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Aravinda : A modern Sage (Rsi and Muni)

Prof. Ganesh Umakant Thite

Vedic texts have attracted many scholars and philosophers in India and
abroad in ancient as well as in modern days. In Indian philosophy there are
two main types of schools: (1) Astika (2) Nastika. Astikas are those who
accept authority of Veda while Nastikas are those who deny this type of
authority. It can, however, be said that both these schools start their thinking
from the Vedas either by accepting or denying Vedas.

In ancient India there were two types of intellectual leaders: Rsi-s aud
Muni-s. While Rsi-s represented the activist, positive way of thinking. Muni-
s represented negativistic, denunciatory way of thinking. Rsi-s used to be
married men; Muni-s used to be unmarried, celibates. Rsi-s were violent,
Muni-s were non-violent. Rsi-s used to be non-vegetarians, Muni-s used to be
vegetarians. Rsi-s used to perform rituals like sacrifices (Yajfias), Muni-s
used to practice Yoga and forms of penance. Both these intellectual leaders,
however, used to be great scholars and used to preach their followers what to
do and what not to do. Sages like Vasistha, Visvamitra, etc. are called Rsi-s.
Panini, Katyayana, Pataiijali, Gautama Buddha, Mahavira, Narada, Durvasas
are called Muni-s. Yajfiavalkya, appears to be a Rsi in the first part of his life
and Muni in the later part of his life. The Asrama-system allows a man to
follow the teachings of Rsi-s as well of Muni-s in one's different parts of life.
The Muni-tradition can be also described as the Sramana-tradition or the
Yogi-tradition. Yogi-Aravinda, in his earlier part of life was a freedom-
fighter. But in his latter part of life he became a philosopher, Yogi and
spiritual leader. Thus in a specific sense Yogi Aravinda can be compared to
Yajnavalkya and can be called a modern sage i.e. a Rsi and Muni, in short an
intellectual and spiritual leader. But basically he was a scholar knowing many
languages like English, German, French, etc. and was aware of the scholarly,
philological studies on Veda. Still, he himself became a spiritual interpreter
of the Veda.

Incidentally let us discuss the etymological meanings of the words Rsi
and Muni. According to the etymology Rsi given in Nirukta this word is to be
derived from the root dra "to see" and the word rsi thus means "one who
sees" or "a seer". Many people translate the word rsi with the English word
"seer". But the etymology given by Nirukta is a folk-etymology and cannot
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be considered as scientific. The correct etymology of the word rsi is from the
root rs "to rush" and the word rsi would thus mean "one who goes forward
and thus is (an intellectual) leader". The real problem of etymology comes up
regarding the word Muni. No satisfactory etymology has been given in
connection with the word Muni. It is quite clear that the word Mauna, the
word monk etc. are directly connected with the word Muni. But how the
word Muni is to be derived is a very difficult question. According to my
opinion this word should be derived from the Dravidian word mun "front".
(Cp. the Dravidian Expression Dravida Munnetra Kalagham) and then the
word Muni will mean "one who is in front" i. e. "an intellectual leader". Thus
in short both these words (Rsi and Muni) signify the concept of intellectual
leadership. Yog Aravinda was both rsi and Muni, and thus a spiritual and
intellectual leader.

In the field of Vedic studies two books written by Yogi Aravinda are of
special importance: (1) On the Veda: Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondichery,
1956, and (2) Hymns to the Mystic Fire, Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondichery,
1946. The first book explains the Veda-Anschauung (Veda-View) of Sri
Aravinda. In the second there are texts and translations of the hymns
addressed to Agni in the Rgveda. Let us get an introduction to both these
works.

In the book on the Veda, Sri Aravinda discusses numerous problems
regarding the Veda. He clearly denies the theory of Aryan invasion and
argues that the evidences in support of this theory "are very scanty in quantity
and uncertain in their significance" (p. 30). He further says that "there is no
actual mention of any such invasion" (p.30). According to him the distinction
between Aryan and un-Aryan is rather cultural than racial (p.30). He does not
accept the science of comparative mythology or philology as decisive
sciences. He also does not support Maharsi Dayananda's way of
interpretation which helps us arrive at all scientific truths discovered by
modern research in the Veda (p.37). He prefers the psychological,
philosophical and spiritualistic interpretation materialistic to interpretation.
Thus for example, the words raye, rayi, radhas are generally understood in
the sense of "wealth". But according to Aravinda these words stand for
"spiritual felicity" (p.48). The words in connection with Yajfia ("sacrifice")
also should be interpreted in this way (p.49ff).

From this psychological, philosophical and spiritualistic point of view
Aravinda has studied numerous Vedic deities like Agni, Varuna, Mitra,
Asvins, Indra, Visvedeva-s etc. Similarly, he has discussed the topics like
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rivers, oceans, cows, Dawns, Angirasa-rsi-s, human ancestors, etc. In this
book there are translations of some hymns from the Rgveda. At the end there
is an essay on "The origin of Aryan Speech."

