JARROD L. WHITAKER

HOW THE GODS KILL: THE NARAYANA ASTRA EPISODE, THE

DEATH OF RAVANA, AND THE PRINCIPLES OF TEJAS IN THE
INDIAN EPICS

In a previous article, I demonstrated that tejas, or “fiery energy”, governs
the functioning of the divine weapons (divya astras) as they appear
in the two Indian epics.! The thrust of my argument (which I wish
to continue here) is that divine weapons are constructed from and
naturally embody the energy-substance fejas. More importantly, fejas
often needs to be controlled and the fundamental principle underlying
this process is that fejas is the active ingredient required to neutralize
itself.? Neutralization is affected by concerns of quantity and quality, for
example, mahatejas over alpatejas, and brahmatejas over ksatriyatejas.?
To kill opponents of superior energy, one must best their relative fejas.
Heroes thus acquire fejas to employ divine weapons successfully and
also for personal efficacy in battle. When uncontrolled the energy can
reach a critical mass and this can lead to devastating results. The loss
of potential tejas at a cosmological level causes the divine weapons to
be withdrawn from circulation.* The application of these principles is
evident throughout many divine weapon episodes, and the principles
of tejas resonate throughout both epics in many other episodes.

In the following paper, I will examine two divine weapon episodes
that are of utmost importance for the development and resolution of
the Mahabharata and Ramayana. In the first episode, the anti-hero
Agvatthaman nearly destroys the heroic Pandava brothers and Krsna
when he releases at them the cataclysmic Narayana astra. This episode
represents one of the few times in the entire Mahabharata when the
Kauravas could have achieved a decisive and outright victory. In the
second episode from the Ramayana, the human hero Rama slays the
demon lord Ravana, a task which the epic does not hesitate to call
impossible. This paper is thus primarily concerned with the motif of
theomachy, which occurs throughout the Mahabharata and Ramayana, as
gods, demons, and heroes are overcome, even when they have achieved
a state of invulnerability (avadhya). Likewise, as the following paper
will demonstrate, Krsna and Rama are at the forefront of employing
and avoiding the very methods for destroying beings of divine calibre. I
was previously unable to explore these episodes in any depth. I believe
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that without a detailed examination of them, one cannot fully appreciate
the narrative mechanics by which the epic poets create many of the
martial episodes. One must equally appreciate the underlying principles
governing fejas, for these principles play a crucial role in the outcome
of the narratives under discussion. It is my intention then to draw a
clearer picture of the narrative techniques and structures in the epics
whereby a god or demon can be threatened with death or eventually
slain. The best way to do this is through a detailed investigation of two
major episodes in both epics, the near destruction of the Pandavas by
the Narayana astra and Ravana’s death at the hands of Rama.

THE NARAYANA ASTRA EPISODE

The most graphic display of divine weapon combat occurs in a minor
episode of the Mahabharata entitled “The Release of the Narayana
Astra” (narayanastramoksaparvan: MBh.7.166—173). In contrast to
other divine weapons, which appear repeatedly throughout the epics,
the Narayana astra is featured only once. In one of the epic’s most
treacherous turns of events, Pandava Yudhisthira falsely informs Drona,
the brahman warrior and martial guru of both armies, of the death of his
son, Advatthaman. Believing his son to be dead, Drona gives up fighting
and is unlawfully slain by Dhrstadyumna. A§vatthaman vows to avenge
his father by employing the Narayana astra. According to the Critical
Edition, the Narayana astra, called the “ultimate weapon” (paramam
astram: MBh.7.166.44), was passed down from the deity Narayana to
Drona and Asvatthaman.’ The Narayana astra gives the wielder the
ability to produce showers of divine weapons (divyani sastravarsani),
and due to its very nature the wielder blazes with fejas in battle.® An
alternate account of the Narayana astra’s history (which appears in
several variant texts) reads:

The entire earth was deprived of the host of warriors by [Parasu-] Rama. With
this terrible astra, the warrior class was destroyed in a previous age. This astra
consisting of the tejas of Narayana, which extinguishes the fejas of [other] astras
was previously created by the mighty Visnu. When that great Asura, that Daitya
Hiranyaksa was destroyed, then the Narayana astra was indeed of old discharged
by Visnu, after destroying that great Daitya at the end of the Dvapara, O best of
kings. The astra was previously obtained by the great-souled Rama resorting to
tapas, propitiating the god of gods Visnu, the master of the three words. From him
[this astra], which cancels out all astras, reached Drona. And thus this great weapon
cannot be checked by anyone; this is the method for checking the Narayana astra,
O kings.

ramena prthivi sarva nihksatriyaganda krta anendastrena bhimena ksatram utsaditam
purda. yat tan narayanam tejah astratejahpramardanam. tad astram nirmitam
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purvam visnuna prabhavisnund. yada nipatito daityo hiranyakso mahasurah. tada
narayandstram hi parvasrstam hi visnund. tam nipatya mahadaityam dvaparante
nrpottama. ramena tapa asthaya labdham piirvam mahatmana. devadevam samaradhya
visnum tribhuvanesvaram. tasmad dronam anupraptam sarvastraprativaranam. tath-
aitad dhi mahasastram kena cin na nivaryate. narayandstrasya nrpa esa yogo nivarane

(MBh.7.170.40, 1401 1-12).

Although the versions differ as to who gave Drona the divine weapon,
an affinity is suggested between Narayana and Parasu-Rama as both
are closely associated with Visnu.” The claim that the divine weapon
cannot be “checked” (ni- \/vr-) is epic hyperbole, as will be shown
in the main episode. As I have pointed out elsewhere, this passage
confirms several important themes relating to divine weapon combat.?
Of most importance for the following argument is that when Narayana
gave his divine weapon he concurrently gave his fejas, which suggests
that a divya astra contains the tejas of the specific deity who presides
over it.

Before gifting his divya astra, Narayana adds a warning that the
Narayana astra never returns without killing an enemy, and that it could
even slay a person who was invulnerable (avadhya). He stipulates that
the divine weapon should not be used against warriors who are mortally
wounded, fleeing, throwing down weapons, imploring their enemies,
and seeking refuge, because it will seriously injure the wielder who
oppresses those who ought not to be slain (avadhyan) in battle.® After
his father’s death Asvatthaman becomes the sole possessor of the great
weapon, and vowing to slay all the Pandavas, he touches water and
the Narayana astra appears. The apocalyptic weapon invokes fierce
winds, thunder, and earthquakes, and the ocean and mountains tremble.
The sun darkens and carrion-eating demons descend from the sky. All
the assembled celestials and kings become terrified.!® Asvatthaman
directs the divya astra at the Pandava army, and although the divine
weapon’s presence severely affects nature, only in battle is its potential
horror fully realized. The divine weapon produces thousands of blazing
arrows, razor-edged discs and other fiery weapons that completely
envelop all the troops. And most horrifically, the more the Pandavas’
army fight against that astra, the more it increases in size.!! The situation
becomes so devastating that Yudhisthira admits defeat and orders his
troops to flee. However, Krsna immediately prohibits this action and
commands the army to quickly cast aside their weapons and dismount
from their elephants, horses, and war-chariots to the ground. He states
that this is the prescribed method (yogo ... vihitah: MBh.7.170.38) for
counteracting the astra, because it cannot kill an unarmed opponent on
the ground. He further confirms that the more the warriors battle the
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power of the astra, the more the Kauravas become powerful, and that
it will destroy anyone who would resist it, even mentally.'?
Bhimasena, the most belligerent Pandava, refuses to follow Krsna’s
command. He chastises his army and, according to a variant reading,
berates his brother Arjuna for his cowardice. Arjuna informs Bhima
that he has taken a vow by which he cannot use his own prized divine
weapon, the Gandiva bow, against the Narayana astra, cattle, and
brahmans.'® Ignoring both Krsna and Arjuna, Bhima proceeds to attack
Asvatthaman. Flaming arrows then cover Bhima, and when he resists
the Narayana astra, it increases in size. Deathly afraid, the entire army
throws their weapons to the ground, and all descend from their chariots,
elephants, and horses. As soon as they do this, the intense force of
the astra (astraviryam vipulam) then assails Bhima’s head,'* and; “All
creatures, especially the Pandavas, cried in pain and anger as they saw

Bhimasena overwhelmed by the tejas [of the astra].”!> The episode
continues at length:

After seeing Bhimasena completely covered by the astra, Dhanamjaya [Arjuna]
enveloped him with the Varuna [astra or “Water-weapon”] in order to counteract
the tejas. Nobody saw him covered by the Varuna astra because of the dexterity of
Arjuna, and because he was covered with fejas. Encompassed by the astra of Drona’s
son, Bhima, garlanded in flames, with his horses, driver, and chariot, became very
difficult to observe, like fire cast in fire. Just as the stars fly towards the western
mountain at the end of the night, O king, in that same way arrows flew towards the
chariot of Bhimasena. Indeed, Bhima, his chariot, horses, and driver enveloped by
Drona’s son, disappeared into the midst of the fire, O sire. Just as fire, after burning
the entire universe with everything in it at the appointed time, would return to the
mouth of the Eternal One, in that same way the astra enveloped Bhima. And the
tejas that entered him could not be discerned in any way, just as a fire entered the
sun or as the sun entered a fire.'® After seeing the astra thrown all around the chariot
of Bhima; and Drauni [A$vatthaman] unopposed and enhanced in battle; [and also
after seeing] all the troops of the Pandus with weapons cast aside; and those great
charioteers led by Yudhisthira with faces turned away out of despair; then, Arjuna
and Vasudeva [Krsna] both possessing great splendour quickly jumped down from
their chairot, and the two heroes ran towards Bhima. After penetrating the tejas,
which originates from the power of the astra of Drona’s son, then by magic those
two very powerful ones entered into it. Thus, the fire born of the astra did not burn
the two with weapons cast aside, due to employing the Varuna astra, and due to
the virility of Krsna and Arjuna. Thereupon, Nara [Arjuna] and Narayana [Krsna]
forcibly overpowered Bhima and all his weapons in order to neutralize the Narayana
astra. The great charioteer Kaunteya [Bhima] while being dragged away began to
roar aloud, and that fierce astra of Drauni, which was very difficult to overcome,
increased in size. Vasudeva spoke to him, “How is it, O son of Pandu, that although
forbidden you do not desist from battle, O Kaunteya? If these sons of Kaurava could
be conquered by a fight, then, we would fight here and so too these bulls of men.
But all of your men have, indeed, descended from their chariots, and because of this
you must step away quickly from your chariot, O Kaunteya.” Having said this, Krsna
caused him to descend to the ground from his chariot, and breathing heavily as an
elephant, [Bhima] possessed eyes that were red with fury. When he was brought



