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Aitareya °raõyaka and the
Origin and Development of the

MahÀnÀmnÁ Verses
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1. Introduction
THE verses called MahÀnÀmnÁs along with the mantras called
PurÁÈapadas occur in the khila portion of the †gveda (5.4.1-11) for the
first time. They also form the basis of the MahÀnÀmnyarcika in the
SÀmaveda SaÚhitÀ. They appear in the Aitareya °raõyaka (Ai°) and are
usually considered the fourth book (Àraõyaka) of this text. We find
references to these verses in other Vedic texts such as the ØaçviÚœa

BrÀhmaõa (ØBr),1 B¦haddevatÀ (BD),2 and ŒÀôkhÀyana-G¦hya-SÂtra (ŒGS).3

The MahÀnÀmnÁs are nine in number and basically eulogize the deity
Indra. The Aitareya BrÀhmaõa informs us that Indra created a “great
self” with these verses and hence they are named MahÀnÀmnÁs.4

Although they appear as one of the khila hymns, it is interesting to
note that GÀrgya NÀrÀyaõa, the commentator of the °œvalÀyana

ŒrautasÂtra, mentions the MahÀnÀmnÁs separately, together with some

1 See for example, ØBr 4.5.6-7.
2 Macdonell translates, “MahÀnÀmnÁ stanzas are mystical (guhya) and they

are addressed to Indra: whosoever repeats (them) obtains a day of BrahmÀ
which lasts for a thousand years.” (BD 8.98)

3 See ŒGS 2.12.13.
4 Indro va etÀbhir mahÀn ÀtmÀnam niramimÁta tasmÀn mahÀnÀmnyo . . . (AB

5.7.2). This is followed by another story telling why they are also called
œakvarÁ (in spite of the fact that they do not have seven pÀdas and are in
anuÈÇubh meter).
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other verses.5 Kashikar too, opines (1946: 902) that the khilas in general
belong to some lost œÀkhÀ, other than the one redacted by ŒÀkalya,
and were collected later. The reason for the appearance of the verses
in the Ai° is disputable due to the problem of authorship of that text,
which will be dealt with in brief at the outset.

2. MahÀnÀmnÁs in the Ai°
The fourth Àraõyaka is merely a collection of the verses called
MahÀnÀmnÁs and PurÁÈapadas. The fifth, that is, the last Àraõyaka is
in sÂtra-style, and explains the MahÀvrata, which has already been
dealt with in the first Àraõyaka. The difference in nature between the
first three and the last two Àraõyakas gives rise to the question of
their authorship. The repeated subject matter in the first and last
Àraõyaka (i.e. the description of the MahÀvrata) shall also be considered
while dealing with this question. The problem about the authorship
of the Ai° was put forth by Oldenberg (1886) and was argued by
Keith (1909).

In his commentary on Ai°, SÀyaõa says6 that it is not at all erroneous
to discuss the same topic of MahÀvrata twice (i.e. in the first and the
fifth Àraõyaka) because the two Àraõyakas differ from one another in
the same way as a brÀhmaõa and a sÂtra differ. The first Àraõyaka is
a brÀhmaõa and the fifth is a sÂtra. Therefore the first Àraõyaka
explains the rites along with the arthavÀda and this arthavÀda is absent
in the fifth Àraõyaka. We also find ample mantras from other Vedic
schools in the fifth Àraõyaka. Thus the fifth Àraõyaka is a sÂtra and
not a brÀhmaõa.

5 etasya iti œabdo nivit-praiÈa-puroruk-kuntÀpa-vÀlakhilya-mahÀnÀmnÁ-

aitareyabrÀhmaõasahitasya œÀkalasya bÀÈkalasya cÀmnÀyadvayasya etad

ÀœvalÀyanasÂtraÚ nÀma . . . (from the commentary of GÀrgya NÀrÀyaõa on
°œvalÀyana Œrauta-SÂtra I.1.1).

6 nÀyaÚ doÈaÍ– sÂtrabrÀhmaõarÂpeõa tayor vibhedÀt– paðcamÀraõyakam

¦ÈiproktaÚ sÂtram– prathamÀraõyakaÚ tv apauruÈeyaÚ brÀhmaõam– ata eva

tatrÀrthavÀdaprapaðcena sahitÀ vidhayaÍ œrÂyante– paðcame tu na ko ’py

arthavÀdo ’sti– œÀkhÀntaragatamantrÀœ ca bahava upalabhyante– tasmÀd

athaitasya samÀmnÀyasya ityÀdidvÀdaœÀdhyÀyÁvat mahÀvratasya

paðcaviÚœatim ityÀdi paðcamÀraõyakaÚ sÂtram eva–
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ØaçguruœiÈya — a commentator of the SarvÀnukramaõÁ — on the other
hand, informs us in his VedÀrthadÁpikÀ7 that the fourth Àraõyaka belongs
to °œvalÀyana.8

