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“It Has Not Yet Become Pacified”:
Kings, Hunting, and the Murder of the Father in Sanskrit Epic!

Emily Blanchard West

The Mahabharata and Ramdyana present us with eight primary and embedded narratives
in which an archer (usually a royal member of the ksatriya, or warrior, class) causes the
unintended death of a person in animal form while hunting, and for which the killer generally
pays an offspring-related penalty with profound and far-reaching effects. Such duplication and
adaptation of inherited thematic material is one of the hallmarks of oral composition and epic
literature; when a complex theme is repeatedly used and expanded, the result is the propagation
of type-scenes, multiple independent episodes adhering to the same internal structure, often
provided with differentiating flourishes which provide a sense of novelty for the hearer. The
function of oral-poetic processes to enable memorization and speed composition-in-performance
has been exhaustively studied, but the duplication of these particular scenes in an oral but largely
fixed-text composition presents us with several unique and interlinked phenomena. One is how
strategically the modifications used in each occurrence of the motif exactly meet the needs of
that section of narrative; a second is the way that the scenes bring together a collection of
elements which combine to create a stunning depth of meaning within a Hindu worldview,
culminating in a version which marks the end of the heroic age and the beginning of the “Age of
Strife,” the last age of the eon.2

In Sanskrit literature, the impulse to add to or reshape parts of an existing story often
seems more commonly to have found an outlet in the creation of new iterations of the same story
in subsequent generations of texts,3 but the epics do contain a number of type-scenes, recurring
themes, and repurposed narrative progressions.* Far more than just a simple device to assist in

IT am deeply grateful to Oral Tradition’s anonymous referees, whose generous and thorough comments
were extremely useful and alerted me to valuable comparanda and scholarship of which I had been unaware. I also
owe incalculable thanks to William Malandra and Jesse Knutson for their infinite patience with me in general, and
for their help with the Sanskrit, the bibliography, and the refining of the argument of this paper in particular.

2By way of comparison, the Homeric epics offer two examples of type-scenes regularly deployed to mark
the passage of time: one is the retiring scene, as described in E. West 2010, while another is its logical counterpart,
the oft repeated motif of Eos arising from the bed of Tithonus to mark the onset of a new day (for example, Iliad
11.1, Odyssey 5.1, and so forth).

3 See, for example, E. West 2017.

4 As discussed, for example, in Brockington 1998:104-05 or E. West 2016.
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the organization or expansion and contraction of a narrative, however (as repeated themes are
often employed in oral literature; cf. Lord 1960:68-98), the eight variations of the “deer”-killing
motif illustrate the enormous ingenuity and subtlety with which the repetition of inherited
material can be employed in Sanskrit epic. The scenes provide pivotal elements within the
storyline, they are frequently positioned so as to usher in a new phase of the plot, and their
essential, seemingly simple, structure rests on profound cosmological underpinnings.

That a scene of accidental killing could serve as the basis of a highly productive epic
motif is not surprising. From the Code of Hammurabi to modern debates on the death penalty,
abortion, or animal rights, the endless drawing and redrawing of societal lines around licit and
illicit killing has always taken up a large share of cultural introspection. Nowhere, however, does
anxiety over killing so permeate a body of literature as it did in ancient India, where religious
tenets on nonviolence and societal ideals valuing abstention from meat jostled for position with
wider dietary practices, a political system that valued prowess in war, and religious requirements
regarding often copious animal sacrifice. Killing is presented as an act which is necessary—even
noble—in certain contexts, but also potentially fraught. In the epics, a foundational tale from the
brahmanas has been modified into a type-scene in which tensions around hunting manifest
alongside anxieties about warrior-priest conflict, progeny, and the sacrifice, all of them bound up
with the concept of cyclical time.

If we can accept the principle that motifs are not repurposed without at least some mild
alteration, then it is clear that all the below are variations on a theme:

Citation Killer Victim Circumstance
Mbh. 1.109 Pandu Kimdama While hunting, Pandu mistakenly kills a copulating
brahmin who has assumed deer form.
R.2.57 Dasaratha Nameless While hunting, Dasaratha accidentally kills a
ascetic® deerskin-clad ascetic he mistakes for an elephant.
R.3.42 and Rama Marica Rama pursues and kills a golden deer which is
Mbh. 3.262 actually an asura (demon) in an assumed form.

Mbh. 1.173 Kalmasapada Nameless Hunting for food while cursed with madness,
brahmin  Kalmasapada kills and eats a copulating brahmin.

R.7.57 Saudasa Nameless While hunting for deer, Saudasa shoots an asura
asura disguised as a tiger.
Mbh. 3.139 Paravasu Raivya Paravasu mistakes his deerskin-clad father for an

animal in the dark and shoots him.
Mbh.3.182 A Haihayaking A son of A king shoots an ascetic wearing a black antelope
Tarksya  skin after mistaking him for a deer.
Mbh.16.5  Jara Krsna A hunter mistakes the meditating Krsna for a deer
and kills him with an arrow.
Table 1.

Below, each episode is treated individually, in the order shown in Table 1.

5 The later tradition assigns this young man the name Sravana.
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Pandu

The origination point of the main narrative arc of the Mahabharata is King Pandu’s
inadvertent killing of a powerful ascetic in the first book of the epic.® While hunting in the forest,
Pandu shoots what he believes to be a particularly magnificent stag engaged in the act of
copulation, but his intended target turns out to be Kimdama, a brahmin ascetic who had assumed
deer form in order to mate (Mbh. 1.109.5-9):

raja pandur maharanye mrgavyalanisevite

vane maithunakalastham dadarsa myrgayithapam 5
tatas tam ca mrgim tam ca rukmapunkhaih supatribhih
nirbibheda Sarais tiksnaih panduh paiicabhir dasugaih 6
sa ca rajan mahateja rsiputras tapodhanah

bharyayd saha tejasvi mygariupena samgatah 7
samsaktas tu taya mrgya manusim irayan giram

ksanena patito bhumau vilalapakulendriyah 8

King Pandu, in the great wilderness inhabited by deer and wild beasts,

in the forest he saw the leader of a herd of deer at the time of mating. 5
Thereupon, Pandu shot him and the doe with gold-shafted,

well feathered arrows; sharp ones, five (of them), (and) swift. 6

But (the deer), O King, was a powerful ascetic, the son of a si, rich in austerities.
With his wife, this powerful one in deer form was having intercourse. 7

Still conjoined with the doe, raising a human voice,

instantly, fallen to the ground, he lamented, his senses overwhelmed.” 8

In a reprimand which largely centers around the immorality of interrupting the
procreative act, the dying ascetic curses Pandu that he too will die the next time he has
intercourse.8 Unable to sleep with his wives, Pandu cannot father heirs, so he resigns his kingship
and retires to celibacy in the forest. While his wives are ultimately able to conceive five sons by
summoning an assortment of gods, Kimdama’s revenge on the monarch nevertheless causes a
disruption in the line of succession that serves as the fundamental motivator for the plot of the
next ten books of the epic.

6 For additional analysis of this episode, see, for example, Doniger O’Flaherty 1981:186-87 and Doniger
2009:240-41, 294-95; Dhand 2004, especially 39-41, treats the dharmic repercussions for the wives of Pandu and
Saudasa (discussed below).

7 Here and throughout the article, translations that are not otherwise attributed are my own.

8 The same curse, with the same rationale, is given by Valmiki to the Nisada hunter who kills the male of a
pair of mating kraufica birds at R. 2.13-14.
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Dasaratha

The Ramdyana contains three iterations of the motif. The first of these is presented at
sargas 63-64 of the Ayodhya Kanda, in which King Dasaratha relates the sad tale of his long-
ago, accidental murder of a young ascetic.” The boy is clad in deerskin (and bark; he is
valkaldjinavasasah, R. 2.57.21), but in this text it is the sounds he makes fetching water that
cause Dasaratha to mistake him for an elephant (R. 2.57.16-18):

athandhakare tv asrausam jale kumbhasya paryatah
acaksur visaye ghosam varanasyeva nardatah 16
tato 'ham saram uddhrtya diptam asivisopamam
amuiicam nisitam banam aham asivisopamam 17
tatra vag usasi vyaktd pradurasid vanaukasah

ha heti patatas toye vag abhiit tatra manusi

katham asmadvidhe Sastram nipatet tu tapasvini 18

In the darkness then I heard in the water (the sound) of a pot being filled,
(but) not in range of the eyes—a sound like an elephant rumbling. 16

Then I, having drawn up an arrow gleaming like a poisonous snake,

I released the sharp dart, gleaming like a poisonous snake, 17

there, a voice at dawn manifested audibly, of a forest dweller;

there arose a human voice of one falling in that water (crying), “Alas, alas!”

“How would (anyone) shoot a weapon at someone like me, an ascetic?” 18

There is no associated sexual activity or sexual component to the curse in this version,
but the parallel construction with Pandu’s misadventure and punishment is clear: where Pandu
killed a man engaged in the act of conception and lost the ability to safely perform that act
himself, Dasaratha killed a young man and is cursed by the dead boy’s father to lose his own
beloved son in young manhood, a prophecy which has just come true at the point in the epic
when the tale is related. Here again the occurrence of the motif signals an end and a beginning:
the imminent death of Dasaratha, the loss of Rama’s succession to the kingship, and Rama and
Sita’s removal to their eventful sojourn in the forest.10

Rama

The second occurrence of the motif in the Ramayana comes at sargas 42-44 of the

9 This episode has been widely treated, most relevantly at Ramanujan 1972, Goldman 1978, and Doniger
2009:240-41. This scene is not included in the Mahabharata’s retelling of the Ramayana.

10 Dasaratha only survives long enough to see Rama depart, after which he promptly dies of grief. While
the motif most commonly marks beginnings, as we will see below in the context of the death of Krsna in Mbh. 16.5,
in the context of Hindu conceptions of time, every beginning is also necessarily the end of the phase before it.
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Aranya Kanda.\! This iteration again departs slightly further from the template; in this instance
the alteration is likely intended to protect Rama’s image as the perfect prince and hero and
prevent the ignominy of having him receive a curse. The deer that Rama kills is actually a
raksasa (demon), named Marica, who is disguised as a bejeweled and precious-stone-encrusted
deer and specifically tasked with drawing Rama away from his hermitage. When Rama’s wife
Sita sees Marica’s lovely deer form, she begs her husband to catch the animal for her. Although
Rama suspects a trap, at the continued pleading of Sita, he pursues the deer (R. 3.42.10-13):

drstvda ramo mahatejas tam hantum krtaniscayah
samdhdaya sudrdhe cape vikrsya balavad balt 10
tam eva mrgam uddisya jvalantam iva pannagam
mumoca jvalitam diptam astrabrahmavinirmitam 11
sa bhrsam mrgaripasya vinirbhidya Sarottamah
maricasyaiva hrdayam vibhedasanisamnibhah 12
talamatram athotpatya nyapatat sa Saraturah
vyanadad bhairavam nadam dharanyam alpajivitah

mriyamanas tu marico jahau tam krtrimam tanum 13

Having seen (the deer), the hero Rama resolved to kill him.

