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MÄTARISVAN, HEAVEN, UNDERWORLD

Atsushi Hayakawa, Leiden

Kuiper (1971) put forward an interesting problem for us. Up to that time,
Mätarisvan was thought to bring Agni only from heaven. He noticed that the

word parävätah "from afar" denotes the underworld,1 and indicated that some of
the Rigvedic Mätarisvan passages describe the derivation of fire from the

underworld, not from heaven. The passages cited by him can indeed most

naturally be interpreted as he does, and so he seems to be right. However, this

new interpretation revealed a certain inconsistency in the Rigvedic Mätarisvan

myth: There are some Rigvedic passages which explicitly say that Agni is

brought by Mätarisvan from heaven.

Kuiper (1971:94) mentions this problem, but his explanation sounds

somewhat ambiguous: "It remains one of the unsolved problems of Vedic

mythology why terms for 'nether world' and 'primeval world' can alternate with
'heaven', 'the highest heaven', 'the third heaven'. Possibly these terms primarily
denoted the mysterious world of the totality of the dualistic cosmos, Visnu's
third step, and were then also used in application to the undivided primeval
world. Be that as it may, this much is obvious that the parävät, which could be

identified with Nirrti-, was not a dwelling-place of the Devas." He seems to be

hesitating to apply his own theory to this problem, and just says: "The same

equivalence of the distant region (parävät-) and heaven is found in the myth of
Mätarisvan. On the one hand Mätarisvan is said to have brought Agni for Manu
from afar: 1.128.2 yarn mätarisvä mànave paräväto, devâm bhah parävätah,
while on the other hand Mätarisvan brought Agni from heaven (divo), in
constrast with Soma who is said to have come from the rock."

Although Kuiper's work has a great significance in that he corrected the

mistake of earlier studies, the above point must still be answered. Why are there

Acknowledgements: A prototype of this paper was written in 1996. I received some
constructive criticism to it from prof. H.W. Bodewitz. After some corrections, the prototype
was exposed on my personal Internet webpage in 1998 with the title Unit 5: Hymn to
Jatavedas. This paper is a thoroughly revised, second version.

See Kuiper 1960:226 and Kuiper 1964:107.
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two different types of statements concerning from whence Mätarisvan brought
fire?

1. Chronological Scan

The first approach we could try might be a chronological one. Following
Converse (1971) and Bodewitz (1994), I assume 5 layers in the Rigveda2: I.
Books 2-7, II. 1.51-191, III. Book 8 and 1.1-50, IV. Book 9, V. Book 10. We

will examine the relevant material in each layer.

In Stratum I, Mätarisvan appears in 3.2.13, 3.5.9, 3.5.10, 3.9.5, 3.26.2, 3.29.11,
and 6.8.4. Among these, Mätarisvan is said to bring Agni "from afar" in 3.9.5

and 6.8.4:

RV 3.9.5 Mätarisvan led Agni, who has, so to say, run away by himself, who was hidden thus,

who was kindled,/rom afar for the gods.3

RV 6.8.4 In the lap ofthe waters, the buffaloes seized [him]. The kinsmen have worshipped
the praiseworthy king. The messenger of Vivasvat brought Agni. Mätarisvan

[brought] Vaisvänara from afar.4

3.2.13 gives us different information:

RV 3.2.13 Mätarisvan took the regular, sacrifice-worthy, inspired, praiseworthy one, who dwelt

in heaven. We beg Agni, who has conspicuous way, who has golden hair, who

shines well, for a new good advance.5

"Who dwelt in heaven" (divi ksâyam)6 implies the derivation of Agni from
heaven.