3. Oldenberg and Keith on the Ai°
In his Introduction to the °œvalÀyana-G¦hya-SÂtra,9 Oldenberg refers
to the above-mentioned passage of ØaçguruœiÈya, which states that
the fourth Àraõyaka belongs to °œvalÀyana. He further quotes SÀyaõa’s
commentary on the †gveda, which mentions Œaunaka as the author of
the fifth Àraõyaka.10 Thus it seems that the tradition ascribes the fourth
Àraõyaka to °œvalÀyana, and the fifth one to Œaunaka.

Oldenberg states that it is impossible to assume with ØaçguruœiÈya
that the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses were composed by °œvalÀyana. The term
ÀœvalÀyanasÂtrakam used by ØaçguruœiÈya is more appropriate for the
fifth Àraõyaka written in sÂtra style; the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses can never
be called “sutra”. He says,11

There seems to me, therefore, to be little doubt as to the fifth Àraõyaka
really being the text referred to by ØaçguruœiÈya, though I do not
know how to explain his setting down this book as the fourth.

He further quotes another reference from SÀyaõa’s commentary on
the SÀmaveda, which ascribes the fifth Àraõyaka to °œvalÀyana, and
not to Œaunaka. By taking these facts into consideration, he concludes,

Instead of asserting, therefore, that of the two last Àraõyakas of the
Aitareyinas the one is ascribed to Œaunaka, the other to °œvalÀyana,
we must state the case otherwise: not two Àraõyakas were, according
to SÀyaõa and ØaçguruœiÈya, composed by those sÂtrakÀras, but
one, viz. the fifth, which forms a sort of supplement to the great body
of sÂtras of that caraõa, and which is ascribed either to Œaunaka or
to °œvalÀyana.

7 This passage from the VedÀrthadÁpikÀ was first published by Max Müller.
However, the second revised edition (1860: 235-39) has been referred to
for the present paper.

8 dvÀdaœÀdhyÀyakaÚ sÂtraÚ catuÈkag¦hyameva ca–
caturthÀraõyakaÚ ceti hyÀœvalÀyanasÂtrakam––

9 See Oldenberg 1886: 153ff.
10 paðcamÀraõyaka auÈõihatrikasitir iti khaõçe œaunakena sÂtritam . . .
11 For details, see Oldenberg 1886: 156-58.
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Keith in his edition of Ai°12 deals with the statements made by
Oldenberg about the authorship of the fourth and the fifth Àraõyaka.
He argues that Oldenberg’s view that the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses cannot
be called sÂtra is not correct. Instead, he argues that the MahÀnÀmnÁ
verses may not have been composed by °œvalÀyana, but merely
collected by him, and the fourth Àraõyaka “is sort of °œvalÀyana SaÚhitÀ

like the ŒÀkala SaÚhitÀ”.13 He says,

With reference to Oldenberg’s remark (p. 157) that °œvalÀyanasÂtrakam

cannot refer to the MahÀnÀmnÁs, I would observe that the expression
refers to the Œrauta and G¦hya-SÂtras with the Àraõyaka IV thrown
in.14

He concludes,

It is impossible to argue that in ØaçguruœiÈya’s eyes the term
caturthÀraõyakam covered the fifth book also, for the two are quite
distinct and cannot ever have been combined into one book.

 — 1909: 21

As evinced elsewhere, some citations from the VedÀrthadÁpikÀ of
ØaçguruœiÈya, however, make it amply clear that the existing fifth
Àraõyaka was in fact the fourth Àraõyaka in ØaçguruœiÈya’s eyes.15 By
the term caturthÀraõyaka ØaçguruœiÈya meant the fifth Àraõyaka, and
not the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses. This evidence shows that Oldenberg was
correct in his conjecture regarding the authorship of the present fifth
Àraõyaka.

Another first-hand source is the MokÈapadÀv¦tti, the commentary of
ØaçguruœiÈya on the Ai° itself. This commentary was not available to
both Oldenberg and Keith.16 ØaçguruœiÈya incorporates the
MahÀnÀmnÁs and PurÁÈapadas as a sak¦dukti-adhyÀya, an additional
chapter at the end of the third Àraõyaka. He further counts the fifth
(sÂtra-style) Àraõyaka as the fourth. This commentary, thus, presents

12 See Keith’s Introduction (1909: 18ff.).
13 Keith 1909: 18.
14 Keith 1909: 20 fn.
15 See Khare 2009 and 2010 for details.
16 Even the present author was unable to refer to this commentary in his

earlier articles.
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a tradition in which the MahÀnÀmnÁs and PurÁÈapadas were not
counted as a separate book, although they were part of the Ai°.