Having engaged the sturdy bow, and having drawn it back, that powerful mighty one, 10
having aimed directly at the deer (an arrow) blazing like a snake,

he released the blazing, flaming weapon created by Brahma. 11

That best of arrows, violently split deer-formed

Marica’s heart, like the splitting of a lightning bolt. 12

Then, having leapt as high as a palm tree, he fell down, pained by the arrow.

He screamed out a horrible cry, on the ground, barely living;

now dying, Marica abandoned his simulated form. 13

As in the deaths of Kimdama and of Dasaratha’s young ascetic victim, the fatal shot produces a
horrible cry and the utterance of fateful words that change the course of the hero’s life. The dying
raksasa’s impersonation of Rama calling for help leads to an argument between Rama’s wife and
brother as to whether they should wait for Rama or go to help him. Ultimately, Sita is left
unguarded to be kidnapped by Ravana, king of the raksasas, Rama’s true antagonist in the scene,
who has disguised himself “in the garb of a brahmin” (dvijativesena, R. 3.44.31) in order to
approach Sita while the hero is distracted by the hunt for the deer.

The “typical” victim in this scene is a brahmin or a religious ascetic (such as those shot
by Pandu, Dasaratha, Kalmasapada, Paravasu, and the Haihaya king), and the substitution of a
raksasa in disguise is a substantial variation, but it is also an expedient way to allow Rama to
reenact this seminal motif without ever actually killing a brahmin, a serious crime in its own
right, and fundamentally incompatible with his particular virtuous heroic persona. While there is

11 An abbreviated version of this scene is also found within the Mahabharata’s retelling of the Ramayana,
but as it contains no noteworthy departures, it does not need to be addressed separately.
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no curse, the consequence of the killing—the abduction it enables—is functionally the same as
Pandu’s or Kalmasapada’s: the loss of access to his wife, and the transition to a new phase of the
hero’s life, as Rama must now leave the forest and prepare for the war to free Sita.

Kalmasapada

Both epics employ embedded narratives!? to present the story of King Kalmasapada
(referred to by his patronymic Saudasa in the Ramdyana).l®> This unfortunate king was an
ancestor of both sets of epic protagonists, and each of the epics includes the story of his
commission of a hunting-associated murder. Though there are elements common to each version,
in each text the details of his crime are individually tailored to reflect the differences in the
killings perpetrated by Pandu and Rama.

The version which is functionally a doublet of Pandu’s killing of Kimdama is presented
in the first book of the Mahabhdarata during the Pandava brothers’ encounter with the Gandharva
king Angaraparna (Mbh. 1.158ft.), shortly before Draupadi’s svayamvara, the bridal contest in
which Arjuna wins the wife he shares with his brothers. While discussing the family’s origins,
Angaraparna explains that the dynastic connection between the Pandavas and the seer Vasistha is
the result of an ancestor of theirs with problems similar to Pandu’s (though a direct equation of
Pandu and Kalmasapada’s circumstances is never explicitly stated in the text). At Mbh. 1.166,
Angaraparna relates that King Kalmasapada, an avid hunter, is cursed with cannibalistic madness
through a complicated chain of events.!4 At Mbh. 173, the deranged king leaves his city to run
amok in the wilderness where, like Pandu, he kills a copulating ascetic while hunting for prey.
Unlike Pandu though, he does so without the plausible deniability of the brahmin or his wife
being in animal form, and to further compound the atrocity, he goes on to devour his victim as if
the brahmin were a prey animal (Mbh. 1.173.8-9, 14):

sa kada cit ksudhavisto mrgayan bhaksam atmanah
dadarsa supariklistah kasmims cid vananirjhare

brahmanim brahmanam caiva maithunayopasamgatau 8

12 Embedded tales in the Mahabharata are frequently presented by narrators attempting to reassure the
protagonists regarding events in their own storylines, or as instructive examples around which they base advice.
Mbh. 1.173 is actually the second time that part of Kalmasapada’s story is presented within the text. His name is first
invoked by Pandu at Mbh. 1.111-13, during a larger conversation with Kuntl about their fertility options, in the
context of brahmins fathering ksatriya children and stories of employing brahmins as surrogates for men unable to
father children (such as that of Saradandayini, a female ksatriya who stood at a crossroad in a state of ritual purity
and chose a brahmin to father her children).

13 This episode is also discussed at Doniger O’Flaherty 1981:186-87.

14 Out hunting, Kalmasapada bullies a brahmin ascetic who blocks his way on a narrow path in the woods,
and the ascetic curses Kalmasapada that he will become a cannibal. Another seer, seeing an opportunity to further an
intra-brahmanic feud, then causes a raksasa to possess the king. In his cursed and possessed state, Kalmasapada
promises a meal to another brahmin, but having forgotten and postponed the obligation, instructs his cook to feed
human flesh to the ascetic, which leads to a re-pronouncement of the original curse, which Kalmasapada promptly
consummates by seeking out and eating the brahmin who originally pronounced it.
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tau samiksya tu vitrastav akrtarthau pradhavitau

tayos ca dravator vipram jagrhe nyrpatir balat 9

evam vikrosamandyas tasyah sa sunrsamsakrt

bhartaram bhaksayam dsa vyaghor myrgam ivepsitam 14

One day, he, affected by hunger, hunting for his food,

he, grievously afflicted, saw at a certain forest cataract

a brahmin woman and man, come together for lovemaking. 8

The two, having seen (him), and terrified, ran away, their objective incomplete,

and as the two ran, the lord of men violently seized the brahmin. 9

Thus while she cried out in terror, he very cruelly
ate the husband as a tiger eats yearned-for prey. 14

Kalmasapada’s punishment, this time decreed by the murdered brahmin’s wife, is the same as
Pandu’s, namely the loss of his ability to have sex or father children (Mbh. 1.173.16-18):

tatah sa sokasamtapta bhartyvyasanadubkhita
kalmasapadam rdjarsim asapad brahmani rusd 16

yasman mamakrtarthayas tvaya ksudranrsamsavat
preksantyd bhaksito me 'dya prabhur bharta mahdayasah 17
tasmat tvam api durbuddhe mac chapapariviksatah

patnim rtav anuprapya sadyas tyaksyasi jivitam 18

Then, burning with grief over the calamity to her husband,

the enraged brahmin woman cursed the royal rsi Kalmasapada. 16

“Because, with my objective not having been accomplished, by you, O Vile Degenerate,
even as | was watching, my powerful and glorious husband was eaten today, 17
therefore, you also, O Ignorant One, shall be wounded by a curse from me:

having come to your wife at the time of conception, at that very moment you will lose your life. 18

Kalmasapada seeks help from the seer Vasistha (the father of the brahmin he had eaten first), and
Vasistha agrees to father children on the queen and even frees the king after twelve years of
suffering. The narrative has been altered sufficiently to give it a fresh and disturbing impact, yet
its kinship with Pandu’s killing of deer-formed Kimdama is unmistakable.

Saudasa
In the Ramayana, a version of this tale occurs in the Uttara Kanda and contains several

of the same elements as its counterpart in the Mahabharata (delayed revenge, Vasistha, a curse
lifted after twelve years, and a brahmin tricked into committing cannibalism), but their forms and
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the order in which they transpire are different. The cannibalism of Saudasa (Kalmasapada) is
absent in the Ramayana version, as are important elements shared with the cursing of Pandu (for
example, the victim is not copulating, and the curse does not involve the denial of progeny).
Rather, the tale shares features with the other hunting-murder scenes in the Ramdyana: like
Rama, Saudasa kills an asura (rather than a brahmin), this one in the form of a tiger, and as with
Dasaratha’s transgression, the event occurs in King Saudasa’s youth. While there is no progeny

component to this version, the asura’s companion is heartbroken and vows an eventual revenge
(R.7.57.10-16):

sa bala eva saudaso mygayam upacakrame
caniciuryamanam dadyse sa siro raksasadvayam 11
Sardularapinau ghorau mygan bahusahasrasah
bhaksayanav asamtustau paryaptim ca na jagmatuh 12
sa tu tau raksasau dystva nirmygam ca vanam kytam
krodhena mahatavisto jaghanaikam mahesuna 13
vinipatya tam ekam tu saudasah purusarsabhah

vijvaro vigatamarso hatam rakso 'bhyavaiksata 14
nirtksamanam tam dystva sahdyas tasya raksasah
samtapam akarod ghoram sauddasam cedam abravit 15
vasmad anaparaddham tvam sahdyam mama jaghnivan

tasmat tavapi papistha pradasyami pratikriyam 16

Once, when he was a mere child, Saudasa set off on the hunt;

that valiant one saw two prowling raksasas. 10

In horrible tiger forms; many thousands of deer

they ate insatiably, and never reached satiety. 12

Indeed, he, having seen the two raksasas, and the forest made bereft of deer,
possessed by great anger, he killed one with a large arrow. 13

But having killed that one, the hero Saudasa,

free from anxiety, his wrath departed, looked at the dead raksasa. 14
Having seen him looking at his friend, the raksasa,

experiencing terrible grief, said this to Saudasa: 15

“Because you killed my friend who committed no wrong,

therefore, Most Sinful One, I will pay you back in kind!” 16

The raksasa’s eventual retaliation takes the form of impersonating Vasistha and
demanding a meal of human flesh, which Saudasa dutifully agrees to provide. When the real
Vasistha is later presented with the cannibalistic meal, he flies into a rage and curses Saudasa to
become a cannibal himself. With the assistance of his wife, the king is able to explain the mix-
up, and Vasistha reduces the duration of his curse to twelve years.
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The Haihaya Prince

Returning to the Mahabharata, only one version allows a hunting king to avoid serious
consequences for the killing, and it does so by replacing the usual curse component with a seer’s
enjoyment of the king’s bewilderment when his accidental victim is unexpectedly resurrected.

Another embedded narrative told by the seer Markandeya during the heroes’ Book 3 tour
of various sacred bathing spots reworks the theme as an illustration of the awesome spiritual
powers accessible to brahmins and the necessity of ksatriya humility. The tale is solicited by the
Pandavas through a request to regale them with a story about Brahmin superiority: “Then the
sons of Pandu said / ‘We want to hear about the high-mindedness of the best of the twice-borns;
let it be told!"”” (dcuh pandusutas tada / mahatmyam dvijamukhyanam srotum icchama
kathyatam; Mbh. 3.182.1). In the ensuing tale, a nameless king of the Haihayas accidentally
shoots a young antelope-skin-clad brahmin after mistaking him for a deer (Mbh. 3.182.3-4):

haihayanam kulakaro raja parapuramjayah
kumaro rilpasampanno mrgayam acarad bali 3
caramanas tu so 'ranye trnavirut samavrte
krsndjinottarasangam dadarsa munim antike

sa tena nihato 'ranye manyamanena vai mrgam 4

An ancestor of the Haihayas, a king, conqueror of enemy cities,

a powerful young man endowed with beauty, went hunting. 3

While he was ranging in the grass- and vine-enveloped forest,

he saw an ascetic nearby whose upper cloak was the skin of a black antelope.

