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Description of Comets in the Vrddha-Gargiya Jyotisa

H.S.Sudarshan & R.N.lyengar
1. Introduction
India, since the Vedic past, has had a long practice of looking at
the sky and wondering about natural phenomena such as eclipses,
comets and occultation of stars. Among these, observation of stars, sun,
moon and planets seems to have attracted more attention eventually
culminating in the siddhdanta texts of Aryabhata, Varahamihira,
Brahmagupta, Bhaskara-|, Bhaskara-Il, Kamaldkara and many others as
mathematical astronomy in the first and second millennium of the
Common Era. Quite surprisingly these texts are silent on comets even
though the authors could have seen and wondered about them. The
reason for this seems to be the belief that comets are irregular, unlike
planets. The Brhatsamhita (BS) of Varahamihira declares movements of
ketu (comets) cannot be computed mathematically, and this might have
been the reason for astronomers, not to include comets in their
Siddhanta treatises.

It is only natural that comets should have been observed with awe
and fear by people all through Indian history. The epics, puranas, and
literary texts occasionally refer to ketu and/or dhimaketu, in the sense
of a fiery apparition in the sky portending ill effects to humans. A survey
by lyengar (2006) of scientific literature prior to 12 century shows that
the commentary of Bhattotpala (9th cent.) on the Brhat Samhita and the
Adbhuta Sagara (AS) of Ballalasena are the two texts that carry
maximum information about comets in ancient India. Varahamihira in
BS in the 11" chapter titled ketucara (comet movement) states that he
is only presenting information as passed on by Pardasara, Vrddhagarga
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and Asita Devala®. This further indicates that whatever is known about
observation of comets belongs to the period of the above astronomers
who lived before the Common Era. A few compilations such as the
Narada Samhita and the Kasyapa Samhitd have short chapters on
ketucara with no significant new information. While stray statements
about ketu and ulka (comets and meteors) occur in many Sanskrit texts
starting from the Rgveda (lyengar 2010), systematic exposition of the
subject is attributable to Parasara and Vrddhagarga (VG) with
considerable overlap and also differences, between the two. Parasara’s
prose text is available to us only as quotations from later authors. These
have been compiled to reconstruct the Parasara Tantra text (lyengar
2013) to get a comprehensive view of the kind of astral science
expounded by him. Fortunately, numerous manuscripts attributed to
Vrddhagarga (VG) and his school of followers exist, some of them with a
long chapter dedicated to comets. Reviews of such manuscripts, listed
under a variety of Garga-related names, as samhita/jyotisa are available
to different level of details in the literature (Pingree 1970, Mitchiner
1986, Geslani et al 2017, Mak 2019, lyengar et al 2019).

The text Vrddhagargiya Jyotisa (VGJ) is a large text that has
systematic description of sun, moon, the five planets, eclipses and
comets. Previously lyengar and Chakravarti (2021) have critically
analysed the visibility of the naksatras to mark the six seasons as
mentioned in the VGJ in two different sections of the text. Their analysis
shows that the copy as available now in script has imprints of ¢ 1300
BCE in the adityacara (11th anga) and of ¢ 500 BCE in the rtusvabhava
(59th anga) chapters, indicating the layered nature of VGJ. The above

1 AT RIRE=N IRERARqeaesd o |
T TSR A SAFTFALR: | BS (11.1)
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date markers also point to the importance of VGJ to understand
historical development of natural sciences and astronomy in India.
Questions and discussions about comets occur in two different places of
VGJ. In textual order, the 7" anga called ketumala with 233 verses
appears first. The mahasalilam (24th anga) in prose, though not
appearing in the beginning of the manuscripts, was most likely part of
an ancient version of VGJ with 24 sections, into which another 40
subsections (upanga) got appended at a later date. This section also has
a few statements about comets that are useful to understand the
treatment of the subject in historical perspective. The present paper is
aimed at reviewing the 7™ and the 24™ sections of VGJ to bring out
interesting aspects of how comets were observed, named, classified
theorized and described in sequential order.

2. Ketumala (Comet-strand)

The second chapter of VGJ, titled angasamuddesa, gives the
names of the sixty-four sections (anga) intended in the work. There is
good match between the stated names and what is found later in the
contents and colophons with a few exceptions. The relevant text of the
angasamuddesa after transit of moon (anga 2 and 3) refers in sequence
to the cara (movement) of the other eight celestials; rahu (eclipse
causer), brhaspati (Jupiter), Sukra (Venus), dhidmaketu (comet),
$anaiscara (saturn), angdraka (Mars), budha (Mercury), arka (Sun)?. The
main body of the VGJ text that follows is organized in the same order

2 YUY FHIOMSHATEAA |
WW% TT: TH: |
T TEeTdl Yok gHehdl THE |
FERF FASH = ARES daq: sq 1| VG 2.41,42
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with matching colophons, except for the section on comets. The title of
the section on comets should have been either dhiimaketucarah or just
ketucarah, which is the title adopted by Varahamihira in his
Brhatsamhita. However, in all the manuscripts of VGJ that we have
collected, the end colophon of the 7™ section reads ketumdld. This
seems to be due to the inherited records of 26 or 27 comets that were
purportedly observed and hypothesized to return cyclically like the
naksatra-cakra (star-wheel/cycle) repeats itself, except the ketu-cakra
happens over a period of more than thousand years.