Though this evidence strongly establishes the present fifth Àraõyaka
as the fourth in the eyes of ØaçguruœiÈya, the origin of the MahÀnÀmnÁ
verses remains unclear. There is no confusion in the tradition regarding
the authorship of the first three Àraõyakas: MahidÀsa Aitareya had
composed them. The question remains only about Àraõyakas IV and
V: Who was the author and why were the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses added
in the Ai°.

According to Keith, for understanding some details in the fifth
Àraõyaka, a knowledge of the °œvalÀyana Œrauta-SÂtra is necessary.
This indicates that the fifth Àraõyaka presupposes the °œvalÀyana Œrauta-

SÂtra. Thus, it can be said that the present fifth Àraõyaka — which
was known as the fourth Àraõyaka in the tradition of ØaçguruœiÈya —
would have been authored by °œvalÀyana.

The problem that still remains unsolved is why SÀyaõa ascribed the
fifth Àraõyaka to Œaunaka if it was composed by °œvalÀyana. A simple
answer (that was in the mind of Keith) can be given to this question.
Macdonell has explained that the B¦haddevatÀ was the work of some
pupil of Œaunaka, but it was credited to Œaunaka. Similarly, it can be
said that some part (i.e. the fifth °raõyaka) of the °œvalÀyana Œrauta-

Sutra was credited to his teacher Œaunaka. This again matches with
the story recorded by ØaçguruœiÈya,17 that the sÂtra of °œvalÀyana
was better than that of Œaunaka. Therefore Œaunaka, out of affection
for °œvalÀyana, removed his own sÂtra and made his followers accept
the sÂtra of °œvalÀyana. Thus the statement of SÀyaõa mentioning
the fifth Àraõyaka as of Œaunaka instead of °œvalÀyana is not a major
problem.

4. Employment of the MahÀnÀmnÁs
in the Vedic Ritual

A plausible explanation for the inclusion of the MahÀnÀmnÁs in the
Ai° can be given on the basis of the employment of the verses in the

17 œaunakasya tu œiÈyo ’bhÂd bhagavÀn ÀœvalÀyanaÍ–
. . . sahasrakhaõçaÚ svak¦taÚ sÂtraÚ brÀhmaõasannibham––
œiÈyÀœvalÀyanaprÁtyai œaunakena vipÀÇitam–
uktaÚ tat tatk¦taÚ sÂtram asya vedasya cÀstv iti––
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Vedic sacrifices. It is interesting to see whether there is any relation
between the MahÀnÀmnÁs and the fifth Àraõyaka.

It can be clearly seen that both the MahÀnÀmnÁs and MahÀvrata are
related with the sattra, i.e. the GavÀmayana sacrifice. Kashikar (1977:
126 fn.) states that the P¦ÈÇhastotra in which six sÀmans (gÀyatra, b¦hat,
rathantara, bhadra, and rÀjana) are combined is called MahÀvrata. The
sacrifice, in which this MahÀvrata P¦ÈÇhastotra is used, gets the same
name, i.e. MahÀvrata. The MahÀnÀmnÁ verses are also related with
the Øoçaœin sÀman.18

The P¦ÈÇhya-Èaçaha is a six-day sacrifice coming before the MahÀvrata
sacrifice. If the Œakvara-p¦ÈÇha is used on the fifth day of this sacrifice,
then the stotrÁya-t¦ca of the MahÀnÀmnÁs becomes necessary. The three
verses are grouped together and are recited with a pause (avasÀna) in
between (i.e. by reciting one-and-a-half verses together, then taking
a pause followed by the recitation of the remaining one-and-a-half
verses). After the implementation of nine MahÀnÀmnÁs in this way,
the PurÁÈapadÀni verses are recited.

This makes clear that the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses are necessary for the
hot¦ in the P¦ÈÇa-Èaçaha only when the UdgÀt¦ uses the ŒÀkvara P¦ÈÇha.
These verses may not have been part of the proper ŒÀkala SaÚhitÀ

earlier as they are required optionally.

Thus a suggestion may be given that at an earlier time the MahÀnÀmnÁs
were not part of any SaÚhitÀ or khilas. They were considered a separate
group of verses. Further, the verses regarding the MahÀvrata were
to be recited in the araõya (wilderness).19 Therefore, the part of the
°œvalÀyana SÂtra related to the MahÀvrata came to be included in the
Ai°. Later on, the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses were added to the Ai° by
observing their use in the Œrauta sacrifice. As they are used in the
P¦ÈÇhya-Èaçaha, before the MahÀvrata sacifice, they were treated as
the fourth Àraõyaka. Thus the former fourth Àraõyaka (i.e. sÂtra part)
became today’s fifth Àraõyaka.