By that king, truly believing him to be a deer, the ascetic was shot in the forest. 4

Here ends the similarity to the other tales of brahmin-killing kings. Devastated, and certain that
he has killed the boy, the king sorrowfully confesses the deed to his subjects. He and his retinue
attempt to find the boy’s family in a search which leads them to the ascetic Tarksya. Tarksya
demands to see the body, and to their chagrin the courtiers discover they cannot find it. With a
magician’s flourish, Tarksya brings forth a living young man and asks if this might be the person
they are looking for. Clearly gratified by their astonishment, Tarksya reveals that the boy is his
son, and that he is still very much alive. This is followed by a brief teaching on the powers
brahmins accrue through their ascetic practices, because of which, he smugly informs them,
“Death does not hold sway over us, Kings” (nasmakam mrtyuh prabhavate nrpah; Mbh.
3.182.16).

While the scene does not serve as the marker for a major transition point, it preserves the
most salient feature (the murder of an ascetic mistaken for a deer) and showcases elements that
support the reading that class-conflict and the father-son relationship are both integral to this
theme.



12 EMILY BLANCHARD WEST

Paravasu

Another embedded variant in the Mahabharata’s Vanaparvan adds a new dimension to
the father-son aspect and further strengthens the evidence that warrior-priest conflict underpins
part of the construction of the tale by altering the usual pattern of victim and killer. In Mbh.
3.139, the killer is a young ascetic named Paravasu, the son of a powerful brahmin named
Raivya. While Paravasu is away presiding over a royal sacrifice, his wife is assaulted by the son
of a rival seer. She tells her father-in-law about the attack, and Raivya sends avenging demons to
kill the rapist. However, when the rival ascetic learns that his son has been killed, he in turn
curses Raivya to die by his own son’s hand. As a result, Paravasu, returning home for a visit on a
dark night, encounters his father walking on their hermitage grounds wrapped in a black antelope
skin. Mistaking his father for a mrga (a deer or other animal),!5 he kills him, presumably with an
arrow, though the weapon is not specified (Mbh. 3.139.4-6):

athavalokako 'gacchad grhan ekah paravasuh
krsndjinena samvitam dadarsa pitaram vane 4
Jjaghanyaratre nidrandhah savasese tamasy api
carantam gahane 'ranye mene sa pitaram mrgam 5
mrgam tu manyamanena pita vai tena himsitah

akamayanena tada sariratranam icchata 6

Then, wishing to see (his wife), Paravasu went home alone to visit.

He saw his father in the forest wrapped in a black antelope skin: 4

it was the end of the night (and) he was blinded by exhaustion, and in the remnant darkness
he thought his father moving through the dense jungle was an animal. 5

Alas! By him, thinking it was an animal, indeed his father was killed,

not through wanting to at that time; from wanting physical protection. 6

Royal bowmen who inadvertently kill brahmins in deer guise can expect to pay a steep
price; Paravasu, however, even after killing his own father, escapes a curse and the sin of
brahmin-murder through cooperation with his brother Arvavasu—a twist which will carry some
significance in the discussion below. The brothers make a plan that Paravasu will go back to
finish the sacrifice that they have been jointly officiating, while Arvavasu will perform the rites
of absolution. Arvavasu is then able to employ a ritual to secure divine intervention for their
cause by retiring to a forest and performing powerful austerities. He appeases the guilt incurred
by his brother and brings everyone involved back to life.

This iteration thus exhibits a number of alterations to the pattern followed by the other

15 The word mrga primarily refers to deer, but often extends to wild animals in general; in many contexts
no precise determination can be made. In the quoted passage, verse 6 implies a more dangerous animal, suggesting
that mrga in verse 5 should not be rendered as “deer,” even though the victim was dressed in an antelope skin. It is
possible that the passage utilizes the ambiguity of mrga to respect the story’s basic template while avoiding even the
slightest suggestion that Paravasu was engaged in any form of sport-hunting. See below for further discussion of
deer and antelope terminology in Sanskrit.
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epic versions: it changes the killer to a member of the priestly, rather than the ksatriya class; the
victim is the killer’s own father; the killer and his brother cooperate to mitigate the fallout of the
act; and the killer is able to receive expiation for his crime though performing ritual acts. All of
these will have relevance to the discussion below.

Krsna

A final version in the Mahabharata further rearranges the standard class assignments of
killer and victim and gives strong confirmation that the scenes’ deployment in the epics follows a
pattern that marks important transitional moments. In Book 16, the Pandavas’ bosom friend, the
god Krsna, begins to usher in the end of the Dvapara Yuga (the Third, or Heroic Age), by
permitting/abetting the mass slaughter of his people and kinsmen, the Yadavas.!¢ After the
carnage, Krsna goes to the forest alone to engage in meditation, where a professional hunter
mistakes him for a deer (Mbh. 16.5.19-20):

sa samniruddhendriyavanmanas tu Sisye mahayogam upetya Krsnah
Jjardtha tam desam upajagama lubdhas tadanim mrgalipsur ugrah 19
sa kesavam yogayuktam sayanam mrgasanki lubdhakah sayakena
Jjaravidhyat padatale tvaravams tam cabhitas taj jighrksur jagama

athapasyat purusam yogayuktam pitambaram lubdhako 'nekabahum 20

Restrained in senses, speech, and mind, Krsna lay down, having entered into great meditation.
Then Jara came to that spot; a hunter, at that moment longing for deer, fierce. 19

Kes$ava, engaged in meditation, the hunter took to be a deer, (so) with an arrow,

hastily, Jara shot him in the sole of his foot; he, desirous of retrieving (his quarry), drew near him.

Then, the hunter saw a man engaged in meditation, clad in yellow, and many-armed. 20

The hunter’s name is Jara, “Old Age,” “Decay,” a superb identity for the figure who brings the
cycle to a close. Rather than curse Jara, Krsna graciously forgives his killer and ascends to
heaven.!” The departure of Krsna from the world signals the close of the heroic age and the onset
of the Kali Yuga, the “Age of Strife,” the last age of the eon. Whether viewed as the ending of

16 Krsna is a complex figure, and his various contradictory roles in the Mahabharata can be hard to
reconcile. An excellent overview can be found in Brockington 1998:256-67.

17 This scene also shares elements with the embedded tale of Balaka the hunter, as told to Yudhisthira at
Mbh. 8.49.34-40; Balaka is a hunter, but an otherwise virtuous man, who kills only to support his family and not
from desire. From an ambush at a watering hole (much like Dasaratha’s), he kills a mysterious snuffling beast and is
rewarded with showers of flowers and a swift vimana (aerial chariot) ride to heaven; it is then revealed that his
victim was some unspecified being (bhiita) who had performed enough fapas (ascetic practices designed to heighten
spiritual powers) to cause the destruction of the entire world. Brahma had delayed the catastrophe by blinding the
creature, but by killing it, Balaka preserved all creation.
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one age or the beginning of another, this final and distinctly variant iteration marks a momentous
transition point.

The following table summarizes the most important shared components of these
episodes:

Pandu Kalmasapada Dasaratha Rama  Saudasa Paravasu Jara
1. Class (varna
. .( 14) Brahmin Brahmin Ascetic (Demon) (Demon) Brahmin Ksatriya
of victim
2. Class (varna) ) . . . . . ‘
. Ksatriya Ksatriya Ksatriya Ksatriya = Ksatriya =~ Brahmin Sadra
of killer
3. Hunting Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
4. Animal
o Yes
form or Yes Victim eaten . . Yes Yes Yes Deer
) . (deerskin, with ) ) o
deerskin-clad (deer) like prey . . (deer) (tiger)  (deerskin) (illusion)
L. auditory illusion)
victim
5. Offspring-
related Yes Yes Yes Indirectly
consequences

6. Demarcates
phases of the Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

narrative
Table 2.

With so many shared features, the “Killing of a Deer Who Is Actually a Person” motif
assuredly can be considered a type-scene. But unlike the more generic forms of recurring type-
scenes so common in Homer or other traditional oral literatures, this one is not merely part of the
connective tissue of oral performance. Material from earlier Sanskrit literature suggests that its
productivity and prominent positioning in the epics stem instead from its deep symbolic
foundations. Each of the features listed in Table 2 is part of an interlocking web of signifiers, as
is the very fact itself of the motif’s repeated recurrence. The first step towards understanding the
strategic deployment of these scenes in the epics lies in examining their connection to the tale of
the murder of Prajapati, an ur-narrative which lays down the base pattern of motifs the epic
variants revisit.18

The Killing of Prajapati

The deity and demiurge Prajapati, the “Lord of Offspring,” occupies a vast and enigmatic
position in the brahmanic stratum of Hindu literature on account of his intrinsic connection to the

18 Allen (2019:141) also notes the obvious relationship between Prajapati and Pandu and expands the
comparison to include Cronus.
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act of creation and to the sacrifice.!® Prajapati is, himself, the primordial sacrifice, and he is not a
blameless victim. Though he is an enormously powerful figure, nearly anyone can be brought
down by a sex scandal, and the Prajapati administration had a big one on its hands: Rg Veda
10.61.5-8 gives us a hazy description of incestuous copulation between a father and daughter that
is generally regarded as the earliest textual version of the episode.?0 This enigmatic and
disturbing vignette was taken up and expanded upon in the brahmanas,?! which supply further
context for the sex act and explicate the connection between the tale and its enactment in ritual.
The longest of these is found in the Satapatha Brahmana, where we find some of the details of
Prajapati’s transgression and the other gods’ reaction to it. Specifically, the sons of the demiurge
witness the sex act and react by calling upon one of their number to assassinate their father with
a bow and arrow (SBr. 1.7.4.1-4):22

prajapatir ha vai svam duhitaram abhidadhyau. divam vosdsam va. mithuny énaya syam iti. tam
sambabhiiva. 1

tad vai devanam dga asa. yd ittham svam duhitaram asmakam svdasaram karotiti. 2

té ha devd dcuh. yo 'yvam devah pasiinam iste 'tisamdham vi ayam carati ya ittham svam

duhitaram asmakam svasaram karoti vidhyemam iti tam rudro 'bhyaya tya vivyadha . . . . 3

19 Lévi 1966 and Gonda 1982 are both excellent starting points on this complex deity. According to Gonda,
“The Vedic Prajapati is only or mainly a lord of offspring or creatures” (1982:143). Joshi’s observation that “it is
significant that the cosmic significance of Prajapati is set forth in noble terms, but in no passage of the RV is that
god connected with the ethical. The developed cosmic significance of Prajapati as against the waning ethical one of
Varuna, in the later Samhitas, may be observed in the YV (1972:103) is cogent and equally applicable to the deity’s
presence in later texts. Collins (2014, especially 71ff.) offers a fascinating theoretical framework for understanding
Prajapati’s role as sacrificial victim and counterpart to Purusa. Ramanujan (1972) and Goldman (1978) both include
the scene in their treatments of Oedipal conflict in Sanskrit literature. Abusch and West (2020) and West with
Abusch (2020) examine textual connections between Prajapati and Manu as creators of life. Others have proposed
connections between Prajapati and figures from Greek myth: M. West (1971:28-34) saw a possible connection
between Prajapati and the Protogonos (ITpwtoydvog) of the Greek Orphic tradition. Fowler (1943) argues that the
story of Prajapati and his daughter is cognate with that of Erichthonios in Athenian origin myths.

