty] such as Bhaglratha, Rama, DilIpa and so on, to whom the entire 
island [-world] is devoted. 
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