Our approach to the long text of ketumala is to first present a brief
summary of the chapter by grouping consecutive verses depending on
their thematic content. It is observed that there are repetitions with
material added at different times as can be surmised from the style of
narration. For the early history of Indian astronomy such portion of the
text that describes the rise, set, station, colour, duration of visibility and
inter arrival years is important. Hence, to keep the present paper easily
readable, only a few interesting original Sanskrit verses are extracted
and presented in the footnotes.

It is to be noted here that in the 8 chapter on comets, of the
published AS text (Jha 1905), totally 194 verses are attributed to
Vrddhagarga. Among these, 177 verses (~90%) are found in the
ketumala chapter in our manuscripts of VGJ in either full form or with
minor variants. The correspondence or difference between AS and our
VGJ text is indicated in the summary below, within square brackets.
Almost complete correspondence is abbreviated as VGAS. Major
differences are specifically indicated. The complete ketumala chapter of
VGJ of 233 verses based on five manuscripts and the Adbhutasagara, is
presented as Appendix |. The verse numbering indicated below, follows
the order shown in the Appendix.
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3. Brief Summary of Ketumala

Verses 1-6: The narration starts with the sages putting forward a
series of questions on comets to Garga. The questions are about the
number of comets, their visibility, naksatra stations, movement and
portentous effects on earth. Having been questioned like this, Garga is
said to have described the rise and transit of comets in detail®. [Not
found in the quotations of VGAS]

Verses 7-13: In six verses, ten celestial parental bodies and the
number of offspring comets from each origin is mentioned. This is
shown in Table 1 for later discussion. Verse 13 initially says that 101
comets have been enumerated and says their form and movements will
be thus described”. The first five of the fourteen that were born during

the churning of the primal ocean are called as co-eval with the moon.
[VGAS]

Table 1
Offspri b
“pring numoers Names of ketu (comet)
Parental As per
Bod In verses|In verses Pardsara names
v 7-12  |202-222 vs. 202-222
Tantra

dhara, siirya, tama, vasya,
Mrtyu 16 16 16 cara, parvayana, sara,
pdpa, vrsti, sosana, vipra,

3 UF BT HEIST TS o ST |
FIARIHA q4 [Erarssad |l v.6
+ R i e T
Wi TR F &9 = foedwor Fegd | v.a3
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jrmbhana, asthi, vasa,
sastra, adarsana.
dyuti, tama, tdma, tamasa,

_— kapdla, jrmbha, drsta,
Aditya 12 11 12 vrksa, koumbhi, hrada,
ratha
vyala, karala, ananta,
santanu, sara, dara,
Rudra 11 11 11 rambha, bhavana, kali,
vrsabha, gonart
manyu, tunda, dhruva,
Pitamaha 7 7 6 vakra, cala, jalodara,
Sikhandr
agni, sveta, kusa, ksiri,
jaya, krodha, nisiidana,
Uddalaka 15 15 15 bhavana, ghosa, mrtyu,
parabhava, dasa, prasava,
nasa, arka
N bhrama, adhi, Sruta,
Ka-Prajapati 5 5 5 iataukasa, danda
bala, druma, svasa, svadhi,
ciri, sari, ksaya, kabandha,

Marici-kasyapa 17 17 17 damara, sambhu, canda,
srotd, jatadhara, raksa,
kopa, pusta, nemi

Antaka 1 1 1 dhima
Vlbhavqsu/ 3 3 3 gada, dahana, rasmi

Agni
Churnmg of 14 14 14 ja.la, mafnsﬂa, pac_ima_,
primal ocean hima, avarta, armi,
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Sankha, kumuda, megha,
bhava, soma, sambhava,
vimardi, indu
Brahma 1 1 samvartaka
Total 101 101 101

Verses 14-21: Three among those born of the exhale-of-death
(mrtyunissvasajah) are said to be visible as detailed in the past. These
are comets vasaketu, asthiketu, and Sastraketu. Each of these is said to
appear at interval of 120 yearss. The relative ordering of these three,
becomes clear from VGAS as v 17 says that Sastraketu is the third one.
Vasaketu appearance was coeval with a severe flood on earth as per the
ancients®. [vs. 16, 17b, 18a, 21b not in VGAS]

Verses 22-30: The precursors for the appearance of the comets
are described in nine verses. These are very general and not directly
linked to the previous three comets. [vs. 22, 23a, 29b, 30a not in VGAS]

Verses 31-37: After the effects of the previous comets are
completed, at an indefinite year, kumudaketu rises from the west. This
bodes well for the world distressed by the previous comets. It carries a
milky white head bent towards east and after being visible for one night
disappears. It assures people by good rains. It is said to cause different
kinds of illness like lukoderma, catarrh and mouth ailments, and

5 QN SATOTHR oS oy o T |
FIAEAT MY Ted  THRGEE 1l v.15
6 TR SATAT ATSET J& Hehlfaa: |
T T¥ TF JAEHTEEd SR Il v.8
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torment various aquatic birds and animals. Enemity among kings
occurs. The effect of this ketu is said to be for ten years and then sixteen
months. [v.34 not in VGAS]

Verses 38-47: After lapse of 155 years and 3 fortnights, preceded
by dust storms and dark rains, kala (Time/Death) is seen in the sky in the
form of Kapdlaketu, one of the eleven born of Aditya. It induces
droughts, wars and diseases. It moves by three parts of the sky before
returning7. Verses 45 & 46 describe multiple comets that are not visible.
Their reading in VGAS say they are the remaining ten ketus born of
Aditya. [v.47a not in VGAS]