20 The relevant portion of the hymn reads as follows (Rg Veda 10.61.5-7; translation from Jamison and
Brereton 2014:111, 1476):

prathista ydsya virdkarmam isndd dnusthitam ni ndryo dpauhat / punas tad G vrhati yat kamfya’ duhitir @ dnubhrtam
anarva / madhyd yat kértvam dabhavad abhﬂce kdamam kynvané pitari yuvatydm / manandg réto jahatur viyanta sanau
nisiktam sukytdsya yénau / pita yat svam duhitiram adhiskan ksmaya rétah sam/agmano ni sificat svadhyo 'janayan
brdhma devi vistos patim vratapam nir ataksan / sa im vi'sa na phénam asyad djau smad d paraid apa dabhracetah / sarat
pada na ddiksind paravin nd ta mi me prsanyo jagrbhre.

He whose (penis,) which performs the virile work, stretched out, discharging (the semen)—(that one,) the manly one, then
pulled away (his penis, which had been) “attending on” (her). / Again he tears out from the maiden, his daughter, what had
been “brought to bear” on her—he the unassailable. / When what was to be done was at its middle, at the encounter when
the father was making love to the young girl— / as they were going apart, the two left behind a little semen sprinkled down
on the back and in the womb of the well-performed (sacrifice). / When the father “sprang on” his own daughter, he, uniting
(with her), poured down his semen upon the earth. / The gods, very concerned, begat the sacred formulation, and they
fashioned out (of it?) the Lord of the Dwelling Place, protector of commandments.

21 The brahmanas are a slightly later class of texts which elaborate and comment on the hymns of the
Vedas, usually in the context of relating them to the procedures of the various rituals.

22 Prajapati’s execution for his sexual misconduct may be indirectly mirrored in the way Raivya sends
avenging demons to kill his daughter-in-law’s rapist in Mbh. 3.138.
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... yadd devanam krédho vyaid dtha prajapatim abhisajyams tasya tam Salpam nirakyntant. sa

vai yajiia evd prajapatih. 4

Truly, Prajapati desired his own daughter, (who was) either Sky or Dawn. (He thought) “May I
couple with her!” He joined with her sexually. 1

This, truly, to the gods was a transgression. “He who acts in this manner towards his own
daughter, our sister, (commits a transgression).” 2

Indeed, those gods said:

“This god, the one who rules over the beasts; a transgression, indeed, this one does, he who acts in
this manner towards his own daughter, our sister.

Pierce him!” Him, Rudra,23 drawing back (his bow), pierced . ... 3

... When the anger of those gods went away, they cured Prajapati and cut out that

arrow-point. Assuredly, the sacrifice is indeed Prajapati. 4

Beyond the killing, however, this scene is also significant for its aftermath. The
resurrection and curing of their sire are apparently not enough to expunge the sons’ lingering
guilt. A portion of Prajapati’s flesh was torn out by Rudra’s arrow, and in SBr. 1.7.4.5-8, the gods
decide that this piece must be incorporated into the sacrificial offering so as to make the sacrifice
“whole” again. Accordingly, they present the portion to several of their number for consumption.
At each repetition of the offering, a price is paid. The first recipient is Bhaga (“Distributor,”
“Portion-Giver”), but it burns out his eyes, indicating to the other gods that “It has not yet
become pacified here” (no nveévitrasamat; SBr. 1.7.4.7). They take it next to P@isan (a nurturing
god associated with livestock and the sun), but he too is injured when the flesh knocks out his
teeth, once more prompting the observation that “It has not yet become pacified here” (no
nveévatrasamat; SBr. 1.7.4.8). Finally, the piece of flesh is taken to Brhaspati, the preceptor of the
gods, who enlists the help of Savitr for its “impulsion,” prasava—Savitr’s signal function—
which accomplishes its placation: “then it was pacified” (tato rvacinam santam; SBr. 1.7.4.8).

Prajapati is the sacrifice, and his sacrifice is also a murder. However, a further dimension
to the story is revealed when other brahmanas introduce an additional element: the intercourse
and the execution occur while Prajapati and his daughter are in the form of deer.24 Suddenly, the
primal sacrifice begins to resemble the hunt. As the Maitrayani Samhita tells us: “Prajapati
desired his own daughter Usas. She became a red deer, (he) having become an antelope, longed
for her” (prajapatir vai svam duhitaram abhyakamayat osdsam, sa réhid abhavat tam fsyo
bhitvadhyait; MS 4.2.12). An expanded version at Aitareya Brahmana 3.33-38 puts Prajapati in
the form of a black antelope (rsya), while his daughter again becomes a female deer, though of a
different species (a rohita) (AitBr. 3.33.1-5):

23 Rudra is a Vedic deity later conflated with and absorbed into the developing persona of Siva. A passage at
SBr. 6.1.3 presents the story of Rudra’s birth from the goddess Usas (“Dawn”). Usas is fertilized with Prajapati’s
semen and a boy is born a year later. The passage describes Prajapati’s attempts to name him, assigning him first
“Rudra,” and then a number of Rudra’s traditional epithets. Cf. SBr. 5.3.3.7 and 6.1.3.12; also see AitBr. 3.33.3
below.

24 For elaboration on sexual aspects of the tale, see Doniger O’Flaherty 1969:8-10.
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Prajapatir vai svam duhitaram abhyadhyayad Divam ity anya ahur Usasam ity anye. tam rsyo
bhiitva rohitam bhiitam abhyait. tam deva apasyann. akytam vai Prajapatih karotiti. te tam aichan
ya enam arisyaty, etam anyonyasmin navindams. tesam ya eva ghoratamds tanva dasams, ta

ekadha samabharams. tah sambhrtd esa devo 'bhavat, tad asyaitad bhiitavan nama 1

tam deva abritvann ayam vai Prajapatir akrtam akar imam vidhyeti. sa tathety abravit sa vai vo
varam vrpd iti. vrnisveti. sa etam eva varam avrpita pasunam adhipatyam. tad asyaitat pasuman

nama 3

tam abhyayatyavidhyat, sa viddha urdhva udaprapata tam etam Myga ity dcaksate. ya u eva

mrgavyadhah sa u eva sa, ya rohit sa Rohini, yo evesus trikanda so evesus trikanda 5

Indeed, Prajapati desired his own daughter, whom some call “Sky,” others “Dawn.” Having
become an antelope, he approached her, (who had) become a deer. The gods saw him (and said),
“Truly Prajapati commits an act not done!” They asked, “Who will destroy this?”” They did not
find him [a destroyer] amongst one another. Those of them whose selves were the most dreadful,
those they brought together. Those, having been brought together, became this god, that one of

whom “Bhiitavan” is the name. 1

To him the gods said, “Truly this Prajapati did a thing not done. Pierce him!” He (Bhiitavan) said,
“So be it.” Verily, he said, “I choose a boon from you.” “Choose!” (they said). He then chose
precisely this boon: dominion over cattle. That is the reason that his name is “Endowed with
Cattle.” 3

(Bhutavan) having attacked (Prajapati), he pierced him. He (Prajapati), pierced, sprang aloft. He
(Prajapati) is seen in that (constellation) called “The Deer.” Whereas, he who was the deer hunter,
that (constellation) is him (Bhaitavan). She who (was) the red deer, she is “Rohin1.” That three-part

arrow, truly, that indeed is the “Three-Part Arrow.” 5

It is this tableau—the archer dispatching the deer-form father figure with an arrow—
which the epics have reshaped into their anchor points. Why should we read the epic scenes of
deer-form murder as replications of the brahmanic tale? In part at least, because the
Mahabharata suggests that we should: within the abbreviated retelling of the Ramayana at Mbh.
3.258-76, the passage which describes Rama’s killing of deer-disguised Marica employs a direct
comparison to Rudra’s slaying of Prajapati at 4itBr. 3.33.5: “Rama pursued the deer [Marica] as
Rudra pursued the constellation known as ‘The Deer,”” (anvadhavan mrgam ramo rudras
taramrgam yatha;, Mbh. 3.262.19).25

Even without this explicit equivalency, however, the replication of an original pattern is
unmistakable, most pronouncedly visible in King Pandu’s killing of the rsi Kimdama, the epic

25 The relevance of the simile is further reinforced by the way the text informs us at the commencement of
the tale that Ravana, Rama’s true antagonist (for whom Marica is merely a surrogate), is the grandson of Prajapati
(Mbh. 3.258.11).



18 EMILY BLANCHARD WEST

“index case” which hews closely to Rudra’s execution of Prajapati. The two stories share
undeniable foundational similarities:

— The male partner of a copulating couple is killed with a bow and arrow, interrupting the copulation.

— The victim had assumed the deer form for the purposes of copulation.

— The victim is a sort of patriarch: Prajapati is the “Lord of Offspring,” and the text informs us that
Kimdama is the leader of his herd.

— The tale is part of a beginning, or an inception. Just as the murder of Prajapati occurs at the beginning of
a kalpa (an eon, or cycle of time), the killing of Kimdama is the start of the Pandavas’ problems.

— The aftereffects of the killing are just as important as the act itself; the murder initiates a new or larger

cycle of events.

The potent mix of sex and patricide in Prajapati’s tale, combined with its deep ritual
associations, apparently catapulted the scene of the deer-disguised father being murdered during
sexual intercourse into a second life as a staple of epic storytelling, where the scene was
replicated again and again with just enough modification to give the story a fresh complexion in
each iteration.26 In general, Sanskrit epic shies away from reliance on type-scenes, and one
would be hard pressed to identify another set of parallel incidents which share so many
components. What is it about this brahmanic motif complex that resonates so powerfully?
Understanding this narrative’s utility to the epic compilers lies in understanding the significance
of the tale’s components, which are discussed below in the order in which they appear above in
Table 2 (which has been reproduced again here for convenience).

26 The recurrence seems to be an excellent illustration of Lord’s observation (1960:121): “The fact that the
same song occurs attached to different heroes would seem to indicate that the story is more important than the
historical hero to which it is attached. There is a close relationship between hero and tale, but with some tales at least
the type of hero is more significant than the specific hero.”
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Pandu Kalmasapada Dasaratha Rama Saudasa Paravasu Jara
1. Class (varna) . . . . .
. Brahmin Brahmin Ascetic (Demon) (Demon) Brahmin  Ksatriya
of victim
2. Class (varna) . . . . . . ‘i
Ksatriya Ksatriya Ksatriya Ksatriya  Ksatriya  Brahmin Stdra
of killer
3. Hunting Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
4. Animal
o Yes
form or Yes Victim eaten . . Yes Yes Yes Deer
] ) (deerskin, with ) ) o
deerskin-clad (deer) like prey . . (deer) (tiger)  (deerskin) (illusion)
icti auditory illusion)
victim

5. Offspring-

related Yes Yes Yes Indirectly

consequences

6. Demarcates

phases of the Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

narrative

Table 2 (repeated).