In the Book entitled "Hymns to the Mystic Fire" we read texts and
English translations of the hymns addressed to Agni. The translations have
described as esoteric. In the Foreword the author says: "These translations,
however, are not intended to be a scholastic work meant to justify a
hypothesis; the object of this publication is only to present them in a
permanent form for disciples and those who are inclined to see more in the
Vedas than a superficial liturgy and would be interested in knowing what
might be the esoteric sense of this ancient Scripture” (p. XXV). It is further
added that "this is a literary and not a strictly literal translation. But a fidelity
to the meaning, sense of the words and the structure of the thought has been
preserved" (p. XXV). The author accepts the fact that at many places there is
a "provisional rendering" (p.XXVI).

Yogt Aravinda was born on 15th of August 1872 and passed away on 5th
of December 1950. In his life of about 78 years he went through many
vicissitudes of life. He could have been a great academician. But in the latter
part of his life he became a Yogi, a spiritual and philosophical leader. In
modern India there have been three great Vedic scholars who have numerous
followers. The first and foremost was Maharsi Dayananda. He was a great
Sanskrit scholar of independent vision and founded Arya Samaja which has a
large number of followers in India (particularly in North India), as well as in
foreign countries. Pandit Madhusudan Ohja also was a great Sanskrit scholar
and produced a large literature on Veda. There is a chair in his name at the
University in Jodhpur. Yogi Aravinda also has a large number of followers.
These three scholars can be called modern Rsi-s and Muni-s. They have their
own mystic vision about Veda. In India scholars are not interested in
academic studies of the Western scholars and philologists nor do they know
anything about them. They are worshippers of Veda and followers of some
one of the three above mentioned sages. The study of the literature produced
by these spiritual leaders like Aravinda is useful in understanding the Veda-
Anschauung (Veda-vision) of the Indians in general and that of Yogi
Aravinda in particular.

Prof. Ganesh Umakant Thite
Retd. Prof., Centre of Advance Study in Sanskrit

S. B. P. University of Pune, Pune
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Some Medicinal Plants Mentioned in the Vedas:
A Religious and Cultural Observation

Dr. Arun Kumar Sharma
&

Dr. Rashmi Devi
INTRODUCTION

The earliest literature on Indian medical practice appeared during the
Vedic period in India. The ancient names of the science of medicine are
Ayurveda. Ayurveda is a holistic healing science which consists of two
words ayus and Veda. The term ayus means 'longevity' and Veda means
related to knowledge or 'science'. So the literary meaning of the term
Ayurveda is the complete knowledge for long life. This is science dealing not
only with treatment of some diseases but a complete way of life.

Herbal medicine is used in the Ayurvedic treatment. Herbal remedies are
more effective, safe and very popular among people even today. From the
vedic period medicinal plants have attracted considerable attention of man for
theircultural and religious sanctify.

The present paper is a modest attempt to deceminate information about o
some medicinal plants as mentioned in the Vedas and to ascertain the utility
ofthese trees from cultural and religious points of view.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology applied in this paper is both descriptive and analytical
in approach, based on primary and secondary data. For writing this paper
original works viz. Rgveda and Atharvaveda have been used as direct sources
ofdata collection. Necessary data from other sources also have been taken
intoaccount.

OBJECTIVES
The main objectives of this paper are:
(i) To show the reference of some vedic medicinal plants.

(i) To highlight the importance of medicinal plants from the cultural
and religious points of view.
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(iii) To search the need for conservation of plants.
ANALYSIS: Some Medicinal plants of Vedas

Bilva, Nyagrodha, Aévattha, Udumbara, Khadira, Palasa, Amravrksa,
Tulasi, Durba, Dhyanya, Tila, Vamsa, Haridra etc. are the some medicinal
plants of Vedas.

Importance of medicinal plants in the Cultural and Religious Points of
View

The wisdom of the past always helps us to look to the future with greater
confidence. Vedas are the most important resources of ancient Indian wisdom
and continue to influence the people. These are the basis works of Hinduism
with scientific foundations which are very relevant to religion and culture.
Various plants are used in different religious ceremonies. Likewise some
medicinal plants are also used in different rituals and cultural ceremonies.

The above mentioned trees absolutely necessary for Hindu worship of
different gods. Those trees are used as sacrificial wood for performing vedic
rituals in our society.

BILVA

The scientific name Bilva is Aegal marmelos In Assamese language, it is
known as Bel. Bilva is the trifoliate leaves. In the Atharvavedic texts we find
the reference of Bilva tree and its origin'.