18 tasya mahÀnÀmnyaÍ ÈoçaœisÀma bhavanti–– vajro vai mahÀnÀmnyaÍ– vajraÍ

ÈoçaœiÍ– vajreõaivasmai vajraÚ praharati st¦tyai (ØBr 4.5.6-7).
19 araõya eva etad adhyeyam ity abhipretyÀdhyetÀro ’raõyakÀõçe

’ntarbhÀvyÀdhiyate (SÀyaõa’s commentary on Ai° 5.1.1).
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5. MahÀnÀmnÁs in the Later Vedic Texts
The †gvidhÀna mentions what may be considered secondary
employment of the verses. It states that these verses in combination
with some other mantras should be recited by a person to cause rain.20

They are also said to have some beneficial powers and powers to
destroy the enemies.21

We find references to several vratas (vows) to be followed by a
brahmacÀrin. The four vratas mentioned in the Gautama DharmaœÀstra

are MahÀnÀmnÁ, MahÀvrata, UpaniÈad, and GodÀna. A brief outline
of the MahÀnÀmnÁ vrata is as follows:

This shall be performed in the 13th year of age from birth. After setting
the sacred fire and performing Àjyahoma, he should change the sacred
thread. Then the teacher says: mahÀnÀmnÁvrataÚ saÚvatsaraÚ cara.
CariÈyÀmi, replies the disciple. He should then live for one year by
observing the regular rules set down for a brahmacÀrin, and without
shaving his hair. After that he again follows the ritual of setting fire
and offering a few oblations to various deities. The teacher shall then
tie the cloth on the face of the disciple thrice and keep him in the same
position for a night. Next day he shall teach the verses to the disciple.
After reciting the verses, the teacher shall remove the cloth and the
disciple shall see the risen sun. This ritual is further followed by some
more acts and ends in the evening.

6. Conclusion
As noted in the beginning of the paper, the verses under discussion
are found in the khila portion of the †gveda. Taking into consideration
the opinion of GÀrgya NÀrÀyaõa, it may be concluded that these verses,
although included in the khila portion, formed a separate category.
The ritual of the MahÀnÀmnÁ-vrata, which was especially crafted for
learning the verses, supports this opinion in a way. As the verses are
absent in the tradition of the Yajurveda, the sÂtras of this Veda do not
tell us anything about the MahÀnÀmnÁ-vrata. In connection with the

20 v¦ÈÇikamo japec caitÀ Àpo hi ÈÇha sanÀtanÀÍ–  oÚkÀrapÂrvÀ vyÀh¦tayo

madhucchandasa ÀditaÍ–– sÂktÀny ante mahÀnÀmnyaÍ saÚhitÀ sÀm¦tÀ sm¦tÀ

(†gvidhÀna 4.127-28).
21 mahÀnÀmnyaÍ paraÚ brahma œukraÚ jyotiÍ sanÀtanam– sapatnaghnyaœ ca

puõyaœ ca pÀvamÀnyaÍ parÀÍ sm¦tÀÍ (†gvidhÀna 4.126).
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ritualistic employment of the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses, it may be concluded
that these verses were recited as an option, to be selected by the Hot¦
according to the sÀman sung by the UdgÀt¦. This practice connects
the verses with the MahÀvrata sacrifice.

The above-mentioned ritualistic practice as well as the tradition of
learning these verses outside the village would have promoted the
incorporation of the MahÀnÀmnÁs and the sÂtra portion related to the
MahÀvrata (probably composed by °œvalÀyana) in the Ai°. From the
commentary of ØaçguruœiÈya, we have at least one tradition before
us that presents a different understanding of this text which supports
the view that the authorship of the complete Àraõyaka cannot be
credited to Aitareya MahidÀsa: The fourth and fifth books are later
additions.

The MahÀnÀmnÁs were also used by later Vedic texts such as the
†gvidhÀna for some secondary purposes. Their employment in a rain
charm would have been based on the fact that the verses praise Indra.

Several vratas and practices have vanished in the course of time. Similar
is the case of the Vedavratas. Disciples learning the †gveda by the
traditional method learn the MahÀnÀmnÁ verses even today, but now
usually they do not observe any vrata before beginning the process
of learning.

7. Colophon
I am thankful to Prof. Timothy Lubin (Washington and Lee University)
for his suggestions after the presentation at the 15th World Sanskrit
Conference, New Delhi.
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