Verses 48-54: A comet by name Manisikha (Crystal-head) looking
subtle like the star arundhatr (Alcor in U. Major) rises in the west to
supercede the effects of Kapalaketu. This comet with its stay in the sky
portends ample food production and good health for 4% years®. It never
turns anti-clockwise and hence auspicious. Indra thus praised showers
rains on people. This comet is called maniketu by Parasara. [VGAS]

Verses 55-70: Kaliketu created during the daksayajiia rises after

7 O TEERTRANTOT =T T |
& Y 9&y Ty 9 1l
TIYTHIEY: qaEy: e |
FITARIEITT Tl TR T&FT Il
T TF U GIAemAEe A 9 |

TERNITT g FAAT a0 || v.40,41,42
8 TG AWMl J@TR T FIaW <TIRA |
giver SR o IR f2m: 1 v.53
~153 ~




Tt — frgeaeiiferar wentzrar = weafer (ISSN: 2231-0452)
FGAY : SHAT - T 013 TR : U

300 years and 9 months®. It moves in the path described by the
asterisms jyestha, mila and andradhda. When it rises in the east, it looks
like a trident of coppery red colour with its crown bent southwards
covering the stars with dust. Traveling one-third of the sky it sets. In the
thirteenth month it creates disasters, wars, death and destruction on
earth. When kaliketu rises in the east, a fiery object is seen in the west
in the krttika cluster. The two exhibiting themselves together reduce
population on earth, decrease food production by half and set
togetherlo. There are also other ketus in the sky hidden by these two.
This comet destroys cotton, linseed and jute before they ripen and hurts
goats, serpents and lions. The portents of kaliketu are recognized by
meteor showers and thundering ground impacts. [VGAS. Five verses 57
to 61 are found in the Utpala’s commentary of Brhatsamhita of the
v.11.32]

Verses 71-75: Then, after lapse of 12 years and 18 fortnights, is
seen Sarikhaketu, benevolent to people. It moves clockwise with a
beautiful slightly bent crown. The stars shine bright and people remain
healthy and happy with ample food. [vs. 71b, 74a not in VGAS. This
comet is not in the list of Pardsara.]

Verses 76-90: Then after 115 years rises calaketu, one of the

9 TTEH Uy RaHrRIrai: |
FUTOT STEUTRR: Fhictehd: TSI Il v.56
10 T TR  FH Fell JEEU |
TSTTERER JR Tarad 9g ||
IRETATEH AT Fel df GHed |
FYRIET ST 99 daed! &g 1l v. 63, 70
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seven of type Paitamaha, in west, with a cruel looking, finger size head
facing south. As soon as it is seen, kings start wars; the skies at daybreak
and evenings look dust coloured and red. As the comet travels a third
part of the sky, exhibiting its form, the crown grows in length. It extends
its spear like head to cover three to five naksatra on its path. Traveling
north having touched asterisms brahmahrdaya (Aurige), dhruva
(Thuban) and saptarsi (U.Major), the comet turns back. Obstructed by
the Seven Sages it turns south and sets. It does all bad acts in the sky
and also on the ground. The country bounded by the western coast of
River Gariga (in east), Puskara forest (in west), Avanti region (in south)
and River Devika (in north) gets badly affected. After reducing food
production by half and shaking the ground severely, calaketu recedes™’.
[v. 76a not in VGAS]

Verses 91-102: Happy portents for the arrival of the next comet
called jalaketu are described. This comet rises four months after the
previous one. Jalaketu is benevolent and induces good rainfall** and
food production thus seeming like delighting the world that was
tormented by earlier ketus. Its benevelence is extolled with various

1 gat g I A9 URReET 9 Sfeo |
TENTY: AleaeadlSEaHgeshd I
TFTAT: TIEHT FeA ATaeradenl S: |
qeIq: I GRREH-eOT  Slaem I
T TR0 FHH Fa 18 qaed |
TGl FiEERTEd: |l
AEFIETEHRIT gATe TS |
FHAT Hel el Ferhgi-aad || v.86, 87, 88, 89

12 FauiEifeads aq: wafd gEi: FAT THY ATEHRAE S9Hd = 1 v/ 92
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examples. The bad effects of planets are said to reduce by having its
darsana. There is occurs enimity among mleccha groups. There is also a
reference to start of krta yuga at the time of its appearance. [vs. 913,
97, 99, 100a not in VGAS]

Verses 103-109: Next arises Bhavaketu, exhibiting a bright crown
resembling the tail of a lion. Seen in the east for a night, the comet sets
portending good tidings to people. Diseases of the teeth, face and
throat increase, but there will be no fear of death. [v.106a not in VGAS]

Verses 110-121: Among the fifteen comets considered as offspring
of Sage Uddalaka, comet Svetaketu is seen after 110 years in the east.
During the same period comet Ka is seen in the west foreboding bad
effects for people. The two comets together cause disasters, wars and
famine for ten years. There are apparitions concealed by these two,
which also induce distress for humans. [VGAS]

Verses 122-128: Comet Padmaketu in the sequence is described as
rising in the west. This is benevolent for people, with good health and
ample food. This comet rising at 15 years and 5 months brings good
results in six months’ time. There will be celebrations and feasts for
people all over the country. [VGAS]

Verses 129-142: Comet Svadhiketu is seen after 115 years, moving
in east with a single harsh looking upward tuft. Occupying the
vaisnavapada, extending for a third part of the sky, it sets anticlockwise.
With its terrific head, the comet covers several asterisms. By the very
sight of this comet, Mleccha, Saka and Mahdsaka fight with the ksatriya
clans living in the Gana-region. The Mahasakas plunder taking away
wealth, jewels and girls from the Madhyadesa. The other sixteen ketus
of this type born of Marici-kasyapa are mentioned to have been hidden.
[vs. 133b, 134b, 135a, 142b not in VGAS].
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This part of the text and the comet is not available in all the
manuscripts. However, VGAS gives many of the verses including the one
mentioning the year number as 115. The mention of the attack of Saka
and Mahasaka on the Bahlika and Usinara republics (ganardjya)
appears again after another 30 verses, in connection with a comet called
agniketu. [Historically, it is known that there were such attacks on the
north western parts circa 600 BC and later on the central parts of India.
It is plausible the ketumala text as available now has associated the
foreign attacks and intrusions with comets, but not necessarily in the
correct historical order.]