1. The Victim Is Usually a Brahmin

In the epic versions, Prajapati’s role as victim is customarily occupied by an assortment
of forest-dwelling brahmins, or some mild variation (such as that Dasaratha’s victim is merely a
religious ascetic, or that while Rama Kkills a raksasa disguised as a deer, his true antagonist is a
raksasa disguised as a brahmin). That the default seems to be for the victim to be a brahmin
certainly stems at least in part from the demiurge’s strong connections to the sacrifice, which
confer obvious ties to the priestly class. But equally central to Prajapati’s identity is the fact that
he is the progenitor of most of the divine entities of Vedic religion, and attempting to produce
offspring is his most characteristic activity. He is profoundly fixed in his position as ur-father,
and it is in this aspect that the brahmins serve as his stand-ins in these tales.

In the epic variants, Prajapati’s treatment at the hands of his sons has been refracted
through a lens of class conflict in the recurring epic subtext of brahmin-ksatriya struggle. While
the brahmin victims in the epics are not the ksatriya killers’ actual fathers, the Mahabharata
repeatedly gives prominence to a mythological event which establishes this prescriptive
relationship between the varmas. This brahmin-as-father / ksatriya-as-son hierarchy is
mythologically initiated in a tale recounted an astonishing thirteen times in the epic,?’ the story

27 See Collins 2020:149-52 for a careful treatment of each of these scenes and their presence in the epic.
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of the brahmin warrior nonpareil Rama Jamadagnya.?8 Told and retold in the service of
establishing brahmin superiority, “It provided a fantasy of brahmin power with which the
mythmakers could identify and a model of the Brahmin-Ksatriya relationship that they hoped
Ksatriyas would emulate” (Collins 2020:5). Rama Jamadagnya is not only presented as an
exemplar of the supreme combatant, but his mythology is used to advance an assertion that all
living ksatriyas are the descendants of brahmins, a proposition which would obligate warrior-
class men to venerate the priestly class as they would their progenitors.

In this backstory to the heroic age, the brahmin Rama Jamadagnya slays the ksatriya
Kartavirya in a fit of rage, but fails to anticipate the revenge of Kartavirya’s sons, who rush to
Rama Jamadagnya’s father’s hermitage and avenge their father by killing Rama’s.2%
Jamadagnya’s subsequent retaliation is two-fold: in a series of twenty-one massive purges
between the second and third ages of the world, he kills every ksatriya on earth, famously
creating five lakes from their blood. But almost crueler, in a Hindu context, is what happens
next: the widows of Rama’s victims cry out for the children that the loss of their husbands has
denied them, and in response, brahmin men conceive upon them the next generation of the
warrior class (Mbh. 1.58.5-7):

tadd nihksatriye loke bhargavena krte sati

brahmanan ksatriya rajan garbharthinyo 'bhicakramuh 5
tabhih saha samapetur brahmanah samsitavratah

rtav rtau naravyaghra na kaman nanrtau tatha 6

tebhyas tu lebhire garbhan ksatriyas tah sahasrasah
tatah susuvire rajan ksatriyan viryasammatan

kumarams ca kumaris ca punah ksatrabhivrddhaye 7

Then when the world was made ksatriya-free by the descendant of Bhrgu,

the female ksatriyas (sexually) approached the brahmin men, O King, seeking pregnancy. 5
With them the brahmins came together, faithful to their vows,

at the proper time, O Tiger-among-men, not from desire, or at the wrong time. 6

From (the brahmins) indeed, those female ksatriyds obtained pregnancies by the thousands,
then they delivered, O King, ksatriyas (who were) respected for heroism,

boys and girls, to once again build up the ksatriya population. 7
The tale is repeated later in the same book of the epic (Mbh. 1.98.3-4):

evam uccavacair astrair bhargavena mahatmana

28 Rama Jamadagnya (also known as Parasurama) is a colorful and wide-ranging character, and all or parts
of his story are retold or mentioned many times in a variety of texts (see Collins 2020:152). He is perhaps best
known for the decapitation of his own mother (Mbh. 3.116), for which his father grants him a long life, the undoing
of the killing, and the eradication of it from the memories of all concerned. Treatments of the character and his role
can be found in Goldman 1978, Choudhary 2010, and (most exhaustively) Collins 2020.

29 This story also presents an interesting funhouse-mirror image of the Prajapati story; instead of killing
their own fathers, sons kill one another’s fathers.
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trihsaptakrtvah prthivi krta nihksatriya pura
evam nihksatriye loke krte tena maharsind 3
tatah sambhitya sarvabhih ksatriyabhih samantatah

utpaditany apatyani brahmanair niyatatmabhih 4

In such a manner, with various weapons, by the great-souled descendant of Bhrgu
thrice seven times the entire world was made empty of ksatriyas.

When in this way the world was made empty of ksatriyas by the great-souled one, 3
then, having come together with all the female ksatriyas, from all sides,

children were begotten by the self-controlled brahmins. 4

Not only does the massacre cost the ksatriyas their lives; it steals their legacy and adds a further
degree to their permanent subordination to the brahmins.30 But this etiology has especial
ramifications for many of the ksatriya heroes in the tales of deer-form killing which take place in
the third age of the world; they are not just murderers, or committers of brahmahatya (the
specific sin of brahmin murder); they are patricides.

2. The Killer Is a Ksatriya

In five of the seven epic versions, Rudra’s role as the killer is assigned to a member of the
warrior class. By one sort of logic, it might be assumed that any god in a brahmanic story would
be represented by a member of the priestly class in an epic repurposing of the motif, but the
differential is an effective way to convey the oppositional aspect of the relationship between
Prajapati and his sons within the new genre. Rudra’s mythology is also particularly conducive to
assigning his role to a character from the warrior class. In the Vedas, Rudra is identified (along
with his brother Piisan and Indra) as a “Ruler of Men” (ksayadvira, RV 1.114.2, 3), frequently
referred to as the “Lord of the Beasts” (pasupati),3! and connected with archery (RV 2.33.10, 14;
5.42.11; 10.126.6); his mortal analogue would quite reasonably be a royal hunter.

The incorporation of ksatriya-brahmin tension also precipitates some remodeling of the
narrative in respect to the nature and directionality of crime versus punishment: where the sons
of Prajapati carry out an intentional murder yet escape reprisal, the standard epic versions change
the act to an accidental killing which is harshly punished.32 This is a substantive alteration to the
tale’s fabric, and at first glance might simply suggest that there are very different rules for gods
and mortals. However, one episode makes it clear that the harsher treatment only applies when

30 There is a powerful relevance here to Pandu’s punishment: sons kill a father, and by doing so lose the
chance to father their own children. As Goldman points out in respect to Kalmasapada’s similar situation, “The curse
serves to both symbolically castrate the offending king and further punish him by forcing him to yield his own wife
to an avenging father figure” (1978:357). That father figure in Kalmasapada’s story is the brahmin seer Vasistha,
who appears in the tale of Saudasa and eventually frees Kalmasapada from his curse at Mbh. 1.168.

31 Cf. SBr. 5.3.3.7 and 6.1.3.12; also see AitBr. 3.33.3 (quoted above).

32 The story of the Haihaya prince is the notable exception here, of course.
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the mortals in question are ksatriyas. In the story of Paravasu at Mbh. 3.139, the sole epic version
in which the killer is a brahmin, the consequences of patricide are again avoided, and by the
same stratagem as the sons of Prajapati use to evade retribution. Just as the gods suffer no
repercussions after slaughtering their sire,33 Paravasu, the brahmin who shoots his own father, is
able to repair the situation with the assistance of his brother, and through their cooperation the
killing is completely undone. Comparing the events in Mbh. 3.139 with those from AitBr. 3.33 or
SBr. 1.7.4 reveals a thoroughgoing similarity in elements absent from the ksatriya-centered
versions:

— Like Prajapati, Raivya is the only one of the epic victims given no chance to cry out or deliver
a curse as he dies.

— Just as Rudra, the brother who actually wielded the bow, is not part of the group carrying out
the revivification, so too the murder-committing brother (Paravasu) is not the one who manages its
fallout (that task falls to Arvavasu).

— Just as Prajapati’s sons cooperate to pacify the dropped flesh, Paravasu and Arvavasu repair the
situation by working together.

— Just as Prajapati’s sons undo the effects of their actions via ritual, Paravasu and Arvavasu
employ ritual solutions to expiate Paravasu’s crime.

— Prajapati and Raivya are both restored to life.

— In contrast to nearly all the scenes with ksatriya hunters, the Prajapati and Paravasu episodes

end peaceably for all concerned, with no lingering ramifications.

Also of note in the Paravasu episode is the fact that it is the only version in which the killer is not
engaged in hunting; the significance of this for our analysis rests on mores regarding the practice
of the hunt.

3. Hunting

The “King Who Kills a Deer that Is Actually a Person” motif in the epics is inseparable
from cultural connections between the hunt and Hindu kingship. All of the ksatriya versions of
these tales occur in the context of hunting, and this cannot be purely out of the logical
convenience of having a bow and arrows at the ready for the killing. In ancient India,
professional hunting was one of the most sinful occupations imaginable, and professional hunters
are often vilified.3* However, when done according to protocols, hunting can be an acceptable act

33 The actual killer, Rudra, receives only a reward (dominion over cattle) for his deed, and while Bhaga and
Pusan are maimed, this stems more from insufficiently cautious behavior in the ritual than from any responsibility
for their father’s death.

34 Except when they aren’t. The great epic contains several embedded narratives which feature laudable
hunters, for example, Mbh. 3.196-206, a carefully constructed remonstrance to smug-minded orthodoxy in which a
short-tempered brahmin is forced to seek instruction in dharma from an introspective and insightful hunter, or Mbh.
8.49.34-40, the tale of Balaka, discussed below. Brodbeck (2009:71-86) gives an excellent and nuanced overview of
paradoxes inherent in the characterization of hunting in Hindu thought and literature.
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even for holy men, as the epic heroes often bring up in their own defense. Rama, for example,
tells his monkey opponent Valin, “For that matter, even royal sages learned in dharma go
hunting” (vanti rajarsayas catra mrgayam dharmakovidah; R. 4.18.34). The Mahabharata, too,
cites the hunting practices of one of the great seers (Mbh. 1.109.14):

agastyah satram dsinas cacara mrgayam rsih

aranyan sarvadaivatyan mrgan proksya mahavane.

The rsi Agastya, sitting at a (sacrificial) session, went hunting,

after having consecrated in the great forest the wild deer, dedicated to all the gods.