HOW THE GODS KILL 407

down from his chariot and made to lay aside his weapon on the ground, then, the
Narayana astra, which burns enemies, was neutralized. Thus, when that unbearable
tejas was neutralized by this action, all the directions and regions became clear,
favourable winds blew, and the wild beasts and birds were soothed. The warriors
and their mounts rejoiced, O lord of men. Then, when that fierce tejas was driven
away,17 O Bharata, Bhima being sensible shone like the sun that has risen at the
end of the night.

bhimasenam samakirnam drstvastrena dhanamjayah, tejasah pratighatartham
varunena samavrnot. nalaksayata tam kas cid varundstrena samvrtam, arjunasya
laghutvdac ca samvrtatvac ca tejasah. sasvasitaratho bhimo dronaputrastrasamvrtah,
agnav agnir iva nyasto jvalamalt sudurdrsah. yatha ratriksaye rajan jyotimsy astagirim
prati, samapetus tatha bana bhimasenaratham prati. sa hi bhimo rathas casya hayah
sitas ca marisa. samvrta dronaputrena pavakantargatabhavan. yatha dagdhva jagat
krtsnam samaye sacaracaram, gacched agnir vibhor asyam tathastram bhimam
avrnot. siuryam agnih pravistah syad yatha cagnim divakarah, tatha pravistam
tat tejo na prajinayata kim cana. vikirnam astram tad drstva tatha bhimaratham
prati, udiryamanam draunim ca nispratidvamdvam ahave. sarvasainyani pandiinam
nyastasastrany acetasah, yudhisthirapurogams ca vimukhams tan mahdarathan.
arjuno vasudevas ca tvaramanau mahadyuti, avaplutya rathad virau bhimam
adravatam tatah. tatas tad dronaputrasya tejo ’strabalasambhavam, vigahya tau
subalinau mayayavisatam tada. nyastasastrau tatas tau tu nadahad astrajo 'nalah,
varundastraprayogdac ca viryavattvac ca krsnayoh. tatas cakrsatur bhimam tasya
sarvayudhani ca, narayandstrasantyartham naranarayanau balat. apakrsyamanah
kaunteyo nadaty eva maharathah, vardhate caiva tad ghoram drauner astram sudur-
Jjayam. tam abravid vasudevah kim idam pandunandana, varyamano ’pi kaunteya
yad yuddhan na nivartase. yadi yuddhena jeyah syur ime kauravanandanah, vayam
apy atra yudhyema tatha ceme nararsabhah. rathebhyas tv avatirndas tu sarva eva
sma tavakah, tasmat tvam api kaunteya rathat turnam apakrama. evam uktva tatah
krsno rathad bhitmim apatayat, nihsvasantam yatha nagam krodhasamraktalocanam.
yadapakrstah sa rathan nyasitas cayudham bhuvi, tato narayandstram tat prasantam
Satrutapanam. tasmin prasante vidhina tada tejasi duhsahe, babhitvur vimalah sarva
disah pradisa eva ca. pravavus ca siva vatah prasanta mrgapaksinah, vahanani ca
hrstani yodhas ca manujesvara. vyapodhe ca tato ghore tasmims tejasi bharata,
babhau bhimo nisapaye dhiman sirya ivoditah (MBh.7.171.1-22).

Duryodhana, the king of the Kauravas and supreme antagonist of the
Mahabharata, voices his frustration to Asvatthaman about the divine
weapon’s failure, and commands him to invoke it again. A§vatthaman
informs the king that the Narayana astra cannot return, nor be invoked
twice, because it will destroy the wielder.!® Undaunted, Duryodhana
accepts the divine weapon’s failure, and praises Asvatthaman as the
best of those who know astras (astravid-), and finally urges him to
employ other divine weapons to defeat the Pandavas.!

A MORE DETAILED EXPOSITION OF THE NARAYANA ASTRA AND THE
CONCEPT OF TEJAS

It is obvious that the leitmotif of the whole Narayana astra episode is
the danger posed by the Narayana astra’s tejas. What I want to do now
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is examine the episode by focusing on the role of fejas. The primary
concern of Krsna and Arjuna is to neutralize the fejas of the divine
weapon. They have to actively deal with the Narayana astra’s tejas,
before making Bhima conform to the prescribed method. Firstly, Arjuna
releases the Varuna astra or “Water-weapon” for the specific purpose
of neutralizing the Narayana astra’s own tejas.”® The Varuna astra is
often employed as a counter weapon against fire (agni) itself, or the
Agneya astra (“Fire-weapon”). At a more refined level, because tejas
is required to neutralize fejas, Arjuna employs the Varuna astra’s own
watery tejas to quench the fejas of the Narayana astra. That it was not
entirely successful indicates that the fejas of the Narayana astra was
superior to the tejas of water. I will return to this point shortly.

The Narayana astra’s relationship with tejas does not end here. It
is stated that the more the warriors fight against the divine weapon the
more it increases in size (vi- /vrdh-: MBh.1.170.21). Furthermore,
when Bhima resists the astra it increases in size “like a fire fanned by the
wind” (yathagnir aniloddhatah: MBh.7.170.57): a subtle metaphorical
reference to Bhima as the son of the wind god Vayu. Additionally,
it increases in size when Bhima roars in anger at being restrained by
Krsna and Arjuna.?! None of these examples explicitly relate to tejas,
and there no other indications that the divine weapon could be swelling
with the energy.

A corresponding line states that any warrior who fights against
the power (bala-) of the Narayana astra causes the Kuru army to
become more powerful (balavattara-: MBh.7.170.40), that is, the soldiers
increase in power (bala). This could merely be suggesting that as one
army is destroyed, then the other army gains the advantage. However,
tejas originates from the power of the astra (tejo ’strabalasambhavam:
MBh.7.171.11). Thus, the above statements could actually mean that
when the Narayana astra is fought against, it increases in size and
causes the wielder (and his troops) to increase with tejas.> When the
Narayana astra is first given it is stated that the wielder will “blaze with
tejas in battle”.?* The suggestion is not that the wielder will be injured
by the divine weapon’s fiery energy, but that his fejas will increase.
Beyond the original gift of the astra, there is no indication from where
the tejas originates that energizes the wielder.?’

By employing the principles of tejas the Narayana astra episode
can be further interpreted. I have argued elsewhere that the Narayana
astra is increasing in size due to absorbing the fejas of its victims.26
This same principle is seen when Siva swells (vi- \/vrdh-) due to an

intake of tejas from Arjuna’s divine weapons.?’ Similarly, Nahusa is
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given a very rare boon (sudurlabham varam) whereby he can steal
(@- \/da-) the tejas of any being simply by looking at them.?® This
ability has the most devastating effect, as Nahusa gains so much fejas
that he oppresses the gods.?’ Nahusa loses all his energy when his
foot touches the head of a brahman, and the former’s tejas discharges
into the latter.®® Similarly, Bhisma takes (a- \/da-) the tejas of his
opponents in battle, as does Drona and Krsna.3! The sun is said to take
the rejas of creatures (samupa- +/da-) by means of its own tejas, and
then restores it again (vi- /srj-).’> In the Narayana astra episode, it
seems that Asvatthaman has a symbiotic relationship with the divine
weapon, as it transports fejas back to him and causes his own energy
to swell. However, in the same way that the priest acts as a figurative
earth (read: ground) for Nahusa’s energy, the literal earth poses a threat
to the Narayana astra. The measures taken to neutralize the Narayana
astra pertain to this process, and will be accounted for in the following
analysis.

THE PRESCRIBED METHOD (VIHITA YOGA) FOR NEUTRALIZING THE
NARAYANA ASTRA

The Narayana astra episode can be analyzed by examining the prescribed
method (vihita yoga) for countering the divine weapon. This will paint
a clearer picture of the exact actions taken to neutralize the Narayana
astra’s tejas. Normally a divine weapon of relatively equal energy is
employed to neutralize another divine weapon. However, because the
danger posed by the tejas is on such a cataclysmic scale it requires a
unique method of countering.

The Varuna astra is employed only as a temporary measure to aid
Bhima. Even though the “Water-weapon” does not counter the Narayana
astra, it seems to hold it in check for a short period, thus buying the two
heroes time to subdue Bhima. While the Narayana astra is ultimately
more powerful, the Varuna astra’s watery tejas impedes, rather than
absorbs, the former divine weapon, and due to this the latter is in turn
not absorbed.

My interpretation here can be confirmed by another episode in the
Mahabharata that employs a similar watery theme. To kill the demon
Dhundhu, Visnu’s fejas enters and invigorates Kuvalasva,®* causing the
warrior to swell (@-/pyai-) with Narayana-tejas.>* This line highlights
the identity between Visnu and Narayana, and the fact that they embody
the same tejas. Because Dhundha slept beneath a desert, Kuvalasva’s
twenty-one thousand sons had to dig him up. Finding Dhundhu blazing
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with tejas like the sun, the king’s sons attack him. Dhundhu vomits
fire from his mouth and his tejas incinerates the king’s sons.® The text
continues:

When they had been burnt by the fire of his anger, O best of Bharatas, then Kuvalasva,
that protector of the earth, who possessed great tejas, approached the great spirited
one who had been woken up and who was like another Kumbhakarna. Much water
flowed from [Kuvalasva’s] body, O great king; thus that fejas [the fiery breath of
Dhundhu] was absorbed by the king as watery [tejas], O king, and as a yogin does
with his yoga, he [Kuvalagva] neutralized the fire with water. Thereupon, for the
security of all worlds, the king burnt the ferociously strong Daitya with the Brahma
astra, O best of Bharatas.

tesu krodhagnidagdhesu tada bharatasattama, tam prabuddham mahatmanam
kumbhakarnam ivaparam, asasada mahatejah kuvalasvo mahipatih. tasya vari maharaja
susrava bahu dehatah, tadapiyata tat tejo [rajina] varimayam nrpa, yogi yogena
vahnim ca Samayam dsa varind.>® brahmdastrena tada raja daityam kriirapardakramam,
dadaha bharatasrestha sarvalokabhayaya vai (MBh.3.195.26-28).

Clearly the principles of tejas are at work in this myth, as the king
“absorbs” or “drinks” (/pa-) Dhundhu’s zejas by the medium of his
own watery (varimaya) tejas. It will be recalled that the tejas of water
is more powerful than the tejas of fire,>’ thus Kuvalasva’s perspiration
neutralizes Dhundhu’s fiery breath.