The leaves of Bilva tree are deliberated as absolutely necessary for the
worship of different gods. Specially, for the worshipping of Lord Siva, the
Bilva's are used. Mainly the wood of Bilva tree is used for sacrifice. But to
some extent its branches are used the enclosing and kinding sticks, and a staff
is also made of this wood. Bilva tree is a medium sized thorny deciduous
glaborous tree. The fruit, bark, leaves, rind of the ripe fruit, flowers etc. the
all parts of the Bilva tree are used for medicinal purposes.

Bilva tree is the most important tree from the religious point of view.
This tree is the most suitable for sacrificial purpose. The wood of Bilva is
also used as sacrificial post or yiipa to which the sacrificial animal is tied up®.
Again in the Gautama Dharma Sttra and Asvalayana Grhya Siitra, it is said

1. AV, xx.136.15
2. A.S.S.,VIL1.15
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that during the ceremony of Upanayana, A boy of Brahmin family holds
Bilva or Palaéa staff.’

Udumbara, Khadira and Palasa

Udumbara, Khadira and Palasa are regarded as important medicinal
plants in the Atharvaveda Palasa* is also mentioned in the Satapatha-
Brahmana’.

The scientific name of Udumbara, Khadira and palasa are
Ficusglomerata, Acacia catechu and Butea frondosa respectively. It may be
mentioned here that parna tree mentioned in the Atharvaveda® is also known
as Palasa. These trees are deliberated as very sacred trees. Hence their
branches, twinges, woods and stalks were widely used in various sacraments
and rites. All these medicinal plants are used as sacrificial wood for
performing Vedic ritual inthe society. In the Apastmba Srauta Siitra’, it is
said that the wood of palasa or khadira is used as sacrificial post or yiipa to
which the sacrificial animal is tied up. During the ceremony of upanayana a
boy of Brahmin family holds palasa staff.?®

Nyagrodha and Asvattha

The scientific name of Nyagrodha and Asvattha are Ficus bengalensis
and Ficus religiosa. In Sanskrit, Nyagrodha is also known as vata and
Aévattha is also known as Srivrksa, peepul. In Assamese language,
Nyagrodha is called by the name Vat and Asvattha is called as Ahot.
According to Hindu mythology, these trees are sacred for the Hindus. In the
Rgveda and Atharvaveda, Nyagrodha and Agvattha are the important
medicinal plants. The Hindu society is considered these trees as the deities to
be worshippd. People worship these two trees in various religious vows and
rituals throughout the year as beneficial Gods’.

G.D.S,121;A.G.S,,1.19.13

AV, XIX. 31.1;111.6.1

Brahma vai palasah, S. B., XI11.8.4.1

A.V., XVIII, 4.53

A.S.S, VIL1.15
G.D.S,121,A.G.S,,1.19.13

RV, 1247, AV., 1V.V.37.4; VII.7.20, I11.6.1.
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In the Atharvaveda asvattha tree has been regarded as Devasadona'”.
Devasadana means abode of gods. The Rgveda has referred the importance
ofas

Agvatthe vo nisadanamparne vo vasatiskrta |
gobhaja itkilasatha yatsanavatha pirusam [

Asvattha is also considered as an eternal one in the Kathopanisad as
irdvamulo vaksakha eso svatthah sanatahah'™.

In the Puran as, A§vattha was also considered as an important tree. In the
later Vedic texts, AS$vattha has been regarded as Brahamataru i.e the
embodiment of knowledge and the great creator.

It has already been said that Ag$vattha is a medicinal tree. The roots
barks, leaves, shoots of A$vattha tree are used as medicine against many
diseases. Rabha, Hajong, Bodo, Kachart etc. Communities belief that every
part of thistree is the dwellings of the gods and the man who bows down to
this tree becomes virtuous and attains immortality

AMRAVRKSA

Among the medicinal plants Amravraksa is also one. The scientific name
of Amravrksa is Magniferindica. In the Atharvaveda Amravrksa is also
called Mahavrksa". For Hindu worship, the Amravrksas leaves, stem and
wood are invariably used. The tree Amravrksa is absolutely neeessary in all
religious ceremonies and cultural events. On the marriage day, the bride and
bridegroom are given mango buds i.e. Amramukula to take before marriage.
“Elderly ladies in the groom's family take the bride on their lap and feed milk
by sitting under a mango tree. For the marriage to be solemniged an altar is
made. Four pitches on the four sides of the altar with mango leaves and
coconut on it with a sacred thread tied around it are considered symbolically
as a good omen to the marital knot tied"*

10. Yatrasvattha nyagrodhah mahavrksahsikhandinah! Tatparetapsarasah
pratibuddha abhu -tanah |1 A.V.,1V.37.4 11
11. R.V,x.97.5

12. KU,IL3.1
13. AV,IV.374
14. Biswas, Mukta, Linkage of vedic lore with............ The North-East and the Vedic

Lore, P.20; Dept. Of Sanskrit, GU. 2012
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TULASI