Royal hunting is portrayed as both an established prerogative and an act that is heavily
weighted with moral hazard. On the one hand it is clear that hunting was in some way expected
of a ruler: it is, for example, a source of game which may be used to feed hungry subjects (as
noted in Brockington 1998:191-92, 225). While being told of the Pandava brothers’ life in exile
in the forest, King Janamejaya specifically inquires as to whether the heroes fed themselves and
their retinue with game or with agricultural products; VaiSampayana informs him that Yudhisthira
himself killed “deer, with purified arrows” (mrgams caiva suddhair banair nipatitan; Mbh.
3.47.4), and that the menu (always offered first to the brahmins) included “rurti deer, black
antelope, and other ritually pure forest animals” (ruriin krsnamrgams caiva medhyams canyan
vanecaran; Mbh. 3.47.7). In such a context, Yudhisthira’s hunting is apparently both admirable
and kingly. Beyond the acquisition of food, across many ancient cultures the hunt was viewed as
valuable practice for making war.35 As Pandu tells Kimdama, “Whatever practice (is used) in the
slaying of enemies, that (practice) is allowed in the slaying of deer. . . . This truly (is) the proper
conduct of kings” (Satrinam ya vadhe vrttih sa mrganam vadhe smrta. . . . sa eva dharmo
rajiiam; Mbh. 1.109.12-13).

Far more abundant, however, are restrictions or prohibitions on the practice of kingly
hunting. The Manavadharmasastra (VI1.50) describes hunting as a vice on the order of alcohol
consumption, gambling, or promiscuity, and this is echoed in a variety of sources.3¢ The Nitisara,
for example, devotes considerable space to weighing the risks of the hunt to king and kingdom
and balancing them against its benefits. It ultimately specifies that if a king wishes to hunt, he
should be provided with a well stocked but risk-minimized game park in which he can be
supervised while doing so (Nitisara 15.30). For a Hindu king hunting was an act of delicate
brinkmanship leading into dangerous territory, both literally and metaphorically.3? For the
warrior-class men of the epic, the introduction of hunting into any plotline injects a hint of
jeopardy into the tale. Narratives which involve kings and the hunt are often structured to induce
a king to stray toward recklessness or poor judgment, and the motif of the hunt-exhilarated king

35 Cf. Allsen 2006 for a detailed survey of the practice of royal hunting all over the Eurasian world, and
Abusch 2008 on hunting’s role in the formal education of princes in the ancient Near East.

36 For more on hunting as a vice, see Doniger 2009:320-21.

37 See, for example, Chaplin 1943; Falk 1973; Sinha 2016; Thapar 2001.
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crops up in tales as different as those of Prthu3? and Visvamitra.3® Even when heroes retain their
composure and the hunt is undertaken for legitimate purposes, it is still associated with risk: just
as Rama’s pursuit of the deer-form Marica gives Ravana the opportunity to abduct Sita, the
Pandava brothers are away hunting at Mbh. 3.248 when Jayadratha abducts Draupadi. Though
the text assures us that their hunt was required to feed brahmins, the brothers’ enjoyment in the
sport is stressed, as the quest for animals beguiles them into splitting up and leaving their wife
alone and unprotected (Mbh. 3.248.1-4):

tasmin bahumyge 'ranye ramamana maharathah
kamyake bharatasrestha vijahrus te yathamarah 1
preksamana bahuvidhan vanoddesan samantatah
yvathartukalaramyds ca vanarajih supuspitah 2
pandava mrgayasilas carantas tan mahavanam
vijahrur indra pratimah kamcit kalam arimdamah 3
tatas te yaugapadyena yayuh sarve caturdisam

mrgayam purusavydaghra brahmanarthe paramtapah 4

In that game-rich forest, the great warriors (were) enjoying themselves;

in Kamyaka the best of the Bharatas went about like immortals. 1

Looking around at many types and regions of the forest on all sides,

and rows of groves beautifully in bloom, delightful in accord with season and time. 2

The Pandavas, hunting deer in the great forest,

went about like Indras at that time, those tamers-of-the-foe. 3

Then they, at the same time, went in all the four directions

after deer for the sake of the brahmins, those tigers-among-men, those burners-of-the-foe. 4

It is clear that hunting is one of the signifying activities of a king, however problematic
its outcomes might be at times. However, the fact that its most laudable function is killing deer to
feed to brahmins becomes somewhat surprising given the degree to which an equally profound
affiliation between brahmins and deer also permeates the texts.

38 King Prthu pursues the Earth in the form of a cow and compels her to provide nourishment for humans in
a scene deliberately structured to resemble a hunt, and the terrified earth-cow is explicitly likened to a deer:
“Becoming a cow, she fled, terrified / like a hunter-harried deer” (gauh saty apadravad bhita / mrgiva mrgayudruta,
BhagP. 4.17.14). Though Prthu is doing his royal duty by protecting his starving subjects, during the pursuit he
becomes transcendent with rage and veers dangerously close to committing the grievous sin of killing the earth-cow
—which would of course have brought about the destruction of his subjects as well.

39 In yet another tale of royal privilege gone out of control, King Vi§vamitra is hunting when he arrogantly
attempts to seize the Kamadhenu from Vasistha (Mbh. 1.164). For general summaries of episodes treating hunting in
the epics, see Brockington 1998, especially 191-92, 225, 417; Brodbeck 2016:71-86; Sinha 2016.
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4. The Animal-Form or Deerskin-Clad Victim

In ancient Indian religion and society, cattle were the obvious primary animal of cultural
focus, but the significance of deer and other ungulates (particularly the black antelope or
blackbuck) in ritual and narrative is supported by copious evidence.* Eggeling, for example,
asserts (1882:1, 23 n. 2):

The skin of the black antelope may be regarded as one of the symbols of Brahmanical worship and
civilisation. Thus it is said in Manu II, 22-23: “That which lies between these two mountain ranges
(the Himalaya and the Vindhya), from the eastern to the western ocean, the wise know as
Aryavarta (the land of the Aryas). Where the black antelope naturally roams about, that should be
known as the land suitable for sacrifice; what lies beyond that is the country of the Mlekkhas4!

[sic] (barbarians).”

Unlike the cow, whose symbolism permeates every level of Hindu culture, deer and
antelope have a deep but narrow association with the priestly class, as well as with ritual and the
sacrifice. The connection between ascetic sages and antelope/deer encompasses a variety of
elements, from the similarities between the words that designate them (rsi (“ascetic sage or
seer”) and rsya/rsya (“the male of the white-footed or painted antelope™) or risya (“a deer or
antelope™)), to their solitary existences in the forest, to the antelope skins (kr#ti) which are the
standard accoutrements of the career ascetic. Blackbuck hides were the preferred garments and
seats of holy men, as well as performing other more arcane functions such as serving as the
“placenta” during the ceremonial process in which a consecrated individual becomes an
“embryo” and is then reborn (cf. AitBr. 1.3). Brahmin ascetics even display a propensity to
metaphorically or actually be or become ungulates, from Rsyasrmga—mnamed for the antelope
horn on his head—whose parents were a human ascetic and a female deer (Mbh. 3.110-13), and
Madhavi, daughter of King Yayati, who becomes a mrgacarini, an ascetic who lives in the

40 Given their importance in myth and ritual, the Sanskrit nomenclature surrounding deer is surprisingly
inconsistent (see, for example, Eggeling’s note (1900:V, 338 n. 1) on his attempt to make sense of the word gomrga
at ShatBr. 13.3.4.3). Deer (family Cervidae) and antelope (family Bovidae) are both members of the order
Artiodactyla (even-toed ungulates) and are outwardly very similar creatures with similar habits. Their primary
distinction is that deer have antlers which are shed each year where antelope have horns. The Sanskrit terms have
been included above in every instance in which they occur in the texts, and translated as seems most likely, but there
is significant overlap in the various meanings. The largest difficulty lies in accurately translating mrga, which is both
the most common term for deer, but also used more generally in its earlier meaning of “wild animal”; Monier-
Williams (1899:828) lists its meaning as “a forest animal or wild beast, game of any kind, (esp.) a deer, fawn,
gazelle, antelope, stag, musk-deer.” The word also forms the base of six compounds which apply exclusively to
antelope: citramrga, krsnamrga, vatamrga, pummrga, purusamrga, taramrga. Monier-Williams gives ten other
terms which can apply equally to both species (harina, maru, maruka, risya, mayu, nyanku, kravyaghatana,
nityasankin, bharyaru, ena), while a host of others are listed as applying only to antelope (aineya, bharasrrga,
bharyaru, binducitra, binducitraka, calana, carulocana, carunetra, chikkara, citranga, ena, eta, janghika, kadalin,
kalaprstha, kalasara, krsna, krsnapucchaka, rsnasara, krsnasaranga, krtamala, madhyama, mahdjava, manthara,
Sikharin, Sikhisynga, Sikhiyipa) and sixteen which apply only to deer (bhiruhrdaya, caiicu, divaukas, harinaka,
harsula, kautilika, ligu, mrdika, pallavada, plavamga, sarangaja, sulocana, sunayana, alpaharina, gandhamrga,
vanastha).

41 Mlecchas.
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manner of a deer, in order to avoid marriage (MBh. 5.118.7 and 5.119.20, 24),42 to the doomed
rsi Kimdama, who describes how he spends time in deer form on account of modesty and to
alleviate his social anxiety (Mbh.1.109.28).43 This brahmin ascetic-deer affiliation is not
observable only in the Mahabharata; Bhagavata Purana 5.8 tells the story of the ascetic Bharata
who becomes the custodian of a fawn who has lost its mother; Bharata becomes so immersed in
his complete devotion to the orphan that his own body wastes away entirely and he is reborn as a
deer. When the brahmin warrior Rama Jamadagnya (discussed above under #1) discovers that his
father has been slain, he explicitly likens this killing of a brahmin by ksatriyas to a deer hunt
(Mbh. 3.117.1):

mamaparadhat taih ksudrair hatas tvam tata balisaih

kartaviryasya dayadair vane mrga ivesubhih

As a result of my transgression, by these vile ignoramuses you were killed, Dear Father,

by the sons of Kartavirya, in the forest as (one might shoot) a deer, with arrows.

Altogether, a clear picture emerges showing a kinship or equivalence between brahmins
and deer; it should perhaps not be surprising, then, that an equally clear association can be traced
between deer and that other major signifier of a brahmin: the sacrifice.

The sacrifice (yajiia) is the incontrovertible center of Hindu thought and religious
practice, and its performance not only solicits the benevolence of the gods, but reenacts and
reasserts one Hindu conception of the fundamental nature of reality: that everything is a
recurring cycle of consumption. As a famous formulation in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad has it,
“everything is just food and eater of food; (in the sacrifice) soma is the food and Agni is the
eater” (idam sarvam annam caivannadas ca, soma evannam, agnir annadah; BrArUp. 1.4.6.82).
Sacrifice aligns the microcosm of its performers with this macrocosmic relationship between
“food and eater of food” (anmna and anndda); it is “the visible form of an all-pervading
divinity” (Dani¢lou 1991:63). Having his flesh offered for consumption to other gods makes
Prajapati the consummate exemplar for this conceptualization, and there are analogues to the
sons’ act of ingesting his flesh in the human rituals modeled after Prajapati’s death and
revivification.44

While Prajapati’s story may be the first narrative expression of a vinculum between deer
and the sacrifice, it is by no means the extent of it. Numerous passages draw a line between deer-

42 Madhavt’s lifestyle and dedication eventually result in her father Yayati recouping the prestige he lost
when he began to despise all people and be overcome with pride in heaven.