To return to the Narayana astra, like the aforementioned episode, the
Varuna astra in a sense acts as a barrier rather than an immediate counter
weapon. While Kuvalasva completely quells the demon’s inferior fiery
tejas, the Varuna astra is only able to hold the more powerful Narayana
astra in check for a short time. This is evident from the way Arjuna
employs the Varuna astra, as the text states that no one can see Bhima
because it covers him, and thus the warrior is enveloped in fejas from
both divine weapons.®” It seems Arjuna is trying to augment Bhima’s
own fejas by coating him in watery fejas, which will temporarily resist
the onslaught of the more powerful astra, but like a fire-jacket that only
protects one from immediate heat, it will not counter the inferno.*
During the temporary respite Bhima is extracted from the Narayana
astra’s tejas — but the problem still remains.

The prescribed method for counteracting the out of control divine
weapon is first communicated by Narayana and enforced by his coun-
terpart Krsna. It can be presented in summary while employing Bhima
as the example of what happens if the method is not obeyed. The
prescribed method goes as follows; (1) the warriors must dismount
from their elephants, horses, and chariots; (2) they place their weapons
on the ground, because the divine weapon cannot kill an unarmed
warrior; and (3) they must refrain from attacking the astra even with
their minds as the divine weapon could still afflict them. It is only after
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all warriors cast aside their weapons and dismount from their vehicles
that the divine weapon’s tejas focuses on Bhima, and proceeds to penet-
rate into his head. Bhima roars in anger at being forcibly removed from
combat, which can obviously be interpreted as mental resistance, and
thus causes the divine weapon to increase in size. This is the foremost
concern of Arjuna and Krsna, who, after seeing the astra increasing in
size when fought against, drag Bhima off his chariot to the ground and
disarm him. It is only when Bhima finally conforms to the prescribed
method (i.e., unarmed, descended from his chariot, mentally calmed,
and on the ground) that the astra’s tejas is neutralized and driven away.

At first glance the prescribed method resembles many of the restric-
tions of honourable combat (ksatradharma); for example, one should
only fight with another similarly armed, one should not kill a soldier
who is already in combat with another or who has fled from the combat
or who is unarmed or unprepared, and one should not harm non-
combatants.*! However, the first indication that the divine weapon is
not following the laws of combat is contained in Narayana’s initial
warning.*? Drona is informed that the divine weapon never returns
without killing, and would even slay a person who is not considered a
proper target (avadhya). Several categories of combatants are then listed
to remind Drona that, although the divine weapon can destroy them,
to kill them is a dharmic infringement upon the wielder as they are
“protected” by ksatradharma. It is thus the warrior’s duty to follow the
laws of combat and to restrict the divine weapon’s target options. This
is further illustrated when Krsna prohibits Yudhisthira’s order for all the
troops to flee the battlefield, because the astra will still be effective and
attack any fleeing combatant. Krsna confirms that the divine weapon
is not going to obey ksatradharma. Since the Narayana astra is not
subject to ksatradharma, then Krsna must be dealing with the divine
weapon in a different way.*? It is only by following Krsna’s method
that the tejas is neutralized, which suggests that instead of subjecting
the astra to some kind of moral code, Krsna is deliberately dealing
with its energy source.

THE PRESCRIBED METHOD IN LIGHT OF THE PRINCIPLES OF TEJAS

An ulterior motive is revealed when the prescribed method is examined
in light of the principles of fejas. When Krsna tells the warriors to
step down their chariots to the ground, disarm themselves, and calm
their violent thoughts he is cutting off the Narayana astra’s access to
any forms of fejas — its intrinsic fuel source. Without any fejas, which
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is central for it to function in battle, the astra has to withdraw from
combat and return to A$vatthaman. This can be demonstrated by asking
the question: where does the fejas come from the Narayana astra is
able to leach?

Firstly, chariots and the various paraphernalia associated with them
are sources of fejas. In battle they are said to constantly blaze with
the energy.** Due to their inherent tejas, chariots function as active
neutralizers of divine weapons. For example, in one of Arjuna’s battles
with divine creatures, the hero states:

“Thereupon, sixty thousand chariots belonging to the wrathful ones who were eager
to battle with me jointly circled me, O Bharata, and I blew them apart with sharpened
arrows that were trimmed with vulture feathers, and they fell back in battle like the
ocean’s waves. Thinking that they were unable to be defeated by a human in battle,
I thereupon employed all my astras in succession. Then those thousands of chariots
belonging to the excellent warriors gradually counteracted my divya astras”.

tato rathasahasrani sastis tesam amarsinam, yuyutsinam maya sardham paryav-
artanta bharata. tan aham nisitair banair vyadhamam gardhravajitaih, te yuddhe
samnyavartanta samudrasya yathormayah. neme Sakya manusena yuddheneti pracintya
vai, tato "ham anupiirvyena sarvany astrany ayojayam. tatas tani sahasrani rathanam
citrayodhinam, astrani mama divyani pratyaghnan sanakair iva (MBh.3.170.30-33).

In a similar episode the potential danger involved in this process is
averted by Arjuna’s charioteer Krsna. Krsna makes Arjuna dismount from
his chariot and promptly follows him, for as soon as Krsna dismounts,
the chariot is consumed by fire.*> Arjuna asks for an explanation and
the deity replies:

“This [chariot] was previously burnt by diverse kinds of astras, O Arjuna. It was
not destroyed because I remained on it in battle, O scorcher of foes! But it is now
consumed by fire and destroyed by the fejas of Brahma astras; only when you
obtained your goals was it abandoned by me, O Kaunteya.”

astrair bahuvidhair dagdhah piirvam evayam arjuna, madadhisthitatvat samare na
visirnah paramtapa. idanim tu visirno 'yam dagdho brahmastratejasa, maya vimuktah
kaunteya tvayy adya krtakarmani (MBh.9.61.18-19).

According to the principles of fejas, Krsna has to exercise his own
tejas to neutralize the divine weapons.*¢ It is important to remember
that gods are subject to the natural laws (dharma) of the universe, and
thus there is no reason to believe that Krsna is any different. It is fair
to assume that Krsna neutralizes the Brahma astras by containing them
within himself — the same method Siva employs. Magnone concurs
when he writes of the epic period, “tejas appears as a self-standing
universal energy independent of the Lord, and obeying its own intrinsic
laws, with which the Lord has himself to cope.”*” However, the chariot
is still destroyed, and indicates that the process is not totally successful,
as if the deity is barely able to contain the excess, and when he steps
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to the ground the fejas is unleashed — like a dam swelling to the point
of overflow and then opening its flood gates so as not to burst.*® Thus,
chariots play an active role in neutralizing divine weapons, yet due
to their inherent energy also act as potential sources of fejas for the
Narayana astra’s superior tejas to leach.*

Secondly, the Narayana astra can acquire the fejas inherent in
the warriors’ normal weapons (Sastras), armour and other battle
paraphernalia. This point is evident throughout both the epics in
numerous passages.>’

Thirdly, as is apparent from several of the myths already encountered,
anger in its multiple expressions is one of the primary emotions associ-
ated with tejas.>! According to Ayurveda, a person who has an imbalance
of the pitta dosa or who is closely associated with it (ksatriyas) is said
to have a violent, aggressive, and angry demeanour.>? The pitta dosa
further plays a role in visual perception, physical beauty, emotional
stability, and mental lucidity. The energy-substance of the pitta dosa is
none other than rejas.>®> Bhima’s expression of anger at being removed
from the combat will have further manifested his tejas, causing the
divine weapon to increase, and, furthermore, any violent thoughts from
the warriors will produce the vital fuel needed for aggregation.’* Hence,
Krsna’s warning not to resist the astra, even mentally. The warriors thus
remove external sources of tejas (chariots, weapons, and anger) that can
provide the divine weapon with further energy. In a sense, the warriors
are making themselves as unwarrior-like as possible, in an attempt to
cut off the divine weapon’s fuel source and to protect themselves from
destruction. The double meaning of avadhya as “invulnerable”, on one
hand, and an “improper target”, on the other, seems to be fully played
on here.

Lastly, the ground plays a very central role in the neutralization of
divine weapons, by channeling the energy like any modern electrical
“earth”, and acting as a kind of super capacitor of tejas. Earth is
considered one of the primary sources of fejas. When all the gods
are unable to neutralize Siva’s fejas, the earth controls and contains
it In the inanimate world, minerals and metals are also sources of
tejas, and exist in a structured hierarchy: from gold (kanicana, hiranya),
the most refined, through silver (raupya), copper (tamra), black-iron
(karsnayasa), tin (tripu), and lead (sisaka), the least refined.>® Due to
its vast superiority kings are advised against standing on the ground
barefoot or their tejas will discharge into it.>’ At Ram.6.14—15, Varuna
refuses Rama safe passage across his waters, so Rama attacks the Ocean
with arrows that blaze with fejas, and according to several variants he
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finally invokes the Brahma astra.”® At this point, Varuna placates Rama
and promises him safe passage across his waters. After the quarrel,
Rama asks Varuna at what region can he release the divine weapon. The
imperative is recognized, for the astra must be checked by a source
capable of neutralizing its fejas. Thus, Rama is told to discharge it
into the ground. Interestingly, it seems that once a divine weapon is
manifested it must be released.”® Being a predominant source of fejas,
the earth is quite capable of performing the task at hand. Varuna tells
Rama to release the divine weapon in an area where impure creatures
drink his waters, and thus he kills two birds with one stone, so to speak.
The Brahma astra causes considerable damage and due to this Rama,
in a divine twist, grants the region a boon of prosperity and fecundity.®

Although the disaster is avoided by a divine boon, an astra can still
cause a lot of damage if released upon the earth, but will in turn be
contained and neutralized by it. It is for this reason that the Narayana
astra cannot kill someone unarmed on the ground, for contact with the
earth, acting as a “lightning-rod”, will neutralize the divine weapon’s
energy.

To summarize, the Narayana astra is countered, first by removing
any potential fuel sources that allow it to increase in size and continue to
threaten the Pandava army, and second, by being subjected to a greater
energy source — namely the earth — which is capable of containing
and neutralizing its rogue energy. It is only through Krsna’s intimate
knowledge of the way the divine weapon operates that the Pandavas
are saved from near destruction: This seems especially true given the
fact that the deity is referred to as Narayana in the episode.