Verses 143-149: Long time after the harsh looking svadhiketu has
gone away a comet becomes visible in the west with its crown bent
towards east. Revealing itself for a night, rotating in clockwise direction,
this comet becomes invisible. It produces good rainfall, and people
remain healthy. The precursors for the rise of this comet are same as
previously said in the case of padmaketu [vs. 147a, 148 not in VGAS.
VGAS specifically names this comet as avartaketu.]

Verses 150-157: These verses describe a comet by name
dandaketu (stick-like-comet) in the region of citra naksatra (Star Spica).
This is the fifth apparition among the five offspring of Ka-prajapati.
Some say that this is the seventh visit among the seven members of the
group. The kirata, pulinda ethnic groups and simhabalapurr (city known
as Simhabalad) get severely distressed by the appearance of this comet.
[These verses are not found in VGAS. Such a comet associated with
asterism citra affecting a city by name simhabala is also not found in any
other text on Indian astral sciences. Nor is the city’s name found in
other texts]

Verses 158-165: After lapse of three-and-half years, comet
agniketu of the colour of a lotus bud, extending like the flag mast of
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Indra (indra-dhwaja) is seen. Kings and rulers fight to get mutually
destroyed. This comet induces distress for five years. There will be an
unusual sight in the naksatra with Indra as the deity (that is jyestha
naksatra; Star Antares). [v.159b not in VGAS].

Verses 166-171: Comet gadaketu is seen on the amavasya (no-
moon) night in the month of margasira. Transiting the asterisms of
hasta (corvus), aslesa (hydra), ardra, pusya (cancri) and magha (regulus)
the comet veils the stars releasing smoke. Gandhara, Dina, Bahlika,
Yavana. Vanara, Ekapada, Pulinda. Winter will not be too cold, nor
summer too hot during this period, and eclipses of sun and moon
happen at the right time®*. [vs. 166a, 168, 171 not in VGAS]

Verses 172-175: These four verses refer to a comet by name
urmiketu that is said to have appeared amidst a solar eclipse thus
stupefying the world. It is said that this object looking like the crescent
moon (balendusadrsim saumyam sikham) is seen for seven days moving
in the direction of Rdhu. Those well versed in shastras praise its
appearance. [VGAS lists drmiketu between jalaketu and bhavaketu,
which is between verses 103 and 104 of our text above.]

Verses 176-178: These three verses seem to refer to all ketus co-
eval with the moon in general. One of them is seen only for one yama of
the night, while another one for % a night, one for the whole night, one
for five and other for ten nights. [Not in VGAS except v.176a]

Verses 179-180: These two verses seem to be out of context in
this sequence. VGAS contains the first verse and is attributed to
tgrmiketu. [v.180 not in VGAS]

13 Faal AT AT T&T S |
FIl = TG T ATTHERY 1| v.171
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Verses 181-196: At the end of the comet strand, of 1000 years
span, there arises harsh dhimaketu, having a fiery crown bent
southwards™. When it sets, it releases dust away from sun®. During the
same epoch another comet of the same category of Brahma named
samvartaka is seen in the west, at day break. These induce bad effects
on earth, in the form of droughts and earthquakes. It reduces food crops
by half and disturbs one sixth of the world. People out of greed and
heroism consume food without donating to brahmanas, and smoky
meteors fall making the ten directions airless, if they are heading away
from the sun®. [vs. 194, 195a not in VGAS. VGAS has these verses in
almost the same form].

Verses 197-201: Here some general precursors for the appearance
of comets are mentioned. Verse 199 specifically mentions this text to be
by Vrddhagarga®’. The next verse 200 declares that comets are cyclic to
appear repeatedly like the naksatra cycle®. [v.199 not in VGAS.]

Verses 202-222: |In these 20 verses, the sixteen comet groups with

14 qT e Evadsegfear i
hATANTORAT gHehq: aRT: || v.181
15 FATEesl ®&1 araonaat e |
FARGHAR q WA =i 1l v.182
16 FSTESTaRET AHeh R |
TR 3 o WS @aH ||
T eATATTREHTET gEuigan &5 |
TAi= TATGehT FiRATdT S &0 1l vs. 194, 195
17 HTT SR F € T T |
2 & WE WA F&TW Je@dn: 1l v.199
8 FeTATSHHTRIY T Tiaed |

s TAASHTHI INETd |1 v.200
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the names of their members are mentioned. All these verses are
available in the Adbhutasdgara (with variant names and counts)
attributed to VG. These include the 26 comets stated by Parasara and
the 27" gadaketu of VG as visible and the remaining 74 as invisible
(antarhitah). The complete list of names is shown in Table 1. [vs. 204,
205a, 213b, 214, 219b, 221b not in VGAS.]