Witzel 1997, following Oldenberg, discerns the following layers: I. Books 2-7, II. 1.51-191

and 8.1-66, III. 1.1-50 and 8.67-103, IV. Book 9, V. Book 10. However I have formally
synchronized this paper with Bodewitz' discussion.

sasrvämsam iva tmdnâgnim ittha tlróhltam / ainam nayan mätarisvä parâvdto devébhyo
mathitâm pari.
apâm upàsthe mahisä agrbhnata viso rajânam ûpa tasthur rgmiyam / a dittò agnim abharad
vivàsvato vaisvanarâm mätarisvä parävätah //
rtävänam yajniyam vipram ukthyàm a yarn dadhé mätarisvä divi ksâyam / tâm citrâyâmam
hârikesam îmahe sudïtim agnim suvitaya nâvyase //
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3.5.9 and 10 do not mention the place from whence Agni is brought: RV
3.5.9 "Being praised, the youngest one has glared up with the fire-wood towards
the hight of heaven at the navel of earth. Agni should be invoked as Mitra,
Mätarisvan, the messenger, carries the gods for the offering."7 RV 3.5.10 "Agni,
[flaming] high with the fire-wood, being the highest of the lights, has propped

up the firmament, when Mätarisvan has kindled him, who was hidden for the the

Bhrgus as an oblation-carrier."8
3.26.2 and 3.29.11 does not seem to be concerned with the bringing of

Agni: RV 3.26.2 "We call him, the bright Agni, for help. [We call] Vaisvänara,
Mätarisvan, who is praiseworthy. [We call] Brhaspati for the divine service of
human. [We call] the inspired hearer, the guest who runs rapidly."9 RV 3.29.11

"The asuric embryo is called Tanünapät. When he is born, he becomes Narä-

samsa. [He is] Mätarisvan, when he is formed in [his] mother. He became the

gust of wind at [his] advance."10

Stratum II. The following verses explicitly state that Mätarisvan brings
Agni from heaven.

RV 1.93.6 Mätarisvan brought one from heaven, the eagle stole the other from the rock. O

Agni and Soma, being strengthened by the prayer, you have made a wide world for
the sacrifice.11

RV1.143.2 Being born in the highest heaven. Agni became manifest for Mätarisvan. When he

was kindled by the magical power and might, his flame illuminated Heaven and

Earth.12

In the following verse, Agni is brought "from afar":

6 Geldner notes: "divi ksâyam ist unfertiges Bahuvrïhikompositum, vgl. 10.63.5, 8.64.4 und

8.15.9," and he translates it "da er im Himmel wohnte".
üd u stutâh samidhä yahvó adyaud vârsman divo âdhi nabhä prthivyah / mitrò agnir idyo
mätarisvä datò vaksad yajàthaya devan //

8 ùd astambhlt samidhä näkam rsvò gnir bhàvann uttamó rocananäm /yâdî bhfgubhyah pari
mätarisvä gûhâ sântam havyavaham samïdhé //

9 tâm subhrâm agnim âvase havâmahe vaisvanarâm mätarisvänam ukthyâm / bfhaspàtim
mànuso devâtataye vipram s'rôtaram âtitint raghusyâdam //

10 tânûnâpad ucyate gârbha usurò nârasâmso bhavati yâd vijayate / mätarisvä yâd âmimîta

mâtâri vatasya sârgo abhavat sârîmani //
11 ânyâm divo mätarisvä jabhäramathnäd anyâm pari syenó âdreh / âgnîsoma brähmana

vävrdhänorum yajhaya cakrathur u lokâm //
12 sa jäyamänah pararne vyòmany ävir agnir abhavan mätarisvane / asyâ kratvä sami-

dhänasya majmanä prâ dyavä socih prthivï arocayat //
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RV 1.128.2 We make the accomplisher of sacrifice intimate with us by the way ofthe Rta with
the salutation accompanied with offering, with the divine service accompanied with

offering. By the offering of our tonic, he does not become old in the appearance.

[We make intimate with us] the god whom Mätarisvan brought from afar to Manu,

from afar}^

The following verse mentions "the shaker of mead" (madhva âdhavé):

RV 1.141.3 When the ruling lords liberate him from the depth, from the form of a buffalo with

power, when Mätarisvan steals him, who was hidden in the shaker of mead since a

long time.14

If "the shaker of mead" denotes the underworld where the subterranean water is,

Agni is here also brought from the underworld.
The other verses do not mention the place Agni is brought from: 1.60.1