Krsna’s ability to neutralize divine weapons (rather than instigate the
methods to neutralize them) raises an interesting question: why does he
not counter the Narayana astra in the same way that he counters the
Brahma astras that threatened Arjuna’s chariot? In brief, the Narayana
astra is closely connected with Krsna through his association with the
deity Narayana, and it may be that a god’s own divine weapon is the one
thing that can destroy him. This is illustrated by Asvatthaman’s request
for Krsna’s Sudarsana discus, whereby Asvatthaman offers Krsna his
own Brahmasiras astra in return. The deity obliges A§vatthaman, but
he is unable to even lift the divine weapon.®! After Asvatthaman’s
failed attempt Krsna asks him why he required the Sudarsana discus.
Agvatthaman replies:

“After offering worship to your honour, I certainly intended to fight you, O Krsna.
For this reason your discus that is worshipped by Devas and Danavas was solicited.
I tell you the truth, O eternal one, I would have become invincible! Having failed to
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gain my extraordinary desire from you, O Kesava, I will take leave. You must speak
auspiciously to me, O Govinda! This well-centred discus is held by you, who are a
bull of the Vrsnis with this irresistible discus; there is none other on earth who can
possess it!”

prayujya bhavate piijam yotsye krsna tvayety uta. tatas te prarthitam cakram
devadanavapujitam, ajeyah syam iti vibho satyam etad bravimi te. tvatto 'ham
durlabham kamam anavapyaiva kesava, pratiyasyami govinda Sivenabhivadasva
mam. etat sunabham vrsninam rsabhena tvaya dhrtam, cakram apraticakrena bhuvi
nanyo 'bhipadyate (MBh.10.12.35¢-38).

Agvatthaman tries unsuccessfully to gain the Sudarsana discus from
the avatara Krsna. The impetuous brahman-warrior does this for one
reason only: to slay the deity outright. A§vatthaman’s attempt to murder
Krsna with the deity’s own divine weapon must be taken seriously;
that is, Advatthaman’s actions display a real concern for killing the god
and an understanding of now it may be accomplished. His behaviour
does not appear to be a foolish act of ignorance. It is only by obtaining
Krsna’s own divine ewapon that Asvatthaman could have succeeded
in this theomachy, even though the brahman is said to possess the
Brahmasiras astra — a divine weapon equated with both the Brahma
astra and the Pasupata astra. The implication is clear: to kill a god
one needs that very god’s divine weapon, or correspondingly, access to
that god’s fejas.5? It could be for this reason that Krsna did not directly
deal with the dreaded Narayana astra, for it was made from his divine
counterpart’s tejas.®

In contrast, in the Vaisnava astra episode Krsna actively counters
one of his own divine weapons, but it is done in a unique way.** During
a fight with Arjuna, King Bhagadatta releases the Vaisnava astra:

Wounded, but still unperturbed, the fierce one raised up the Vaisnava astra, and
released his elephant-hook, after inspiring it with mantras, at the breast of the
Pandava. That all-slaying astra released by Bhagadatta, however, Kesava [Krsna]
received on his breast after shielding Partha. Then, that astra turned into a triumphal
garland on Kesava’s breast.

viddhas tathapy avyathito vaisnavastram udirayan, abhimantryankusam kruddho
vyasrjat pandavorasi. visrstam bhagadattena tad astram sarvaghatakam, urasa
pratijagraha partham samchadya kesavah. vaijayanty abhavan mala tad astram
kesavorasi (MBh.7.28.16—18a).

Arjuna questions Krsna’s actions as the deity promised never to
interfere in combat. Krsna explains that he gave the divine weapon to
the demon Naraka, making him invulnerable (avadhya-: MBh.7.28.28),
and it was passed from Naraka to Bhagadatta. No one in the universe
is invulnerable to it, not even Indra or Rudra.%> Ever pragmatic, Krsna
breaks his promise and neutralizes the divine weapon.

However, the way Krsna counters the divine weapon is not with
another astra, nor does he contain it within himself like Siva. He
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transforms the missile into a garland. Rather than let a functional
instrument of battle strike him, the deity changes the divine weapon
into the least deadly of objects — a flower. Krsna neither neutralizes or
contains the divine weapon in a strict sense (the two being virtually
synonymous), but alters the divine weapon by taking away its sharpness;
and fejas itself derives from the root \/#ij-, meaning “to be sharp”.
Whether Krsna is remaining faithful to his promise of non-combatancy
during the Narayana astra episode, or is threatened by his own divine
weapon, the episode itself has provided one of the most interesting
displays of divine weapon combat. The principles of tejas are being
adhered to both explicitly and implicitly throughout the whole episode,
and their consistency further highlights the significance of the principles
themselves. However, without an understanding of the relationship
between the divine weapons and the concept of fejas, none of the
actions taken to neutralize the divine weapon could have been depicted.
Extreme measures are taken to counter the Narayana astra, and although
unrivalled in divine weapon combat, they nevertheless follow a reliable
thematic pattern seen in other divine weapon episodes.®® As we will
see, many of the principles already encountered are clearly visible in
the Ramayana and relate directly to Rama’s ability to slay Ravana.
They have been alluded to in the cogent work of one scholar, yet need
further elaboration for a complete understanding of the epic narratives.

THE BRAHMA ASTRA, RAMA, AND THE DEATH OF THE DEMON LORD
RAVANA

It has been said that the first and last books of the Ramayana are later
interpolations, due to the fact that only in these two books is Rama
(the hero of the epic) said to be the divine incarnation of the great
god Visnu. During the middle five books Rama is said to be a mere
human (manusa), never displaying his divine nature, as he blunders
through much of the epic like a mere mortal would. On the contrary,
in his article “The Divine King in the Indian Epic”, Sheldon Pollock
has shown that the divinity of Rama is an integral component of the
whole story.®” He has done this by examining the boon that Rama’s
arch-enemy, the demon lord Ravana, obtains from the god Brahma. The
boon protects the demon (raksasa) from being slain by any creature in
the universe, except humans (manusa), who are omitted from the list of
creatures. It is suggested that Ravana did not include humans because
he thought of them simply as food.®® The boon itself, and references
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to it, appears throughout the whole epic.®” Here is one example of the
boon:

It was he who long ago in the great forest had practiced asceticism for ten thousand
years, and unfliched offered up his own heads to the Self-existent Brahma. It was
he who had no longer to fear death in combat with any beings — gods, danavas,

gandharvas, pisacas, birds or serpents — any beings but man (Ram.3.30.17-18).7

Pollock argues that to by-pass the boon Rama has to be some kind
of god-man; “Not a god, since the gods have become, so to speak,
contractually impotent; nor yet a man, men being constitutionally
impotent ...””! To quote Pollock at length:

To my mind it implies that we cannot here be dealing with the simple story of a
mortal hero, however powerful he may be, struggling with and overcoming a demonic
creature ... For had that been the conception of the composer of the Ramayana, there
would have been no reason whatever to include, as a constituent component of the
story, the motif of the boon. This has no other purpose that I can conceive of than
to “problematize” the human dimension of the hero ... the boon-motif necessarily
raises questions about the nature of the hero that need never and would never have
been raised unless his nature were itself meant to be offered as matter for speculation,
interrogation, and wonder. Everywhere the poem indicates that Ravana’s assessment
of man was the correct one. We are continually being reminded how impossible it is
that a man should slay Ravana and the other raksasas, and thus, at the same time,

we are being invited to conclude how improbable it is that Rama is indeed a man.”

Pollock goes on to suggest that Rama is not a mere human, but
some kind of intermediate being — a “divine human” or “mortal god”
— who is able to transcend both realms of existence. Pollock equates
Rama’s nature with several other myths involving divine boons that
protect demons from being killed. In general it is the deity Visnu who
is called upon to save the day. For example, to get around a boon that
protects a demon even from humans, Visnu incarnates himself as a
therianthropic half-man half-lion (narasimha), thus being able to slay
the demon. Likewise, the human king Kuvalasva is required to slay the
demon Dhundhu who obtained a boon of invulnerability from Brahma
— humans once again being unwisely excluded. Kuvalasva can only
slay the demon, as Pollock points out, by being infused with Visnu’s
own fejas.”® Thus, Pollock suggests that like the Kuvalasva myth Rama
is “transformed into the engine of destruction” by his association with
the deity Visnu.”* Moreover, while equating Rama’s divine ability to
kill Ravana with this epic motif, Pollock concludes;

I hope that the primary thrust of these different versions of the same basic motif has
now begun to make itself felt. The catalogue of the boon does not imply that the

slayer can be merely a creature that has been inadvertantly omitted from the list. If
explicitly excluded, he must then be charged with some divine potency; if not (and
this amounts to much the same thing), he must be an altogether new being ..."”
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Pollock’s primary argument that the divinity of Rama is central to
the Ramayana as a whole can be reinforced, and further advanced by
employing the principles of fejas. Pollock suggests, in general, that
when a creature is able to by-pass the internal logic of a boon he is
infused with some kind of “divine potency”. He even suggests in one
case that this potency is Visnu’s tejas. However, Pollock is content that
Rama is simply some kind of thematic replica of the same cycle of
myths that allow a creature to kill a near invulnerable demon by being
aided by a superior figure, namely the god Visnu. What Pollock casually
overlooks is the central role that tejas plays. As we have seen, in the
Kuvalasva episode tejas is the cardinal factor by which the demon is
slain, and the actual instrument of death is the Brahma astra — the very
same weapon that Rama employs to kill the demon lord Ravana.

Before turning completely to the Ramayana, 1 must digress once
more to the Mahabharata. The subversion of a boon and the role of
tejas can be clearly seen working in Indra’s battle with the demon
Vrtra. This episode of theomachy provides a direct correlation with
Rama’s ability to slay Ravana. Vrtra possesses a boon that protects
him from being killed “by what is dry or wet; by stone or by wood;
by a weapon [sastra-] or by the Vajra; in the day time or at night.””®
Indra is however stubbornly determined to find a “fault” or “loophole”
(randhra-: MBh.5.10.32) in the boon. Thus, at dusk (neither day nor
night) Indra found Vrtra by the seashore, and while thinking of Visnu,
Indra saw a pile of foam (phena), which is neither dry, nor wet, nor a
weapon.”’ Indra immediately threw it at Vrtra and “that foam blended
with the Vajra, and Visnu having entered the foam, destroyed Vrtra.”’®
Once again the suggestion is that Visnu’s fejas enters and energizes the
Vajra astra (“Thunderbolt-weapon”), so the king of the gods can slay
the demon.” Thus, an alternate version of this myth reads:

After seeing Sakra filled with despair, the eternal Visnu placed his own fejas in

Sakra, increasing his power. After seeing Sakra swollen by Visnu, the hosts of Devas

placed one by one their own fejas in him, and so did the immaculate brahman sages.
tam Sakram kasmalavistam drstva visnuh sanatanah, svatejo vyadadhdc chakre

balam asya vivardhayan. visnunapyayitam sakram drstva devagands tatah, svam svam
tejah samadadhyus tatha brahmarsayo 'malah (MBh.3.99.9-10).