Verses 223-233: This is the concluding section of the chapter. The
importance of knowing the precursors for comets and the list of names
of comets is emphasized. This knowledge should be perpetuated
through a deserving student. The legends of the comets should be
disseminated among the three social groups through discourses. Having
heard the comet science along with the year counts (varsa-ganan) all
the sages bowed to Vrddhagarga. Learned scholars should retain the
signs of comet sightings like the meanings of the Veda are retained with
effort'. In future, righteous persons create forts for the observation of
comets®. Then, having said paramam (very well), the Great sage
Vrddhagarga gave the ketusastra (comet science) to the scholars.
Through this ketu-caritam (history of comets) Vrddhagarga shines
always. The ketumala section of VGJ ends with these eleven verses.
[VGAS quotes only vs.223 & 224a].

The concept that twenty-six comets were sighted while the
remaining ones among the 101 comets were invisible is an interesting

19 FqS T TR0 Aleh TRAT STATAT: |
I I TEFHAEEET: || v.227
20 i<l IT | I A1 HHLST: |

HIETGIIT A o Fa: 1l v.230
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perception about the cosmos. The names of the major comets sound
similar to names of Vedic deities who in turn might have been
identifiable with known celestial bodies or regions in the sky. There is
also a statement that the comet lore should be retained like Vedic topics
(vedarthan iva, v.227). The entities ketu and dhimaketu are found in the
Rgveda, most likely as transient celestial entities. A further confirmation
for the subject matter to have had a Vedic connection comes from the
24" anga of VGJ known as Mahasalilam. This section in prose is in two
chapters, the first being a set of questions followed by the second
chapter in the form of answers and explanations. The number 101 as
the count of total comets as per the Vedas is explicitly stated in the
second chapter of Mahdsalilam. The text is too long in archaic prose in
the form of a conversation. Here we consider only the part pertaining to
comets.

5. Ketu in Mahasalila
The questions put to Garga about comets are’’:

How are these comets created; how many of these are counted;
what are the colours and measure of their sikha (hairy extension/tuft)?
Which are seen and which are hidden?

. P . . 22
The answers are significant for our discussion””:

21 Y IH gHHAd: WGHAT:, T Td, a Td IR, & =t auiagas
RIETaRaT &, % TR, Hareanedsi=d ar 114 |
22 JERAT TETOTY AT Y&, O U Al Joad, STt 9% o aREIET:,
TETEER Y&Id | HHET a0 TRl gyaul: THRE: [FweEE: I guaue
e o Suywad A 3 o eMeRd: | ... | had:, dW o USRRK I
WIWHH@:W:N‘%&T: Wﬁ:a@%‘ﬁ[zwm:wﬁll LIEN
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The number of graha enumerated by the Veda is counted as 108.
There, 101 are comets; moon, sun and the five star-planets together
make 108. Fierce looking, offspring of Vibhavasu, with a smoke/dust
coloured single crown, covers naksatras with smoke; hence the name
dhumaketu. .....Comets are counted to be 101. Among them are 26
offsprings of mrtyu (death); white in colour with their Sikha (hairy
extension or tail) being four-cubit long. Sixteen comets are offsprings of
agni (fire), red in colour with their extension being three-cubit long.
Twenty-five offsprings of sdrya (sun) are of golden colour with their
Sikha being five-cubit long. Thirteen east facing comets of colour of dust,
are offsprings of bhimi. Seven born of prajapati are mahasikha (long
tufts), red in colour. Four are progeny of brahmadanda of varied colours.
All (comets) are born in many ways and show up at the time of
destruction of population; so said Garga.....These by their rise station,
smoke cover and close approach, veil the naksatras. All these objects are
in the southwest direction; seem to be moving in front of sun. In reality
they have no rise and no set; so said Garga. No, said Bhaguri. They also,
in fact, go round Meru carrying the light of sun and then seen to be
separated from sun.

AR ThHavT: Breer: Jui R wsawi | ggiaeia gEgEn: FE: 99 g
aul @ vede, wigen YU FEew wigav:, WehEn: 9 S
THAU:, T AECUSYAT AFEUFU:, RIFdFA:, 99 UH Sgdl S
TSIITEATTRTS SRR STe T 1., T fe Seaemeueedsl: Feg=for Sugsi=T |
T4 TF TRd I AT [T ] TR, T = I ISIEIHAERHN, S e
T\ AR @ T, 99 ey it = 9% e, gERedie g amn
IR T |
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5. Discussion

The description of comets in ketumala chapter of VGJ is not as
systematic as it appears in the Parasara Tantra. However, the contents
of mahasalilam chapter of VGJ although attributed to Garga, are more
ancient than the ketumala and the ketucdra of Parasara Tantra. It is fair
to infer that the schools of Parasara and Garga must have had a prior
source of information from which they inherited the comet list
separately. There are several commonalities between the two schools of
pre-siddhantic astronomy, such as the names of the parent bodies, and
the names of the twenty-six comets that were said to have been visible.
Ketumala lists gaddketu as the 27" visible member, hinting that this
must have happened after the list of Parasara ended. The year numbers
given as the intervals between successive appearance of the comets are
not exactly same between the two narrations, but are nearly so, with
some missing in VGJ. That there is a long count of years in Sanskrit texts
on astral sciences, however approximate it may be, is by itself an
interesting point in the history of Indian astronomy. This makes the
beginning of an Era, now forgotten, to start with a comet and
simultaneously with a flood. VGJ seems to specify that the epoch of
1000 years is bracketed by a comet induced flood ending with
destruction due to a pair of comets. The year numbers between
successive comets could have been only passed on from generation to
generation traditionally like the Vedic texts were transmitted. It is
important to note that VGJ specifically mentions in the ancient
mahasalilam chapter that the planet and comet enumeration is as per
the Vedas. The later ketumalad chapter which is a compilation of the
then available astral knowledge advises that this should be preserved
like the meaning of the Veda. Also interesting is the predictive
statement of verse 230 that in future towers will be built for observing
comets.
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6. Conclusion