"Mätarisvan brought for Bhrgu Agni, who is the famous carrier, the banner of
distribution, the mindful messenger, who reaches object immediately, who has

twofold birth, who is praised like wealth, as a present,"15 1.96.4 "Mätarisvan,
who has rich welfare, the procurer of the heavenly light, found the way for the

offspring. He is the herdsman of the settlements, the begetter of both worlds.
The gods hold Agni, the treasure-impeller,"16 1.148.1 "When Mätarisvan
churned out the Hotr, who has every form, who belongs to all the gods, whom

they put down in the human settlements like the sun, who shines forth brightly
for wonder,"17 1.164.46 "They call [him] Indra, Mitra, Varuna [and] Agni. And
he is the heavenly bird Garutmat. The inspired ones speak variously about it,
which is unique. They call [it] Agni, Yama, [and] Mätarisvan,"18 1.190.2 "The
speeches regularly strive for him, who were discharged like an emission of those

who worship gods, because Brhaspati, who quickly extends over the wide

13 torn yajhasadham àpi vätayämasy rtâsya patha nâmasâ havismatä devatätä havismatä / sä

na üriäm upäbhrty ayâ krpâ nâ jüryati / yâm mätarisvä mânave parâvâto devâm bhâh

parävätah //
14 nir yâd îm budhnân mahisâsya vârpasa îsânâsah sâvasâ krânta sûrâyah / yâd îm ânu

pradivo madhva âdhavé gûhâ sântam mätarisvä mathayâti //
15 vâhnim yasâsam vidâthasya ketûm suprâvyàm dûtâm sadyóartham / dvijânmanam rayim iva

pras'astâm rätim bharad bhfgave mätarisvä //
16 sa mätarisvä puruvârapustir vldàd gätüm tânayaya svarvit / visäm gopä janita ródasyor

devä agnim dhärayan dravinodâm //
17 mâthîd yâd îm vistò mätarisvä hotäram visvapsum vlsvàdevyam / ni yâm dadhûr manusyäsu

viksû svàr nâ citrâm vâpuse vibhâvam //1 cannot translate the word vista- here.

18 indram mitram vârunam agnim ähur âtho divyâh sa suparnô garütmän / ékam sâd viprâ
bahudhä vadanty agnim yamâm mâtarisvânam ähuh //
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spaces, became equal to Mätarisvan at the Rta,"19 RV 1.71.4 "When Mätarisvan,
[as the fire was] distributed, churned it, and he became white and noble in every
house, then Bhrgaväna followed his duty as a messenger, just like being in
attendance on a more powerful king."20

Stratum III contains two verses:

RV 1.31.3 O Agni, be first manifest for Mätarisvan with the good magical power for Vivasvat.

Heaven and Earth trembled at the Hotr-selection. You became a match for the

burden. You sacrificed to the great, o Vasu.21

1.31.3 is parallel to 1.143.2 "Being born in the highest heaven, Agni became

manifest for Mätarisvan." This can also be regarded as the derivation of Agni
from heaven. 8.52.2 does not indicate the place: "O Indra, [just as] you were
intoxicated with the pressed [Soma] at Prsadra, Medhya, [and] Mätarisvan, just
as [you drank] Soma at Dasasipra, Dasonya, Syümarasmi [and] Rjünas."22

Stratum IV contains one verse: 9.67.31 "The one who learns the Pavamäna-

verses by heart eats the essence which was brought together by the Rsis, the all
which is purified, which was made sweet by Mätarisvan."23 This also does not

specify the place.
Stratom V. RV 10.46.9 "[They have put] Agni, whom heaven and earth

begot, whom the waters, Tvastr, [and] the Bhrgus [begot] with power.
Mätarisvan [and] the gods have formed the sacrifice-worthy one, who is to be

invoked first, for Manu."24 10.105.6: "He praised by the lofty power with the

lofty ones. The brave one, Mätarisvan, has formed [the club] with power just as

Rbhu [forms it] with the magical power."25 10.85.47: "Let all the gods and

waters melt the heart of us two together. Let Mätarisvan, the creator and

19 tâm rtviyä ûpa vâcah sacante sàrgo nâ yô devayatâm âsarji / bfhaspâtih sa hy âhjo vârâmsl

vibhvâbhavat sâm rté mätarisvä //
20 mâthïd yâd îm vibhrto mätarisvä grhé-grhe syetó jényo bhut / âd îm râjhe nâ sâhïyase sâca