It is only by employing an item — foam — that is inadvertently omitted
from the categories depicted in the boon that the demon is able to be
slain. However, it is not just the foam (phena) that is able to kill the
demon; it has to be infused with the Vajra’s tejas, which is constituted
by Indra, Visnu, Rsis, and gods.3° This pattern, by which the internal
logic of a boon is by-passed, is common to other episodes within
the epics (one need only recall Dhundhu and Kuvalasva), and will be
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further seen in relation to Rama’s nature and the death of the demon
lord Ravana.

Tejas and the divine weapons play a central role in Ravana’s death.
According to the principles of zejas there is no possibility that Rama — as
a human (manusa) — can defeat Ravana without possessing supranormal
quantities of tejas. Moreover, without supranormal quantities of tejas
there is no possibility that Rama can wield, let alone possess, the
ultimate Brahma astra.

As I have already stated, the Brahma astra is employed by Rama
to slay Ravana. Hence, in one of the most profound and exquisite
descriptions of a divine weapon, the text reads:

Thereupon, reminded by the command of Matali, Rama seized an arrow that blazed
and hissed like a serpent. The divine Rsi Agastya, who was powerful in battle, had
previously bestowed it upon him, and that great and unfailing shaft had been given to
him by Brahma. It was originally constructed by Brahma, who possessed unlimited
ojas, for the use of Indra, and was in the past given to the lord of gods, who desired
to conquer the three worlds. The wind was in its feathers, and the sun and fire in its
point. The shaft was made from ether, and [it was the mountains] Meru and Mandara
in weight. The feathers blazed with beauty, and it was adorned with gold. It was
made from the fejas of all the elements, and was as brilliant as the sun. Blazing like
the Fire of Time enveloped in smoke, like a poisonous snake, it tore apart hordes
of chariots, elephants, and horses, and was quick to act. Capable of tearing asunder
gateways, iron bars, and even mountains, its body was soaked in copious amounts
of blood, and coated with fat: it was truly horrific. Like the Vajra in essence, and
loud-sounding, capable of destroying various armies, being terrible it horrified all, and
hissed like a serpent ... The angered one [Rama], after powerfully drawing the bow,
displayed excessive exertion and released at Ravana that arrow, which ripped apart
vitals. Dreadful like the Vajra hurled by the arm of the Thunder-bolt wielder, and
inevitable as Death personified, it struck the breast of Ravana. Released with great
velocity for the destruction of his body, the arrow pierced the heart of the evil-souled
Ravana. Taking the life of Ravana, that arrow destroyed his body with force, and
stained with blood it penetrated the earth’s surface. After destroying Ravana, that
arrow was covered in flesh and soaked in blood. Having achieved its purpose it once
again entered the quiver [of Rama] in complete humility.

tatah samsmarito ramas tena vakyena mataleh, jagraha sa Saram diptam
nisvasantam ivoragam. yam asmai prathamam pradad agastyo bhagavan rsih,
brahmadattam mahadbanam amogham yudhi viryavan. brahmana nirmitam pirvam
indrartham amitaujasa, dattam surapateh purvam trilokajayakanksinah yasya
vajesu pavanah phale pavakabhaskarau, Sariram akasamayam gaurave meruman-
darau. jajvalyamanam vapusa supunkham hemabhiisitam, tejasa sarvabhiitanam
krtam bhaskaravarcasam. sadhimam iva kalagnim diptam asivisam yatha,
rathanagasvavrndanam bhedanam ksiprakarinam. dvaranam parighanam ca girinamapi
bhedanam, nanarudhirasiktangam medodigdham sudarunam. vajrasaram mahanadam
nanasamitidarunam, sarvavitrasanam bhimam svasantamiva pannagam ... sa
ravanaya samkruddho bhrsamayamya karmukam, ciksepa paramayattastam saram
marmaghatinam. sa vajra iva durdharso vajrabahuvisarjitah, krtanta iva cavaryo
nyapatadravanorasi. sa visrsto mahavegah sarirantakarah sarah, bibheda hrdayam
tasya ravanasya duratmanah. rudhiraktah sa vegena jivitantakarah Sarah, ravanasya
haranprananvivesa dharanitalam. sa saro ravanam hatva rudhirardrakrtacchavih,
krtakarma nibhrtavatsvatinim punaravisat (Ram.6.97.3-10, 15-19).
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Although the episode does not explicitly state that the arrow is a
Brahma astra, it does state that it was given by Brahma. It is also made
from the fejas of all the elements (tejasa sarvabhutanam krtam). Several
variant texts also state that tejas incinerates Ravana.®! Furthermore, at
the end of the epic Rama gifts Satrughna this very shaft so he can slay
the demon Lavana, and the arrow is made from the tejas of Visnu (visnos
tejomayam Saram).3> These themes are brought to the foreground in
the Mahabharata’s retelling of the death of Ravana. In this version
Rama unites an arrow with the Brahma astra. The text continues:
Thereupon, Rama released that fierce arrow, which possessed unequalled ojas, like
an upraised Brahmanical staff, and was meant for Ravana’s destruction. Enveloped
in a fiercely blazing fire, the best of Raksasas was burnt by it, together with his
chariot, horses, and charioteer. Then, the thirty [gods], together with the Gandharvas,
and Caranas rejoiced after seeing Ravana slain by Rama of unsullied acts. The five
elements departed from the great lord Ravana, for he was cast down in all the worlds
by the tejas of the Brahma astra. The physical elements of his body, even his flesh
and blood, were consumed by the fire of the Brahma astra until they disappeared,
not even the ashes could be seen.

tatah sasarja tam ramah Saram apratimaujasam, ravanantakaram ghoram
brahmadandam ivodyatam. sa tena raksasasrestah sarathah sasvasarathih, prajajvala
mahajvalenagninabhipariskrtah. tatah prahrstas tridasah sagandharvah sacaranah,
nihatam ravanam drstva ramenaklistakarmana. tatyajus tam mahabhagam paiica
bhutani ravanam, bhramsitah sarvalokesu sa hi brahmastratejasa. sariradhatavo hy

asya mamsam rudhiram eva ca, nesur brahmastranirdagdhda na ca bhasmapy adrsyata
(MBh.3.274.27-31).

In this episode Ravana’s death is explicitly caused by the fejas of
the Brahmd astra. In fact the divine weapon’s fejas is so intensely hot
(prajajvala mahajvalena agnina: MBh.3.274.28) that not even ashes
remained. It is clear then that fejas plays a central role in Ravana’s
death.

From the beginning, Rama’s use of the Brahma astra should have
raised questions about his true nature, for the texts imply that humans
cannot possibly employ divine weapons due to their inherent lack of
tejas. Hence, the Mahabharata states with regard to divine weapon
combat; “Humans would not believe this, for it does not occur among
them.”®® This is especially true for the Brahma astra, as the same text
explicitly states that humans are unable to possess it.®* To return to
Rama’s own nature, he is consistently said to “possess very great fejas”
and “unlimited tejas” (sumahatejas-, amitatejas-),*> and during a fit
of rage Rama’s fejas is said to be able to consume the universe.?® In
an encounter with the mythic warrior Parasu-Rama, who was the sole
destroyer of all the warriors in a previous age, Rama displays his zejas,
defeats him, and further stuns all the celestial beings who were watching
the proceedings.’” Rama then seizes Parasu-Rama’s divine bow and
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arrows and proves he can wield them. The Narasimha Purana expands
on this episode by stating that Rama also gains all of Parasu-Rama’s
tejas. While referring to this, Magnone writes that Parasu-Rama “was
shorn of his vaisnavatejas by the younger Rama come to relieve him
from his duty of avatara-hood.”®® However, the precedent does appear
in the Ramayana itself, as the exchange of the bow and arrows indicates
an exchange of tejas.®

Ravana is also considered to possess vast quantities of zejas, which
is of the brahman or highest quality.”® Hanuman (mahatejas) is so
impressed with Ravana’s levels of fejas (atitejas) that he believes the
demon could rule the heavens.”! Thus, Ravana has nothing to fear from
mere humans, whom he considers to be like straw.”> However, Ravana’s
greatest mistake is clearly seen in the following episode. Here, Ravana
speaks to Rama’s kidnapped wife, Sita:

“I see in the worlds none who can match my virility, neither among the Devas, nor
the Yaksasas, Gandharvas, or Rsis. What will you do with Rama, who has fallen
from sovereignty, a wretched ascetic, enervated, a human and possesses insufficient
tejas.”

na devesu na yaksesu na gandharvesu narsisu, aham pasyami lokesu yo me
viryasamo bhavet. rajyabhrstena dinena tapasena gatayusa, kim karisyasi ramena
manusenalpatejasa (Ram.3.53.20-21).

The compound alpatejas consistently appears in both epics as a
technical term to describe the weak ontological nature of humans.
Though Rama is technically a human, it is clear that he does not possess
“insufficient fejas”. Rama and Laksmana even recognize the danger
and negative repercussions of having the human quality of alpatejas.”
Ravana clearly under estimates the power of his arch-enemy,”* and for
this mistake he pays with his life.

There is one last indication of Rama’s superiority, which relates to
Ravana’s death and the way the Brahma astra returns to Rama after
killing the demon lord. After the divine weapon kills Ravana it enters
the earth and returns to Rama. The tejas of the arrow is so powerful that
Ravana’s own fejas does not contain it (his body is burnt so intensely
not even ashes remained), and neither does the earth, but on returning
to Rama there is no effort whatsoever on his part to control it, in fact
it enters his quiver “in complete humility” (nibhrtavat); implying the
near infinite superiority of Rama’s own tejas.

In summary, just as foam (phena) is able to kill Vrtra, so the preter-
natural Rama is able to slay Ravana. Thus,

the formulation of the boon itself ... inherently entails the counteraction of the boon
by some previously nonexistent creature or phenomenon, either one purely deceptive



422 JARROD L. WHITAKER

or else — and this is more frequent — one entirely outside the catalogue of natural
possibility.”

Pollock’s theory of Rama’s divine nature is consistent with the
principles of fejas, and thus advances his theory that the divinity of
Rama is central to the Ramayana as a whole. Without vast levels of
the “divine potency” fejas there is no way Rama would have been
successful in his quest. The irony lies in the extreme amounts of tejas
with which the hero is endowed. Rama is no mere human and most
definitely is Pollock’s “superhuman”: a new order of being endowed
with the destructive energy of the universe. Furthermore, while both
foam and Rama stand outside the categories listed in the boons, each
one must, by necessity, be infused with excessive amounts of fejas.
And this is due to the fact that once the formulaic structure of the
boon is breached by the “unnatural” phenomena, then the opponent’s
inherent energy must be overcome. It would be pointless for the heroes
to possess access to the “Achilles’ Heel” and not have the firepower to
exploit it. However, either is useless without the other: in Rama’s case
man is impotent without zejas, but fejas is impotent without a man to
by-pass the boon.