A brief review of the description of comets as per the astronomical
statements of observations contained in the Vrddhagargiya Jyotisa has
been presented in this paper. The astral information in the prose text
mahdasalila is the most ancient, reaching the middle of the second
millennium BCE. The ketumala chapter in its present form belongs to a
later period, initial parts of which were composed circa 500 BCE, but
edited later a few times. It has been shown previously that the seasonal
naksatra statements preserved in the Parasaratantra and VGJ belong to
1300-1400 BCE. The year intervals for the twenty-six comets listed in the
ketumala chapter and also in the Parasratantra add to about 1000-1300
years. This means that the ancient Indian astronomers of the Vedic
period had an Era starting about 2300-2700BCE marked by appearance
of comets and a flood foreboding severe natural disasters. Interestingly,
some of the names of the comets listed are same or similar to the
names of celestial deities met with in the Rgveda and other Vedic texts.
This aspect needs further study and investigation, particularly since the
inferred time lines though approximate, nevertheless indicate inherited
connections with the Bronze Age.

7. Abbreviations

AS Adbhuta Sagara

BS Brhat Samhita

VGAS Quotations of Vrddha Garga in Adbhuta Sagara
VGJ)  Vrddha Garglya Jyotisam

Ketumala the 7" Anga of Vrddhagargiya Jyotisa
The critically edited 7" section of Vrddhagargiya Jyotisa titled Ketumala.

Manuscripts used for variant readings:
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A1l: Alwar, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute (2602/2548)
K1: Kolkata, National Library of India (Th. 319)

P1: Pune, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (345)

P4: Pune, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (542)

U1: UK, Cambridge University Library (R 15.96)

Additionally, for difficult readings the quotations of Vrddhagarga

in the Ketvadbhutdvarta chapter of Adbhuta Sagara (VGAS) are
considered and highlighted as such. In one place, a manuscript of
Adbhuta Sagadra (VGASM) is referred to No. 4985 of Raghunath Temple
Trust, Jammu, whose scanned copy is available online.
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Narrative Marvels: Katha and Akhyayika in
Sanskrit Literature

Dr.V.P.Udayakumar

Abstract: Sanskrit literature boasts a rich tradition of storytelling,
embodied in the forms of Katha and Akhyayika. This research article
delves into the nuanced distinctions and commonalities between these
two narrative genres, as expounded by eminent Sanskrit rhetoricians.

The division of poetry into 'what is to be seen' (2¥9) and 'what is to be
heard' (%1=9) forms the foundation of this exploration. While Rapakas,

such as ATeeh, belong to the former category, Mahakavyas fall under the
latter. Another classification based on language form — gadya (prose),
padya (verse), and misra (mixture of both) — contributes to the diversity
of Sanskrit poetry.

Introduction: Sanskrit literature presents a rich tapestry of
storytelling, encompassing Katha and Akhyayika. These narrative forms
are characterized by their distinctive narrative structures, language
usage, and authorial intentions. This article aims to elucidate the
intricate interplay between Katha and Akhyayika, shedding light on their
origins, characteristics, and narratological features.

Kavya or poetry in general in Sanskrit, is divided in to two 99,

what is to be seen and %=, what is to be heard. The Rupakas, like HT1eh
fall under the first division while all other works like Mahakavyas are
grouped under the second. Another principle of division is based on the
form of language which is 'heard' indicating an oral tradition. According
to it poetry is divided into three principal groups gadya (prose), padya
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(verse) and misra (the mixture of the two)™. Padya is predominant in
Sanskrit, while gadya and misra compositions form only a small portion.
Gadya is employed chiefly in the writings of plays, commentaries and
other works of interpretation. Gadya is used very much as a medium of
narration in kathas and akhyayikas.

The art of storytelling might have begun at a pre-historic time
when language was emerging as the medium of communication. The
popular tales which were transmitted orally are linked to the primitive
narrative tradition. In Vedic literature also we can see many upakhyanas

or narratives like JASRIIRATTH?, A=Al etc. The Itihasas and

puranas are well nourished by a number of akhyanas and upakhyanas;
mostly in verse which were collections of popular stories. Besides this

tradition we have a rich tradition of folk tale literature in prakrit, ekt
composed by Gunadhya sets up this tradition, which is translated into
Sanskrit by &=, §Hed and JEEMHL. The Buddhist Jatakakatha and the
well known Paficatantra contribute still another tradition.

While investigating whether there are any narrative theories in
sanskrit, the two terms — katha and akhyayika — used by Sanskrit
rhetoricians in their treatises strike our attention. The first and foremost
Indian critic Bhamaha (600 AD) discusses the nature of katha and
akhyayika in his FETIER. Dandin (700 AD) in ®TeaT&¥1 and Rudrata (900
AD) in SR, Bhoja (1100 AD) in SIFTRYRRT Visvanadha (1400 A.D) in
GIeIgU also discuss these two forms of narrative.