43 One of the few references to the ungulate-human equivalency that does not directly reference a special
relationship to the priestly class is a “flipped” version: the Pandavas are told to go see Lake Manusa, “. . . where
black antelopes, O King, tormented by a hunter, / having plunged in that lake, became human” (. . . yatra krsnamrga
rajan vyadhena paripiditah | avagahya tasmin sarasi manusatvam upagatah; Mbh. 3.81.53).

44 The ritual describing the human-consumption analogue to the divine consumption of Prajapati’s flesh is
described in SBr. 1.7. Also relevant is SBr. 2.2.4, which describes how Agni was born from Prajapati’s mouth,
“therefore, Agni is an eater” (tasmad annado 'gnih; SBr. 2.2.4.1). Agni then goes on to make several attempts to eat
Prajapati before the demiurge learns to pacify the hungry fire god with dairy products.
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and antelope-killing and the sacrifice—or at the very least, with complicated or problematic
sacrifice—and in many instances the sacrifice is embodied as an ungulate. In the Satapatha
Brahmana, for example, Yajia, the personified sacrifice himself, is hunted in the form of a
blackbuck before mysteriously disappearing and leaving only his skin behind (SBr:1.1.4.1):45

datha krsnajinam adatte ydjiiasya iva sarvatviya. yajiié ha devebhyé 'pacakrama sa krspo bhiitva

cacara. tasya deva anuvidya tvacam evavacayd jahruh.

Then he takes the black antelope skin, in respect to the wholeness (as it were) of the sacrifice.
Indeed, Yajiia went away from the gods, and having become a black antelope, he wandered. The

gods having found only his skin, gathering (it) up, they bore it off.

The ruined sacrifice of King Daksa shows us another mythological coalescence of deer,
hunting, and the sacrificial ritual when Yajfia attempts to flee from the wrath of Siva (the later,
much expanded persona of Rudra) by taking the form of a deer (mrga) (VamP. 5.26-27, 43):

agnau pranaste yajiio 'pi bhiitva divyavapur mrgah
dudrava viklavagatir daksinasahito 'mbare 26
tam evanusasaresas capamanamya vegavan
Saram pasupatam krtva kalaripi mahesvarah 27
. evam krtva kalaripam trinetro yajiiam krodhan marganair ajaghana

viddhascasau vedanabuddhimuktah khe samtasthau tarakabhiscitangah 43

When the fire disappeared, Yajfia (did) too, having become a deer of divine form;
he fled, gone into overwhelming fear, together with the offering. 26
The Lord, indeed, pursued him, having bent (his) bow swiftly,
(and) having fixed a pasupata arrow to that bow, the great god, in the form of Yama (did this). 27
. . Having taken his Yama-form, the Three-Eyed One angrily struck Yajiia with arrows.
And that one, pierced (but) free from the perception of pain, remained in the sky with limbs placed

by means of stars. 43

As did Prajapati in A4itBr. 3.33 (as cited above), Yajia, too, becomes a constellation. It
must be concluded that at some level, or in some early phase of cultural development, the
sacrifice was entangled with (or perhaps seen in a kind of perpetual apposition to) the hunt.
Though correspondences between hunting and sacrificial killing have been noted in a variety of

45 There are multiple references to this story in the brahmanas; cf., for example, the following, which
records the same tale, but omits the sacrifice’s antelope form and replaces the hunting with a request from the gods
that it return: “Yajfia ran away from the gods. Those gods marked his departure with a blessing, (saying) to him,
‘Listen to us! Come back to us!’ He said, ‘Let it be so!’ (and) verily he returned to the gods. With him returned, the
gods worshiped. Having sacrificed with him, the gods became that which is this (now)” (vajiid ha devebhyo
pacakrama tam deva danvamantrayan ta nah Srniupa na avartasvetl SO 'stu tathéty eva devin upavavarta
ténopavrttena deva ayajanta ténestva itad abhavanydd idam devih; SBr. 1.5.2.6).
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ancient cultures,#¢ there is little overt intersection between the two in ancient Indian literature or
ritual. However, the scenes described above suggest that some form of covalence linked the two
practices at some early point. When these scenes are laid alongside the description of Prajapati’s
deer form in the Aitareya Brahmana, a complex system of equivalencies in the texts springs into
focus: Prajapati is a deer; Prajapati’s killer is a hunter. Brahmins are deer; ksatriyas are hunters.
Prajapati is the sacrifice; his murderer is therefore performing an analogue to the sacrifice, and in
fact, Rudra, the killer of Prajapati’s deer form, is saluted as yajiiasadham, “Accomplisher/
Perfecter of the Sacrifice,” at RV 1.114.4. Rendered in chart form, the binaries underlying the
epic scenes of deer-form murder look like this:

Father Brahmin Deer The sacrifice
Son(s) Ksatriya(s) Hunter(s) The hunt
Table 3.

Within this tale at the very least, the hunt is constructed as a kind of ksatriya mirror-
image of the sacrifice. Certainly, the sacrifice and the hunt share many characteristics: hunting
also embodies the cycle of anna and anndda, it requires the death of an animal, and it can bring
disastrous results if performed incorrectly. Warrior-class killing happens on the battlefield and in
the forest, and priestly-class killing is performed within the sacrifice; both are a part of the
proper and necessary functioning of the world. A further similarity lies in the fact that in these
tales, the dangerous outcomes are linked to the production of children.

5. Offspring-Related Consequences

Prajapati’s executioners are his children and (as discussed above) there are clear textual
reasons to see the brahmins killed in deer form as being murdered by their supposed
mythological descendants. However, in the epic variants, offspring expand into another
significant dimension of the narrative as they also become the locus of the penalty that each
killer faces, often manifested in a form tailored to the circumstance of each killing. The denial or
loss of offspring for the ksatriya killers is a multiform and thoroughgoing part of the epic
modifications: Pandu and Kalmasapada are deprived of the chance to father their own sons for
killing a brahmin during intercourse, Dasaratha is destined to lose a son for killing a brahmin
youth, and Rama (whose story’s adherence to the template is the loosest) loses access to his wife,
a consequence functionally similar to Pandu and Kalmasapada’s situations, albeit in his case
temporary.

Given the fact that Prajapati’s killers face no such punishment, why should there be such

46 Burkert examined the similarities between hunting and the sacrifice across a variety of ancient societies
and concluded that “One could . . . separate hunting and sacrifice on principle. In the hunt, one might argue, killing
is not ceremonial but practical and subject to chance; its meaning and goal, both quite profane, lie in obtaining meat
for food; a wild beast must be seen in opposition to a tame domestic animal. And yet the very similarity of hunting
and sacrificial customs belies such a distinction” (1983:15).
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a regular narrative connection between hunting-associated accidental murders and the loss of
one’s posterity? The likely answer lies in Prajapati’s role as the “Lord of Offspring” and the
complicated equivalence between the sacrifice and the hunt: in particular, there is one form of the
sacrifice which is restricted entirely to brahmins, performed to secure offspring, and whose
etiology once again positions Prajapati as a hunted victim.

The agnihotra, the twice-daily dairy oblation which may only be performed by members
of the priestly class, has a unique status among the sacrifices, and in SBr: 2.2.4.1-3, we learn that
the mythological origins of this ritual lie in Prajapati’s omnipresent yearning for offspring. As in
most stories that include the demiurge, the tale is situated at the beginning of time, and describes
the god’s generation of Agni, the quintessential eater, and the first of Prajapati’s children to
attack him (SBr. 2:2:4.1):

prajapatir ha v idamagra éka evasa
sa aiksata katham nu prajayeyéti so 'Sramyatsa tapo 'tapyata so 'gnimeva mikhdj janayam cakre

tad yad enam mukhdd djanayata tasmad annado 'gnih.

Prajapati alone, indeed, existed here in the beginning. He considered, “How may I be
reproduced?”

He toiled and performed acts of penance. He generated Agni from his mouth; and because he
generated him from his mouth, therefore Agni is a food-eater.

Eternally hungry, Agni pursues his creator with a gaping mouth (in effect, hunting him) and
Prajapati, fearful of being eaten, invents the agnihotra to satisfy the fire god instead, thus
mythologically positioning it as an alternative or substitute for the hunt. It is clear that there are
procreative undertones to the rite even aside from these mythological origins; the agnihotra’s
connection to procreation is abundantly noted in the scholarship.#” Presumably because of the

47 While surely not the full sum of the agnihotra’s sprawling layers of significance, its connection to
fertility is obvious even to those who view it as a secondary aim of the text. Thus “L’agnihotra est un sacrifice qui a
pour objet de procurer au sacrifiant la prospérité, la santé, la longévité, la richesse en bétail et, surtout une
nombreuse descendance male, c’est-a-dire la continuité de la race. . . . L’agnihotra est un charme de
fécondité” (Dumont 1939:vii). Bodewitz was convinced that solar ideology was at the root of the agnihotra, and
maintains that fertility was a secondary role, only mentioned so frequently in the brahmanical literature because
“The disappearance of the sun and its reappearance from the dark night, which forms the central theme in the
speculations on the agnihotra was described with the image of conception and delivery. This image thrusted itself
upon the authors of the brahmanas, who did not hesitate to use it for one of their well-known obsessions:
fertility” (1976:147). Skeptical as he is about the true relevance of a procreative aspect to the ritual, he goes on to
supply five pages of textual citations from the brahmanas on the agnihotra’s fertility-related powers.
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association between dairy products and the male generative fluid,*® the text describes Prajapati’s
performance of the agnihotra as an act of reproduction, another manifestation of the way in
which sacrifice, hunt, and procreation are intertwined with Prajapati’s character (SBr: 2.2.4.7):

sa hutvd prajdpatih / pra cajayatatsyatds cagnér mytyor atmanam atrayata sa yoé haivam vidvan
agnihotrdam juhdty etam haiva prdjatim prajavate yam prajapatih prajayataivam u haivatsyato

'gnér mytyor atmanam trayate

Prajapati, having made a sacrificial offering, reproduced himself and protected himself from Agni-
death. Thus the wise man who offers the agnihotra reproduces himself as that very Prajapati who
reproduced himself once upon a time in exactly that way and protected himself from Agni-death
who was about to eat him.