CONCLUSION

Tejas is clearly a concept that resonates in many semantic fields. Its
diverse appearance in realms that seem disparate to the modern reader
tend to produce either inconsistent translations or statements about the
unintelligible and inconsistent nature of the term, or worse the opinion
that it lacks a stable core sense or neom, such as “fiery energy”,
however cumbersome by preference be. I hope that my research has
highlighted the consistent and overarching meaning of a concept that
can at once refer to the sharpness and potence of weaponry, the heat of
fire and the brightness of light, an impetus to act, bodily and sensory
functions, and much sought after spiritual and martial power. Within the
Mahabharata and Ramayana tejas features in these semantic realms,
as well as others, yet behind the various renderings needed to make it
intelligible in a given context, I believe we must always be aware of
its central principles — transferability and functionality — as well as its
martial overtones. Tejas is not only central to epic symbolism but also
plays a part in governing the creation and intent of epic narratives. It
is a term that was obviously highly important to the composers of the
epics, from philosophical, narratological, and biological standpoints.
However, I conclude negatively, as we have little or no understanding
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of the significance of tejas and other power terms in the rest of the
Vedic and non-Vedic religious, medical, and philosophical literature.
What is worse is that we have virtually no methods to understand the
way the power terminology was experienced in real social and political
worlds — a problem that desperately needs attention.”
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NOTES

See Jarrod L. Whitaker, “Divine Weapons and Tejas in the Two Indian Epics”,
Indo-Iranian Journal vol. 43, 2 (2000), pp. 87-113.
2 See, for expamle, MBh.7.135.5¢c. tejas tu teja asadya prasamam yati ... . cf.
MBh.12.249.9 and Ram.1.55.14-24.

3 See, for example, MBh.1.155.27-28, esp. MBh.1.155.27e, bramhmaksatre ca
vihite brahmatejo visisyate. cf. MBh.13.34.15, MBh.13.58.21, MBh.13.58.35,
MBh.14.9.37, MBh.12.79.24. For ksatriyatejas/ksatratejas, see MBh.1.114.26,
MBh.5.57.1, MBh.7.126.39 (where a brahman intends to steal or outshine, /mus-,
ksatriyatejas), and MBh.10.3.19-20, where Prajapati assigns tejas to ksatriyas, and
without it a ksatriya is lowly or vile (adhama). In this same passage, the god assigns
the quality of patience or self-restraint (dama) to brahmans. However, we should
reserve some caution about the distinct nature of these qualities, as patience is said
to increase fejas (damas tejo vardhayati: MBh.12.154.9, cf. MBh.12.213.4-6). Also
MBh.18.5.34. At this stage I wish to disagree with Daniel H.H. Ingalls’ claim that
“Tejas or military resplendence is the peculiar property of the nobility, just as tapas
or creational heat is the peculiar property of the priesthood.” See Daniel H.H. Ingalls,
“Authority and Law in Ancient India”, in Authority and Law in the Ancient Orient:
A Supplement to the Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol. 74, 3 (Baltimore:
American Oriental Society, 1954), p. 41. Ingalls is here drawing upon MBh.1.165.28,
which states that tejas is the power of warriors, in contrast to a brahman’s power
being “patience” (ksama). cf. MBh.3.28.35, and MBh.5.132.2. However, such passages
are not intended to make tejas the exclusive domain of ksatriyas. Their intent is to
suggest that brahmans, as followers of non-violence (ahimsa), are concerned with
higher matters, and thus are dissociated with any connections to such a martial
energy-substance. Clearly, neither one is peculiar to a given class.

My argument that the change in yugas plays a role in the loss of the divine
weapons must be taken as tentative and based on later epic and post-epic devel-
opments. Gonzalez-Reimann argues that the yuga theory is a later addition to the
Mahabharata, and by the time of the Puranas is taken for granted. Much of the
epic simply blames time (kala) for adverse change and suffering. This is especially
true for the episode in which Arjuna’s divine weapons are lost (see MBh.16.8.46-64,
MBh.16.9.32-35, and MBh.17.37-40). See Luis Gonzalez-Reimann, The Mahabharata
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and the Yugas: India’s Great Epic Poem and the Hindu System of World Ages (New
York: Peter Lang, 2002). I still believe that tejas plays a central role in the process.
See esp. MBh.16.9.32-33. However, the ontological and physiological shift in potential
power and energy due to a change in time and/or yugas requires further investigation,
although time (kala), it seems, also works by means of tejas: sarvam kalah samddatte
gambhirah svena tejasa, MBh.12.217.19.

5 1In the epics, Narayana is a mysterious character, both deity and sage, closely
associated with Visnu and his avatara Krsna. Narayana generally appears with his
partner Nara, who is himself closely associated with Arjuna (see MBh.3.41.1-2).
By the time of the Puranas, Narayana becomes one of Visnu’s minor avataras. See
Alain Danielou, Hindu Polutheism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1964), p. 165.
% MBh.7.166.50.

7 In a corresponding version Drona obtains all his astras from Parasu-Rama, including
the ultimate Brahma astra (see MBh.1.154.1-13).

8 See Whitaker, pp. 93-94.

® na tv idam sahasa brahman prayoktavyam katham cana, na hy etad astram
anyatra vadhdc chatror nivartate. na caitac chakyate jiiatum ko na vadhyed iti
prabho, avadhyam api hanyad dhi tasman naitat prayojayet. vadhah samkhye dravas
caiva Sastranam ca visarjanam, praydacanam ca Satriinam gamanam saranasya ca. ete
prasamane yoga mahdstrasya paramtapa, sarvatha pidito hi syad avadhyan pidayan
rane. MBh.7.166.46-49. I have translated avadhya- in two ways: the first to express
those types of beings considered “invulnerable” in the epics (cf. MBh.3.193.19,
MBh.6.1.27-32, MBh.7.28.28, MBh.8.24.7, and MBh.8.66.62-63); the second to
express those types of beings who, due to their weakened condition, should be
considered “inviolable”. In all the incidents cited above avadhya is used as a tech-
nical term for when a demon obtains a boon from some higher deity, and is thus
unable to be slain by most creatures in the universe. I say “most” because invulner-
ability in the epics is conditional.

' MBh.7.167.1-6.

" pradurasams tato bana diptagrah khe sahasrasah, pandavan bhaksayisyanto
diptasya iva pannagah. te disah kham ca sainyam ca samavrnvan mahahave, muhirtad
bhaskarasyeva rajaml lokam gabhastayah. tathapare dyotamana jyotimsivambare 'male,
pradurasan mahipala karsnayasamaya gudah. caturdisam vicitras ca sataghnyo ’'tha
hutasadah, cakrani ca ksurantani mandalaniva bhasvatah. sastrakrtibhir akirnam ativa
bharatarsabha, drstvantariksam avignah panduparcalasriijayah. yatha yatha hy ayud-
hyanta pandavanam maharathah, tatha tatha tad astram vai vyavardhata jandadhipa.
vadhyamanas tathdstrena tena narayanena vai, dahyamananaleneva sarvato 'bhyardita
rane. yatha hi Sisirapaye dahet kaksam hutasanah, tatha tad astram panditnam dadaha
dhvajinim prabho. MBh.7.170.16-23.

12 Sighram nyasyata Sastrani vahebhyas cavarohata, esa pratighato mahatmana.
dvipasvasyandanebhyas ca ksitim sarve 'varohata, evam etan na vo hanyad astram
bhiumau nirayudhan. yatha yatha hi yudhyante yodha hy astrabalam prati, tatha tatha
bhavanty ete kaurava balavattarah. niksepsyanti ca Sastrani vahanebhyo ’varuhyaye,
tan naitad astram samgrame nihanisyati manavan. ye tv etat pratiyotsyanti manasapiha
ke cana, nihanisyati tan sarvan rasatalagatan api. MBh.7.170.38—42.

" See MBh.7.170.51, 1403*1-5.

' pannagair iva diptasyair vamadbhir analam rane, avakirno 'bhavat parthah
sphulingair iva kancanaih. tasya riipam abhid rajan bhimasenasya samyuge, khadyotair
avrtasyeva parvatasya dinaksaye. tad astram dronaputrasya tasmin pratisamasyati,
avardhata maharaja yathagnir aniloddhatah. vivardhamanam alaksya tad astram
bhimavikramam, pandusainyam rte bhimam sumahad bhayam avisat. tatah sastrani te
sarve samutsrjya mahitale, avarohan rathebhyas ca hastyasvebhyas ca sarvasah. tesu
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niksiptasastresu vahanebhyas cyutesu ca, tad astraviryam vipulam bhimamiirdhany
athapatat. MBh.7.170.55-60.

'S hahakrtani bhitani pandavas ca visesatah, bhimasenam apasyanta tejasa samvrtam
tada. MBh.7.170.61.

16 A variant text supplies an interesting insight into the nature of the Narayana
astra when it strikes an opponent (MBh.7.171.7, 1408"1-2); “That astra repeatedly
moves away because of the sound of Bhima’s cries, but it always returns to him and
because of the sound of his cries releases him once more”.

7 In the end the tejas of the Narayana astra is not permanently destroyed or
extinguished, but is rather “driven away” (vyapodha). However, vyapodha can also
mean “destruction”, and throughout the episode assorted verbs that can mean ‘“to
destroy” are employed to convey how the divine weapon is defeated (e.g., /mrd-,
\/vr-, \/sam-, \/han-, etc.). For example, the verb /sam- appears in several lines;
“in order to neutralize” (-santyartham: MBh.7.171.13); and “that unbearable tejas
was neutralized” (prasante: MBh.7.171.20). The word santi can mean “tranquility” or
“relief from suffering”, but in the earliest Vedic literature is used for pacifying fire,
anger, and fever, which are all connected with the concept of heat. See Chauncey
Justus Blair, Heat in the Rg Veda and Atharva Veda (New Haven: American Oriental
Society, 1961) and D.J. Hoens, Santi: A Contribution to Ancient Indian Religious
Terminology (‘S-Gravenhage: 1951). While many of these verbs carry a sense of
termination, it is best to conceive of a divine weapon’s defeat as temporary rather
than permanent. Throughout the epics other divine weapons appear with the same
“destruction” verbs, yet are employed by the heroes again and again. To counter a
divine weapon means neutralizing its destructive energy, which must be transferred
and controlled, rather than its final extinction. The neutralization of the Narayana
astra is consistent with Advatthaman’s final statement that implies he still possesses
the divine weapon, but cannot recall it because of a more immediate danger. Hence,
my use of “driven away”, which implies its neutralization, rather than the more

permanent “destroyed” for vyapodha.