! Dandin, T, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Pune, 1970, p.13
2 QFI@EI'I%JW{, Thara Publications, Varanasi, VII-3

3 Vide Wﬁm‘{, Gita Press, Gorakhpur, 1995, |
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Katha and akhyayika are supposed to be two main brand the
prose literature. 3TN would be a narration of what actually
happened. Katha is story invented by the author.

Akhyayika

The word akhyayika is derived from the root khya meaning tell'.
The word akhyana in the sense of narration of the story of kings and
other celebrated personalities is very old, going back to Vedic times, as
we have seen earlier.

The akhyayika is in prose, though it may have a few introductory
verses, sometimes two verses at the beginning of each of its chapters
and rarely a verse elsewhere. This is generally divided into chapters
called ucchvasa or by any other synonym. This corresponds the division
of mahakavyas into cantos. Some critics seem to regard the akhyayika
practically as a mahakavya, sharing the usual characteristics of them
other than metre®.

It is not easy to get a clear idea of the form scope and content of
the akhyayika because few of them are extent and most of them remain
in manuscript form. Dr. A.K. Warder opines that akhyayikas might have
originated as a branch of Itihasa tradition and later to have assimilated

into the kavya movement’. Kautilya in 3?&311’5!'5[ lists akhyayikas among

the branches of Itihasas®.
The characteristic feature of akhyayika' as a form of prose Kavya,

*  Vide Rudrata, FIlcTg <y, Motilal Banarsidas, New Delhi, 1980, XVI
Indian Kavya Literature, Motilal Banarsidas, New Delhi, 1989, Vol.l, P 182.
6 ST?j'STIHT{, Comm. Vacaspali Gaurola, Chaukhambha Sanskrit Pratishthan,

Varanasi. 1995, P 110.
~169 ~



Tt — frgeaeiiferar wentzrar = weafer (ISSN: 2231-0452)
FGAY : SHAT - T 013 TR : U

is that it is an account of what actually happened’. Bhamaha (600 A.D.)
defines the akhyayika as a prose composition with chapter divisions
called ucchvasas. The story being narrated by the hero himself, verses in
certain metres like Vaktra and Aparavaktra are used occasionally to
indicate future happenings. The narrative may be marked (31%?[:) by
some special words indicating the intentions of the author. It's plot
contains the abduction of a girl, a battle, frustration in love and then
success of the hero. Bhamaha says afterwards that a katha may be
either in Sanskrit or in Apabharamsa®. It is inferred that the theory
accepted by Bhamaha requires that an akhyayika to be in Sanskrit.

Dandin (700 A.D) denies the validity in the distinction between
katha and akhyayika®. He holds that these two are only two names for
the same species of composition. He also points out that some of the
description given by Bhamaha had been infringed in practice, that were
akhyayikas in which someone other than the hero narrates his actions,
that metres other than Vaktra and Aparavaktra had been used. It is
known that kathas are also divided in to chapters. The topics, abduction,
battle etc. are found in mahakavyas also.

Rudrata (900 A.D.) adds some further points, reflecting same
developments in the conventions of an akhyayika. It may begin with a
salutation to gods or teachers and praise of poets. Then the author may
give an account of how he came to compose his work, with his
autobiography included. The chapters are like the cantos of a

’ Bhamaha, hIATgH, Naganatha Sastri P V, Ed. MLBD, New Delhi, 1991, |
28,29
® Ibid, 40
° Vide, FIEATEHT:, |, 24-28
~170 ~



Narrative Marvels: Katha and Akhyayika in Sanskrit Literature

FGA : SHA - T 013 TR : U

mahakavya. Each may begin with two verses in the arya metre,
introducing the matter, whether present or past or lies in future. It may
be resolved by a recitation of verses in various metres using the figures
RAE: and ¥S3W:, in the presence of the doubter when he provides an
opportunity. Rudrata indicates that in general an akhyayika should
resemble a mahakavya in construction ending with success, if there is a
disaster for the hero he will eventually retrieve his fortunes™®.

According to Anandavardhana (900 A.D.) an akhyayika should be
composed using a diction of language that have moderate or long
compounds. The beauty of an akhyayika depends upon it'.

Bhoja (1100 A.D.) follows Bhamaha but adds that an akhyayika
may be narrated either by the hero himself or by a follower of his. It
should definitely be in Sanskrit prose. Bhoja also consider two minor
types namely upakhyana and akhyana. Upakhyana is a minor akhyana
occurring in the midst of a big story. It is introduced to illustrate an idea
and to enlighten someone. Akhyana is the dramatized form of
upakhyana. The discrition of Bhoja of these types makes this
composition a variety of % class involving as it does song and
gesture™.

Visvanatha (1400 A.D.) the important writer on poetics defines
akhyayika as follows - an akhyayika is like a katha. It should include a
genealogical account of the poet's family and also of other poets. Verses
may occur in it at intervals. Chapters are called asvasas. These should
contain introductory verses on the future incidents of the story. This

'° Vide Rudrata, FIATAERIXVI, 23,24
1 Wﬁﬁiﬁz, Anandavardhana, Chaukhambha Sanskrit Series, Varanasi. 1940,

P 326.
Bhoja’s Srngaraprakasa, Raghavan V Ed, Punarvasu, Madras,1978, P.427
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definition does not help to clear the confusion, echoes the older ones™.
Katha

Katha or story is regarded as fictious narrative. It is generally
written in prose. Bhamaha notes that the katha does not have the
verses in Vaktra and Aparavaktra, the characteristics of an akhyayika. It
is not to be divided in to chapters“. From this Dr. A.K.Warder assumes
that katha may have a different organisation and perhaps that it is
simply for private reading not for any kind of performancels. Bhamaha
also notes that a katha is either in Sanskrit or in Apabhramsa. The katha
is narrated not by the hero but by others. According to Bhamaha a noble
person would not reveal his own qualities'®. According to Dandin, as
cited above, there is no difference between katha and akhyayika®’.