Another important medicial plant is Tulasi (ocimum sanctum), Pavani,
and Subhagd. This medicinal plant is also used for worship. The Assamese
people consider TulasT as very seared. TulasT is an indispensable part of life
for the society. For worshipping Lord Visnu, the leaves of TulasI are affered.
The Assamese people put lamp near Tulasi tree every day in the evening
time. Throughout the month of Kartikeya, Assamese people offer this tree'e
leaves to Lord Visnu. In Assamese culture the use of Tulas is widespread in
marriage ceremony. For purification Tulast tree is used. TulasT's efficacy in
purifying all the elements of environment like land, water and air. In the day-
to-day household activities also tea tribe people of Assam use Guggula,
Tulasi, Sarsapa etc. as disinfectants. It may be mentioned here that poisonous
germs causing diseases that have been described as ghosts etc. in the
Atharvaveda are sought to be removed with the application of disinfectant
fumes of Tulas1, Guggula, Baja or Sarsapa etc.

Diirva, Dhanya and Haridra

Diirva is also one among the medicinal plants. Panicum dactylon is the
scientific name of Diirva. It is known as Dubaribon in Assamese language. In
the Rgveda'®, it is stated that Diirva is connected with such cult. In Assamese
society when a newly-wedded couple first enter into bridegroom's house they
are blessed with Diibaribon and Dhanya on them by the elders. The idea
behind uses of Diibaribon is that the newly married couple will possess good
race and prosperity'®.

Dhanya is related with fertility cult.

Haridra is known as Kaficani. In English Haridra is Turmeric. The
scientific name of Harida is Curcuma longa. In the Atharvaveda, it is found
that Haridra is also related with fertility cult.'” It is indispensable in Hindu
traditions and rituals. Use of Haridra is considered to be indispensable in the
marriage ceremony of Assamese society. Haridra is a part of the ritual that
bride and bridegroom are anointed with paste of turmeric.

15. RV, X. 16.13
16. Ibid, VI1.13.4
17. AV,1231
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VAMSA

In English language Vams$a is called Bamboo. In Sanskrit Vamsa is
known as kicaka, venu. According to the Atharvaveda,'® Varnsa is used to
cure fever cough and paralysis. A branch of Vamsa tree is used as symbolic
deity in Karam Puja which Puja is performed by tea tribe.

TILA

Among the Atharvavedic medicinal plants Tila is also one'’. The
scientific name of Tilla is sesamum indicum. Tila is a major source of food,
wine and oil. In ancient times, Till was treated as a royal treasure. During the
Vedic period, Tila was a sought after oil seeds for many a ritual. Especially
those connected with death and the dead. All religious ceremonies and social
occasions of Assamese society Tila is absolutely necessary. The Assamese
women prepare pithd and 1adu with Tila during the Bihu festival. (Especially
the Magh Bihu). The Assamese people also prepare various dishes with Tila.

TAMBULA

Betel-nut plays an important role in the life culture of the Assamese
society. In Assamese language, betel-nut is called Pan and Guvaka. It is also
known as Tamol. These two items are absolutely necessary in almost all
religious ceremonies and social occasions. These plants have some social
importance. It is a social custom to entertain a guest by offering a piece of
Pan and Tamol by every households of Assamese society including different
tribues of the North-East-Region. It was a prevailing custom that the guests
are invited with Pan and Tamol for attending a marriage ceremony.

Another important point is that nine plants are used for worshipping for
Goddess Dirga. The nine plants are called as Navapatrika. All the nine plants
present in the Navapatrikd are medicinal plants. Navapatrika is still in
practice in the North-East Region. Navapatrika are as follows:

Rambha kaccT haridra ca jayanti bilva dadimaul

Asokarih Manakari caiva dhanyafiea navapatrika 11%°

18. 1Ibid, IX.3.4
19. 1Ibid, I1.8.3
20 . Dargapuja Vidhi
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IMPORTANCE OF CONSERVATION OF PLANTS

We have discussed the utility of above mentioned trees in medical
science, culture and religion. So we should conserve these medicinal plants.
Conservation of plants has been an important issue in recent times. But yet
this issue is not completely successful. Industrialisation and urbanization are
causing degradation of environment, consequently the existence of many
species of plants have become threatened. In view of these, people should
concerned about conserving the plant world especially the medicinal plants.
So conservation of plants is considered as a thrust area of modern scientific
activities. Though we want to know our culture and religion yet we should try
conserve the plants.

CONCLUSION

Form the above discussion we can say that there are many more such
medicinal plants which bear connectivity with social and religious activities.
Itis revealed that the medicinal plants have their origin in the vedic texts have
deep-rooted connection with the religious and cultural lives of people.
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