An episode in Book 3 of the Mahdabharata draws another illuminating direct connection
between the hunt and the agnihotra. While none of the Pandava brothers ever enacts the “Killing
of a Brahmin in Deer Form” themselves, at several instances just such an event seems to loom in
the offing. At Mbh. 3.295, the Pandava brothers are living an exemplary and virtuous life at a
hermitage when they are approached by a panicking brahmin who has lost his aranis (ritual
drilling woods) right before performing his evening agnihotra (Mbh. 3.295.7-11):

ajatasatrum asinam bhratrbhih sahitam vane
agamya brahmanas tiirnam samtapta idam abravit 7
aranisahitam mahyam samdasaktam vanaspatau
mrgasya gharsamanasya visane samasajjata 8

tad adaya gato rajams tvaramano mahamrgah
asramat tvaritah Sighram plavamano mahdajavah 9
tasya gatva padam sighram asdadya ca mahamrgam

agnihotram na lupyeta tadanayata pandavah 10

48 While the Satapatha Brahmana remains frustratingly silent on whether a cigar is sometimes just a cigar,
it is emphatic and consistent in its assertions that dairy products offered to the fire are always semen: the
homogeneity of semen, milk, and butter is asserted repeatedly in descriptions of sacrificial acts throughout the text,
for example, “Melted ghee [is] indeed semen; truly, he pours out that very semen” (réto va ajyam réta eva itat
sificatiy; SBr. 1.9.2.7), or “Then she looks at the melted ghee. Assuredly the wife [is] the mistress, and melted ghee
[is] semen” (athdjyam dveksate. yosa vai patni réta djyam; SBr. 1.3.1.18). An etiology of the milk-semen
equivalency is found alongside Agni’s birth story, and it shares significant verbiage (marked in bold) with SBr.
1.7.4.1 and its description of Prajapati’s sexual activity with his daughter: “Now, Agni desired [the cow]: ‘May I
couple with her,” he thought. He joined with her sexually, and in her (his) semen became that milk . . . that’s why
it is hot (when it is) first milked; it is Agni’s semen, indeed” (tam u hagnir abhidadhyau / mithunydnaya syamiti
tam sambabhiiva tisyam rétah prasiiicat tat payo 'bhavat . . . tasmat prathamadugdhdm uspam bhavaty agner hi
rétah; SBr. 2.2.4.15).

Nor is the semen-dairy equivalence confined to the Satapatha Brahmana; see, for example, TB 2.8.2.3, RV
1.100.3, or RV 1.160.3, which also equate dairy products with semen. The equivalency of all dairy products to one
another is also made clear elsewhere, for example, “There he acquired either a ghee offering or a milk offering; but
really both are actually that milk” (tdtra viveda ghytahuti vaiva payaahutim vobhdyam ha tvéva tatpdya eva; SBr:
2.2.4.4 and 2.2.4.5). This equivalence may also be seen in the epics, such as the divinely presented milk-porridge
(payasa) which impregnates the wives of Dasaratha at R. 1.15.17.



“IT HAS NOT YET BECOME PACIFIED” 31

brahmanasya vacah srutva samtapto 'tha yudhisthirah

dhanur adaya kaunteyah pradravad bhratrbhih saha 11

Ajatadatru was sitting with his brothers in the forest.

Having approached (them) swiftly, a brahmin, greatly distressed, said this: 7
“My aranis (were) hanging suspended on a tree, a king of the woods,

when a deer was rubbing against it; on his horn 8§

taking them [the aranis], he left, O King; the huge deer ran away,

from the @sram he ran swiftly, leaping, very fleet! 9

Quickly having gone on its track, and having gone after the huge deer—

let my agnihotra not be spoiled! Bring (the aranis) back, O Pandava.” 10
Having heard the brahmin’s words, Yudhisthira was greatly distressed.

Having taken his bow, the son of Kuint1 ran after (the deer) with his brothers. 11

The forest setting, the nearby hermitage, the pursuit of a large and powerful deer: all are
acutely reminiscent of the encounter which led to their father’s death. As the brothers press
deeper into the forest, they are overcome by thirst. One by one they approach a pool in the forest
and are stricken into a deathlike state by an invisible voice. This tale ends happily, however,
when an unexpected father-son connection suddenly manifests as the dangerous power presiding
over the pool is revealed to be the god Dharma (father of Yudhisthira) wishing to test (and then
reward) his son.

Not only is this the closest the heroes of the great epic ever come to enacting the motif,
but it brings us to another quality shared by the hunt and the sacrifice: as actions, both are the
near-exclusive provenance of one varna, but are frequently performed as a service for the other.
The typical yajiia is performed by brahmins on behalf of ksatriyas, while the optimal form of the
ksatriya hunt is (as attested above) one done to feed brahmins. But both ksatriyas and brahmins
also conduct their salient activities for their own personal benefit. For warriors, this is the
recreational hunt, where for brahmins, it is the agnihotra, the personal twice-daily act of worship
forbidden to the warrior class. Table 4 depicts this correspondence:

Ksatriya Brahmin
Serlglsii_evama Hunting performed to feed brahmins Sacrifices carried out on behalf of ksatriyas
Personal benefit  Hunting performed for sport The agnihotra
Table 4.

It is in the “personal” versions in the lower register of Table 4 that the rules for the two classes
reverse, as if reflections of one another in a mirror. Where the agnihotra (unless skipped or
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somehow severely misconducted) brings assurance of progeny, the hunt—its dark counterpart or
antithesis—is the jeopardizer of lineage, a potential cause of the eradication of the family line.4°

6. Demarcation of Phases of the Narrative

The final issue to be addressed is this motif’s regular recurrence, especially in view of the
fact that the Sanskrit epics generally avoid the conspicuous reuse of thematic material. Yet again,
an element from the Satapatha Brahmana’s account of the assassination of Prajapati suggests an
underlying rationale for its repeated use. Though the description of the murder at SBr. 1.7.4.1-4
is shocking, more attention is actually paid in that narrative to its aftereffects than to the killing
itself. As described above in the section on the brahmanic versions, the description of the sex and
murder occupy only a scant three verses, while the rest of the narrative portion of the chapter is
dedicated to the gods’ repeated attempts at damage control (SBr. 1.7.4.5-9). The sons decide as a
group to kill Prajapati, but they pay the price for their transgression one at a time. One by one,
the killers try to “pacify” the fragment of their father’s flesh; one by one they suffer terrible
consequences, each time marked by the Satapatha Brahmana’s refrain of “it has not yet become
calmed/pacified” (no nvévitrasamat; SBr. 1.7.4.7, 8). It is not until Brhaspati, the preceptor of
the gods, gives it to Savitr for “impulsion” that “thenceforward it was pacified” (tato 'rvacinam
santam;, SBr. 1.7.4.8).

These proportions are to some degree reflected within the individual epic versions as
well: in each one, the killing is more important as a catalyst than as an event unto itself. But the
template can also be seen on the larger scale as encompassing the epic versions as a group. Just
as the sons of Prajapati repeat their attempts to pacify the flesh, in the epic variants, the divine
transgressions from the beginning of time are reenacted over and over again by ksatriyas, until
Krsna’s acceptance of his own killing and his forgiveness of the hunter who shot him brings the
final pacification.

The reuse/recurrence of the primal scene of murder aligns the epic narrative with Hindu
cosmology, reflecting the innate periodicity of the Hindu conception of time as an endless cycle
of kalpas (“eons”) each followed by pralaya (“dissolution”). This pattern is tightly bound to
Prajapati, who is often the first being to appear at the beginning of time (as at SBr. 2:2:4 or 6.1.1)
and has an enduring connection to the act and time of creation. Through his position as the
creator of beings and as the primordial sacrifice, his tale became synonymous with “beginning”
in the epics. By having principal figures re-perform this allegory from the beginning of time at
the outset of their stories, the epics ground themselves within this conception of cyclical time.
The scene establishes the epic narratives as a part of a template imposed at the onset of the eon,

49 Examining other episodes, Brodbeck (2016:71-86) does find a corresponding association between a
king’s progeny and well conducted hunting, concluding that “Success at hunting seems to give a king success in
getting a good heir, and wildness is glossed with a tendency not to give daughters away” (86). Even so, the
fundamental point holds that while the agnihotra is a low-risk, high-reward activity, in the epics, hunting is a high-
risk, and at best moderate-reward activity. Another connection between hunting, beginnings, and denial of offspring
occurs at the beginning of the Ramayana, with Valmiki’s curse upon the Nisada hunter for killing the male krausica
bird during mating at R. 2.13-14: the incident relates a sin committed while hunting that becomes the mythological
account of the origin of the sloka and results in the hunter being cursed with death.
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unavoidable, inevitable. Prajapati’s sons committed their crime and laid down a pattern for its
resolution: attempt, attempt, attempt, finally followed by appeasement. On the human scale, the
mortal heroes must recapitulate the crime over and over again until a divinity, Krsna, steps in to
impel a resolution, just as Savitr does for his brothers in the Satapatha Brahmana. In a perfect
reverse analogue to Prajapati’s creation, Prajapati has just finished the act of creating his divine
family, where Krsna has just finished ensuring the total destruction of his. In this final,
“backwards” presentation of the motif, the core of the tale remains intact (a person shoots a deer
who is actually a person), but illicit copulation is replaced with recumbent meditation; Krsna is
the blameless victim, where it is his killer who is unclean; and warrior-priest conflict collapses
upon itself within the persona of Krsna, both warrior and god. Finally, in contrast to the emphasis
on retribution throughout the epic versions, punishment is replaced by forgiveness, as Krsna,
having just orchestrated the slaughter of his kinsmen, forgives his own killer. The death of Krsna
brings about the end of the heroic age; the primal sacrifice from the beginning of time is
reenacted at the fin-de-siecle.

Conclusions

In the murdered body of Prajapati the sacrifice and the hunt merge (or revert to some
even more ancient shared significance), and the conflict between Prajapati and his sons as
expressed through the imagery of the deer and its hunters lays down an enduring pattern for
narrative interactions between brahmins and ksatriyas. Combining Hindu conceptions of the
sacrifice and cyclical time with warrior- and priestly-class tension and capitalizing on the strong
associations between brahmins, deer, and fatherhood, the murder of a person in deer form is used
to mark the pivot point between phases of a narrative or of time itself, and serves as a reminder
that the world of the epics is itself envisioned as a massive ritual of sacrifice. As a succession of
epic characters reenact the elements of the initial divine parricide, the story is revealed to play a
part in a larger program: just as Prajapati’s murder carries serious consequences for his divine
family, its human-sphere reenactments precipitate similarly seismic events. Each episode marks a
turning point in the narrative, an upheaval that takes much of the rest of the text to smooth out.
Much like the refrain at SBr. 1.7.4.7-8, “it has not yet become pacified” (no nvévatrasamat), as
the gods repeatedly find themselves unable to neutralize the piece of Prajapati’s dropped flesh,
the “pacification” required of—or exacted upon—the warrior-class heroes following each deer-
form murder leads to the formation of a corresponding cyclical/repetitive structure in the epic
narrative.

Stories and motifs are frequently duplicated and reused in epic literature, but rarely in
such an intentional and programmatic fashion; most significantly, the tale can produce this
resonance with only a palimpsest of the original pattern. The motif’s reduplication and
deployment in the text functions as a marker of every age’s ultimately relentless march towards
tragic degeneration, culminating in the version which marks the onset of the Kali Yuga. In every
phase, the ksatriya debt is reincurred, until it is finally appeased by the willing martyrdom of
Krsna. While every iteration of the tale adds differentiating features, the shared foundation is
clearly visible in all, aligning narrative with cosmology and imbuing the plotline with deep
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cosmological meaning. The “King Who Kills a Deer that Is Actually a Person” is an object
lesson in the way the tools of oral narrative can be used to reflect cosmological principles, and
the reuse of a theme can serve as a powerful tool in social and religious messaging.
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