8 naitad avartate rajann astram dvir nopapadyate, avartayan nihanty etat prayoktaram

na samsayah. MBh.7.171.25-27. The Ramayana offers an interesting reason behind
why an astra cannot be used twice in succession (Ram.5.46.34ff.). Hanuman is bound
by the Brahma astra, then Raksasas unfamiliar with the nature of astras further bind
the monkey god with ropes. At this the Brahma astra releases its bonds, because it
will not remain while other bonds are in place. The divine weapon’s wielder simply
states for the record (Ram.5.46.48); “Once an astra is counteracted, another astra
[of the same kind] cannot be set in motion, thus all [of us] should worry.”

9 MBh.7.171.30. At MBh.10.6-16, Asvatthaman unsuccessfully fights Arjuna again
in another major divine weapon battle. See esp. MBh.10.14.2-15, MBh.10.15.19-24,
MBh.10.15.31, 65*1-2, and MBh.14.69.1-3. Also the related Bhisma/Parasu-Rama
battle is pertinent, MBh.5.182.4-9, MBh.5.185.15-19, and MBh.5.186.7.

% MBh.7.171.1. The Varuna astra is the divine weapon of the Indian water deity
Varuna, and one of the standard divya astras employed by many heroes throughout
both the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. Arjuna received the Varuna astra from
Indra, the supreme ruler of the gods (see MBh.3.161.16, 832*1-8).

' MBh.7.171.14.

22 Ganguli-Roy’s interpretation suggests that the Narayana astra increases with tejas,
for example; “That weapon ... directed against Bhimasena increased in energy and
might” (Roy, vol. 6, p. 473), or “that terrible and invincible weapon of Drona’s son
began to increase (in might and energy)” (Roy, vol. 6, p. 474). This is not the only
place where Ganguli-Roy suggests that divine weapons increase in size with tejas.
See Roy, vol. 7, pp. 268-269 (MBh.8.66.11f.), where the Brahma astra is “swelling
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with energy”. However, the Sanskrit does not yield his translation of “energy” or
“might”.

2 Cf. MBh.8.24.57-63 (including MBh.8.24.61,256™ 1-3), where the gods cannot
contain (y/bhr-) half of Siva’s tejas for the destruction of enemies (whose tejas levels
double their own). The gods thus give Siva half of their fejas so the supreme deity
can kill them. With this tejas, Siva’s power (bala) becomes powerful (balavattara:
MBh.8.24.62-63). Cf. MBh.3.99.9-10 below.

24 anendstrena samgrame tejasa ca jvalisyasi. MBh.7.166.50.

2 It seems that one translator of the Mahabhdarata suspected that the Narayana astra
causes the wielder to increase with fejas. At MBh.7.171.8, the Ganguli-Roy translation
reads “Drona’s son swelling with energy and might” (Roy, vol. 6, p. 474), whereas
the Sanskrit simply says that A$vatthaman is “ enhanced” or similarly “aroused”
(udiryamana). The English word “energy” is often used for fejas in Ganguli-Roy’s
translation of the Narayana astra episode (not to mention the Mahabharata as a
whole), whilst I can only speculate what the word “might” represents, as there
are several other energy-substances that appear in the episode and convey similar
meanings, for example, virya (“virility”), ojas (“vital fluid”). Assuming that Ganguli-
Roy is employing the English word “energy” for tejas, it seems he is suggesting a
more profound process is involved with the divine weapons. Pratap Chandra Roy, The
Mahabharata of Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa, 2nd ed., 12 vols. (Calcutta: Oriental
Publishing, n.d. [1884—1896]). Roy was actually the publisher of the epic, while
the translator, Kisan Mohan Ganguli, has only been recognized in recent editions.
Of further note, the energy-substances virya and ojas function in similar ways to
tejas. They both sporadically appear as the destructive energy of divine weapons.
The relationship between the three needs further research. For a detailed examination
of these and other “essential powers” (daseinsmdchte) in the Vedas and Brahmanas,
see Brian K. Smith, Classifying the Universe: The Ancient Indian Varna System and
the Origins of Caste (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

% See Whitaker, pp. 101-104.

*7 See MBh.3.163.33-35.

* MBh.5.11.6.

? At MBh.5.16.24, Nahusa pre-empts the gods’ boon by telling them to give
him fapas and tejas. Nahusa’s ability to steal tejas by looking at other beings is
further reinforced at MBh.5.13.19, MBh.5.15.13, MBh.5.15.18, MBh.5.15.19,106" 1-2,
MBh.5.16.21, MBh.5.16.26, and MBh.12.329.30. In this last line Nahusa is said to
have “ruled the three heavens with five hundred blazing suns on his forehead, which
stole the tejas of everyone.” nahusah paricabhih Satair jyotisam lalate jvaladbhih
sarvatejoharais trivistapam palayam babhitva. cf. MBh.2.71.10-11, and MBh.3.106.3.
The relationship between fejas and tapas is clarified by MBh.1.68.22, which states
that the female ascetic Sakuntala “controlled her fejas, which was accumulated by
[the practice of] tapas.” tapasa sambhrtam tejo dharayamasa vai tada. See Whitaker,
p. 110 n. 64.

' MBh.5.17.11-12.

3! For Bhisma, see MBh.6.105.31, for Drona, see MBh.7.126.39, for Krsna, see
MBh.2.42.22-24.

32 MBh.3.160.31 and MBh.3.160.36. cf. MBh.12.287.12, where an amulet (mani)
takes the fejas of the sun (see also MBh.5.84.11).

3 MBh.3.195.12. See also MBh.3.193.24-27. For a detailed account of this theme,
see Minoru Hara, “Invigoration”, in H. Falk, ed., Hinduismus und Buddhismus: Fests-
chrift fiir Ulrich Schneider (Freiburg: Hedwig Falk, 1987), pp. 134-151. I would also
here like to rectify a mistake in which I incorrectly cited Hara (see Whitaker, p. 109
n. 40). The accurate citation is Minoru Hara, “Transfer of Merit”, The Adyar Library
Bulletin, vol. 31-32 (Madras: 1967-1968), pp. 383—411. This article has also been



HOW THE GODS KILL 427

revised and expanded as “Transfer of Merit in Hindu Literature and Religion”, The
Memoirs of the Research Department of The Toyo Bunko, vol. 52 (1994), 103-135.
I would like to thank M. Hara for kindly sending me these articles.

** MBh.3.195.18. At MBh.12.331.5 Narayana tejas is said to be difficult to encounter
(durdarsa).

> MBh.3.195.20, and MBh.3.195.24.

3 1 read the variant ra@jia for the Critical Edition’s r@ja, which makes no sense with
the passive verb. Furthermore, the adjective varimaya is problematic. I would like
to thank John D. Smith for his helpful remarks on this passage. The yogi yogena
invokes images of the ascetic practice of the five fires ritual (paricagnisadhana),
whereby four fires are lit around the ascetic in the summer, with the scorching sun
being the fifth. The internal logic suggests that an ascetic is able to perform this
exceptionally difficult task by overcoming the unbearable heat (fejas) of the fires by
sweating, i.e., producing fejas which absorbs and neutralizes the incoming energy. I
can only call to mind my own experience of long periods in a sauna, where the most
uncomfortable period is before one “breaks a sweat.” For a reversal of this theme,
in which fejas is employed to absorb water, see MBh.13.138.3 and MBh.13.139.22.
37 See MBh.5.15.31-32. cf. MBh.12.79.20-33, where the former episode is clarified
and quoted as part of a discourse on morality.

8 Ronald Inden, Imagining India (Cambridge: Basil Bladkwell, 1990), argues that
through the medium of water kings infuse themselves with Vaisnava tejas duing
ritual bathes. Inden, p. 236, further notes, “The luminous, goal-directed energy (fejas)
in everything connected with the human world was, claimed the Vaishnavas, highly
entropic. Unless people interacted repeatedly and correctly with the overlord of the
cosmos with the purpose of acquiring new infusions of his zejas, the human world
would quickly disintegrate, for people would be unable to complete themselves and
eventually obtain the goal of union with the absolute godhead.” At MBh.3.81.143,
a tirtha or sacred bathing site is qualified as aujasam varunam, and is said to blaze
with its own tejas, and at MBh.3.82.64, one goes to heaven by means of the tirtha’s
tejas. At MBh.13.111.16-18, tfirthas are considered to be exceedingly pure (ativa
punya) from contact with ascetics, and by means of the tejas of earth and the tejas
of water (salilasya ca tejasa)! cf. Ram.4.39.43.

% MBh.7.171.2. An astra is also used in a similar way in the Ramdyana. At
Ram.5.46.34ff., the Brahma astra captures and binds (bandha-) Hanuman when it is
unable to kill him.

40 See MBh.6.45.50, where Arjuna’s fejas combines with another warrior’s fejas
(tejas tejasi samprktam) for the latter’s protection. cf. MBh.13.83.53.

4 See MBh.6.1.27-32. For detailed analysis of ksatradharma, see E.W. Hopkins, The
Social and Military Position of the Ruling Caste in Ancient India (Varanasi: Bharat-
Bharati, 1972 [1889]), P.C. Chakravarti, The Art of War in Ancient India (Dacca:
The University of Dacca, 1941), and B.K. Majumdar, The Military System in Ancient
India (Calcutta: The World Press, 1955). For a succinct summary of ksatradharma,
see W.S. Armour, “Customs of Warfare in Ancient India”, in Transactions of the
Grotius Society, vol. 8 (New York: Oceana Publications, 1962 [1922]), pp. 71-88.
> MBh.7.166.47-48.

43 There are indications that other divine weapons follow ksatradharma. At
MBh.7.67.43-54, Srutﬁyudha obtains a divya astra in the form of a mace (gada).
Varuna informs the king that it must not be hurled at a non-combatant, because it
will return and kill him. Srutayudha hurls the divine mace at Krsna, it hits the deity
yet does not harm him, then returns to slay the king. See MBh.7.166.49, where
the Narayana astra is said to harm the wielder if he injures non-combatants (cf.
MBh.3.294.33). Before ascribing the Srutayudha episode solely to the workings of
ksatradharma, it is interesting to note that the divine weapon still hits Krsna. The text
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does not mention any infringement of ksatradharma, and even states that the fatal

use of the mace (MBh.7.67.52) “was like an ill-managed act of sorcery that returns
to the wielder.” I have reservations about the relationship between ksatradharma and
divine weapons, as divine weapons are by nature chaotic and violent. This is evident
from the primary concern of the texts to make sure that they remain controlled at

all times.