Rudrata gives a detailed account of the mahakatha, length story,
which in principle is equivalent in scope to an epic'®. The poet should
open with a few verses paying respect to gods and describing the poet's
family and containing the announcement that the poet is writing that
story. Then the story begins in the same manner as the story in a
mahakavya with the only difference that the mahakatha shall deal with
it in prose. Alliteration is favoured in the prose, together with a
preponderance of short syllables. According to him this will give an
impression of lightness and rapidity. Instead of beginning with the main

B3 Sahityadarpana of Visvanatha, Cohamani Dahal Ed, Chaukhambha
Vidyabhavan, Varanasi, 1990, VI
1 Kavyalankara, I, 25-29
> Indian Kavya Literature, Vol. |, 182
'® Kavyalankara 25-29
7 Kavyadarsa, 29
18 Kavyalankara, XVI
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story, the author may start with a subsidiary narrative and later
introduce the main story to which it is necessarily connected. Rudrata's
commentator Namisadhu names Bana's Kadambari, as a standard
example of this construction. Rudrata says that the mahakatha may also
be written in verse and prakrit. This may mean that there is no rigid rule
regarding the language or metrical or prose medium for the katha'®. But
Namisadhu interprets Rudrata as giving a ruling that if a katha is in
prakrit it should be in verse form?. This means that Sanskrit stories
must be in prose.

Rudrata continues that the conclusion of a Katha may be made
by the description of the 'obtaining of a girl'. Namisadhu comments that
the introductory verses in a mahakavya may include the praise of the
good men and blame of the scoundrels. If the conclusion is not the
union with a girl it may be such as the winning a kingdom and so on".

Afterwards Rudrata discusses the khandakatha - short story as

form of minor kavya (WZZ. He says that in @ minor story, a happy
hero comes to grief. There are many other characters in the story like
brahmanas, traders and servants. The rasa would be JaRIgR: or el

or UIHTIT:, all of course of the vipralamba aspect. Everything ends

with the happiness of the hero®.

Commenting on short stories Namisadhu notes that the
parikatha presumably as a form of minor kavya, which is mostly in verse
and is condensation of a narrative®.

19 Kavyalankara, 20-24
% |bid
! bid
2 |bid
2 |bid
* Ibid
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According to Bhoja there is no rule that a katha should be in
Sanskrit alone and it could be in any language. So also a katha could be

in verse. There is no rule that it should be in prose. J=EIAWMT and

ATIAS:25 25 (i.e. is not restrained by languages and genres).

Visvanatha says that in a katha a charming plot is composed
prose, which is interspersed with stanzas in the arya, vaktra and
aparavaktra metres. In the beginning there should be a salutation a
deity, a description of the nature of villains®®.

The katha and akhyayika shares the common characteristics of
the kavyas such as the free usages of figures of speech, the practice of
long descriptions and an overall organisation with reference to the
theory of rasa and the purpose of kavya.

Thus, Sanskrit rhetoricians discuss the characteristics features of
katha and akhyayika in detail. The definitions given by them are vague in
many places. There are many controversies in their views. They only
give the definitions not cite the examples. Namisadhu was the first
criticc, who makes such an effort. But he neither analysed the
characteristics of the texts nor gave logical reason for his assumption.

Dandin remarks that no hard and fast line of demarcation call be
drawn between the two classes of works and hence katha and akhyayika
are but names to same species of prose composition.

All other alankarikas take katha and akhyayika as distinct literary
forms. The differentiating features taken by Bhamaha and others are
worthy of consideration. The metres Vaktra and Aparavaktra are used in
akhyayika to indicate future events. According to Dr. A.K. Warder these

2> Bhoja’s Srngaraprakasa, 597
%6 sahityadarpana of Visvanatha, VI
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metres are developed from the Vedic metre 3TJ¥92%’. These are seen

used in Mahabharata and other works to narrate the story. In katha the
metre arya is used to indicate future events, which had been used in
prakrit dialects to narrate the storyzs.

Moreover the akhyayika should be in Sanskrit while katha may
either be in Sanskrit or in prakrit. From this we can assume that katha
and akhyayika represents two distinct tradition i.e. katha might have
developed from folk tradition and akhyayika from Vedic tradition.
Conclusion

In the above discussions of Sanskrit rhetoricians, it is clear that
an effort is made by them towards theory of narration in the fiction and
biographical accounts. Thus questions like who is the narrator, whether
he is the hero or another character? What is the subject of narration
and so on are raised. Although the answers given are not the best ones,
the attempt to differentiate katha and akhyayika narratological
premises are clearly a painter of the narratological orientation of those
thoughts.

The research article explores the intricate terrain of Sanskrit
storytelling through Katha and Akhyayika. These narrative forms, while
distinct, share common features within the realm of kavya. Sanskrit
rhetoricians' discussions provide invaluable insights into the
narratological principles governing these genres, shedding light on their
evolution, characteristics, and narrative dynamics. While the definitions
provided are at times ambiguous, the article demonstrates the
conscious effort to develop narrative theories within Sanskrit literature.
This exploration not only enriches our understanding of ancient literary
forms but also underscores the complex art of storytelling in Sanskrit
tradition.

" Indian Kavya Literature, Vol. II, 20
%% |bid, 54
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