# See, for example, MBh.6.115.49 and Ram.6.83.27.

* MBh.9.61.13.

46 Krsna is said to possess unlimited tejas that blazes like fire (amitadiptagnitejah:
MBh.13.143.25). At MBh.9.61.28-30, Yudhisthira even indicates that victory was only
obtained through Krsna’s grace (prasada), his participation (karma) in the battle, and
through the operation of his zejas. cf. BhG.7.9-10, BhG.10.36, BhG.10.41, BhG.11.17,
BhG.11.19, BhG.11.30, BhG.11.47, BhG.15.12, which all describe Krsna’s tejas.

47 Paolo Magnone, “The Development of Tejas from the Vedas to the Puranas”, in
Proceedings of the VIIIth World Sanskrit Conference (Vienna: 1990), p. 146.

8 The brahman Vasistha’s nature is recalled when he absorbs the tejas of the Brahma
astra. He has to let off steam, so to speak, as fire and smoke billow from his body.
See Ram.1.55.6-24.

*" See MBh.1.215.16.

0" See, for example, MBh.1.49.24, MBh.1.219.4, MBh.3.48.18, MBh.3.228.11,
MBh.4.33.14, MBh.4.52.20, MBh.4.53.20-21, MBh.5.176.33, MBh.5.182.4-9,
MBh.6.60.21, MBh.7.31.45, MBh.7.118.52, MBh.7.172.20, MBh.10.7.64-65. For
armour and ornaments, see MBh.6.99.21, MBh.7.69.52-75. See also MBh.5.58.22,
MBh.5.155.4-6 and MBh.5.155.30, where the Sariiga and Gandiva bows are constructed
from tejas. cf. MBh.7.6.19-20. At MBh.2.22.24, Arjuna’s Garuda banner (dhvaja)
blazes with rejas. cf. MBh.7.6.17-18.

31 See MBh.3.195.26. cf. Mbh.10.15.18 variants. Ram.4.39.43, “tejas born from
anger” (kopajam tejah).

32 See Sudhir Kakar, Shamans, Moystics and Doctors (Boston: Beacon Press, 1982),
p. 242, and McKim Marriott, “Constructing an Indian Ethnosociology,” in M. Marriott,
ed., India through Hindu Categories (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1990), p. 13.
3 See Whitaker, p. 103. cf. Dominik Wujastyk, The Roots of Ayurveda (New
Delhi: Penguin Books, 1998), p. 148, where “heat of choler” equals pittatejas. For a
discussion on the dosas, see Hartmut Scharfe, “The Doctrine of the Three Humors
in Traditional Indian Medicine and the Alleged Antiquity of Tamil Siddha Medicine”
in Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol. 119, 4 (1999), esp. p. 626.

> At MBh.3.28.1ff., Draupadi chides Yudhisthira for not directing his anger at the
Kauravas, and she informs him that by fejas alone he could destroy them (MBh.3.28.36).
What follows is a parable on when it is proper to employ fejas (here in an extended
sense “martial acts” or “punishment”) or patience (ksama) (MBh.3.29.1ft.). Draupadt
tells Yudhisthira that he must exercise his fejas (MBh.3.29.33), and she concludes
(MBh.3.29.34); “Indeed, time has now run out for forgiving the Kurus: when the
time for fejas has come, you must employ fejas.” na hi kascit ksamakalo vidyate
‘dya kuriin prati, tejasas cagate kale teja utsrastum arhasi. See Gonzdlez-Reimann
(2002), chap. 4.

>3 See Ram.1.35.10-17, incl. Ram.1.35.12, 813*1-14, and also see Ram.1.36.1ff.
cf. MBh.3.218.30, MBh.13.83.36ff., MBh.13.84.1ff.

% See Ram.1.36.15-21, incl. Ram.1.36.17, 828" 1-10. cf. MBh.5.15.31-32, where
rock’s (asman) tejas is more powerful than iron’s (loha), and for more on gold,
etc., see MBh.13.83.36ff and MBh.13.84.1ff. See also D.M. Bose, ed., The Concise
History of Science in India (New Delhi: Indian National Science Academy, 1971),
pp. 459-460. At MBh.4.38.11f., the Pandavas’ bows, swords, arrows, and quivers are
depicted in detail, and are inlaid with gold and gems. Herodotus notes that swords
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taken by Greeks from Indians were inlaid with gold. See Wilbrahim Egerton, An
Hllustrated Handbook of Indian Arms ... (London: White Orchid Press, 1880), p. 10.
This suggests that because metals, especially gold and iron, contain fejas, then any
metal product (e.g., human weapons) should be treated as divine, or at least embodying
a divine substance. This may be one reason why a warrior worships his weapons. See
MBh.12.160.85; “The worship of weapons should always be performed by skilful
warriors.” asesca pija kartavya sada yuddhavisaradaih. cf. MBh.8.27.57-58. For
an enlightening account of ancient Indian metallurgical terminology, see James L.
Fitzgerald, “Sanskrit Pita and Saikya/Saikya: Two Terms of Iron and Steel Technology
in the Mahabharata”, Journal of the American Oriental Society vol. 120, 1 (2000).
pp. 44-61.

37 See Whitaker, p- 111 n.77. In a modern context, William S. Sax, “Fathers, Sons,
and Rhinoceroses: Masculinity and Violence in Pandav Lila”, in Journal of the
American Oriental Society, vol. 117, 2 (1997) has observed in northern India that
iron arrowheads forged by blacksmiths for ritual performances are considered to be
dangerous because of their inherent sakti energy. Sax, p. 289, notes, “Not only is it
disrespectful to drop them, but they are believed to be full of energy (sakti) which,
like electricity, can be discharged into the earth if they come into contact with it”.
% Ram.6.14.16, Ram.6.15.1, App. 1 (no. 11), (235*) 9.

% At Ram.5.36.30-31, Rama neutralizes his Brahma astra by directing it into a
crow’s eye (cf. Ram.5.65.1ff.). He does this because of the following; “Let it be
said that this Brahma astra is unable to rendered ineffectual.” This seems to imply
that Rama cannot recall it. However, Rama does recall his Brahma astra in other
incidents (see Ram.6.97.19), but only after it has struck the enemy. In contrast, at
MBh.6.112.136-137, Bhisma invokes a divya astra, but withdraws it immediately
when he sees that his enemy is the “female” Sikhandin. cf. MBh.5.186.7.

% See Ram.6.15.7, 262°2-5, 263*1-11, 264*1-6, 265" 1-6.

o' MBh.10.12.1ff.

62 Note that Kuvalasva absorbed Dhundhu’s own fejas before killing him (see
MBh.3.195.11f.).

5 It is recalled that Visnu/Krsna and Narayana share the same energy source (see
MBh.3.195.18).

' MBh.7.28.1ff.

% MBh.7.28.33.

% JL. Mehta, “The Discourse of Violence in the Mahabharata”, in J.L. Mehta,
ed., Philosophy and Religion: Essays in Interpretation (New Delhi: Indian Council
of Philosophical Research, 1990), p. 270, equates the non-resistance method of
countering the Narayana astra with Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence.

87 Sheldon Pollock, “The Divine King in the Indian Epic”, in Journal of the American
Oriental Society, vol. 104, 3 (1984).

% Pollock, p. 509, see esp. n. 15.

% Pollock, p. 509ff.

™ This is taken from Pollock’s own translation of the Ramdyana. see Sheldon
Pollock, trans., The Ramayana of Valmiki, vol. 3 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1991). It is part of R.P. Goldman, ed. and trans. et al., The Ramayana of
Valmiki, 5. vols (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984—1996).

"I Pollock, pp. 516-157.

2 Pollock, pp. 510-511. The pathetic nature of humans, and their martial prowess
in battle, is stressed in many separate episodes throughout the Ramayana.

> Pollock, p. 521. See MBh.3.193-195, esp. MBh.3.193.24-27.

™ Pollock, p. 510. A view that is completely substantiated by all the books of the
epic, see Pollock, p, 512.
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5 Pollock, p. 522.

MBh.5.10.29.

MBh.5.10.36.

8 MBh.5.10.38. At MBh.1.158.47-50, the Vajra shatters into a thousand pieces on
striking Vrtra. Those fragments are known as anything that is expedient (sadhana)
on earth.

" See MBh.5.16.16. which reads; “After approaching the water, the foam was filled
with the tejas of Visnu, and by you Vrtra was slain in the past, O king of the gods,
O lord of the world!”

8 Tt is also constructed from the bones of a brahman, and thus brahmatejas. See
MBh.12.329.27, and MBh.12.329.41. For a lengthy description of the extreme nature
of the Vajra’s tejas and an interesting retelling of the Vrtra myth, see MBh.14.11.9-17.
cf. MBh.7.69.50-59.

' Ram.6.97.29, 3095 (B)*1-4.

82 See Ram.7.61.26-28.

8 nedam manusyah sraddadhur na hidam tesu vidyate. MBh.4.59.36.

5 ¢f. MBh.3.41.13-16, and MBh.1.123.74-77.

% cf. Ram.3.3.2, Ram.3.20.18, and Ram.6.59.25.

% Ram.3.62.6.

¥ Ram.1.75.1ff.

8 Magnone, p. 146. He is here drawing upon the Narasimha Purana 47.149-150.
There are further indications that Rama gains fejas from other sources. At
Ram.1.66.1ff., Rama strings and breaks a divine bow. Jan Gonda, Ancient-Indian
ojas, Latin “augos and the Indo-European nouns in -es/-os (Utrecht: A. Oosthoek,
1952), p. 35, notes that when a bow is broken the warrior steals its various energy-
substances.

% Ram.7.21.15. Note here that Ravana’s celestial mansion, Puspaka, is protected by
brahmatejas.

! Ram.5.47.1ff.

 Ram.7.10.18.

» Ram.6.70.32 and Ram.6.103.6. cf. Ram.4.63.11.

* cf. Ram.5.18.33.

5 Pollock, p. 517.

% 1 have begun such an endeavour for my Ph.D. research — Jarrod L. Whitaker,
“Ritual Metaphysics vs. Ritual Performance: An Account of Magic in the Athar-
vaveda.” Paper read at the 212th American Oriental Society Conference (Houston,
Texas, March 22-25, 2002) and a revised version read at the 3rd International Vedic
Workshop, The Vedas: Texts, Language and Ritual (Leiden, Netherlands, May 30-June
2, 2002).
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