sânn â dûtyàm bhrgavâno viväya //
21 tvâm agne prathama mâtaris'vana âvir bhava sukratûyâ vivàsvate / ârejetam ródasi hotr-

vûryé 'saghnor bhäram âyajo mahó vaso //
22 pfsadhre médhye mätarisvantndra suvané àmandathah / yâthâ sómam dâsasipre dâéonye

syümarasmäv fjûnasi //
23 yâh pavamânïr adhyéty fslbhih sâmbhrtam ràsam / sarvam sa pûtâm asnâti svaditâm

mâtarisvanâ.
24 dyâvâ yâm agnim prthivïjânistam apas tvâsta bhfgavo yâm sâhobhih / ïlényam prathamâm

mätarisvä devâs tataksur mânave yâjatram //
25 prästaud rsvaüjä rsvébhls tatâksa s'urah sâvasa / rbhûr nâ krâtubhtr mätarisvä //
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directress, put us together."26 10.48.2: "I am Indra, the wall [and] breast-[plate]
of the Atharvans. For Trita, I released cows from the Dragon. I took manly

power from the Dasyus, directing the cowherds to Dadhyanc [and]
Mätarisvan."27 10.88.19: "Before the winged one wears the face of Usas, o

Mätarisvan, the Brahmin puts [him], coming to the sacrifice, sitting down against the

Hotr."28 10.109.1 "They, [namely] the limitless ocean, Mätarisvan, the heat

which has strong flame, the terrible, benevolent one, the goddesses waters, the

one who was first born with the Rta, spoke first about the offence against a

Brahmin,"29 and 10.114.1 "The two heats, which are next to each other, have

filled the threefold [world]. Mätarisvan has enjoyed them. They, desiring to
obtain the heavenly milk, flew. The gods know the song of priase which is

accompanied by a melody."30
In the later Samhitäs, Mätarisvan is not often mentioned as the carrier of

Agni. MS 4.14.15 is the same verse as RV 1.148.1, which we have already seen.

RV 1.93.6, in which Mätarisvan is said to bring Agni from heaven, appears also

in MS 4.14.18, and KS 4.16.

As the above material shows, both of the motifs "Mätarisvan brings Agni
from the underworld" and "Mätarisvan brings Agni from heaven" appear in
Stratum I and II. In Stratum III, we see one instance of the motif "Mätarisvan
brings Agni from heaven". We cannot find back these motifs in Strata IV and V.
These facts mean: (1) We cannot chronologically differentiate these two motifs.
As far as our existing material is concerned, we cannot say that one motif is a

later development of the other. (2) Current discussion on the Vedic concept of
"life after death" makes it clear that the other alternations indicated by Kuiper
are observed in the latest layers ofthe Rigveda.31 In contrast, the alternation of
the place from whence Mätarisvan brings Agni can be observed in the first three

layers. Therefore Mätarisvan should be treated separately from the alternation of

26 sam ahjantu visve devâh sâm âpo hfdayäni nau / sâm mätarisvä sâm dhäta sâm u dèstri
dadhätu nau //

27 ahâm Indro ródho vâkso âtharvanas tritâya gâ ajanayam âher âdhi / ahâm dâsyubhyah pari
nrmnâm ä dade goträ s'iksan dadhïcé mätarisvane //

28 yâvanmatrâm usâso nâ pràtïkam suparnyò vâsate mätartsvah / tävad dadhäty ûpa yajhàm
ayân brahmano hótur avaro nisidan //

29 tè 'vadan prathama brahmakilbisé 'küpärah salilo mätarisvä / vïlùharâs tapa ugró mayo-
bhür âpo devth prathamajä rténa //

30 gharma sâmanta trlvftam vy apatus tàyor jüstim mätarisvä jagäma / divâs pâyo didhisänä

avesan vlditr devâh sahasämänam arkâm //
31 See Bodewitz 1994 and Butzenberger 1996.
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the Pitrs, Yama, and Varuna. (3) These motifs become much less important in
the newer strata.

2. Conceptual Scheme

Let us approach our motifs from a different angle. In which context are these

motifs related?

It is conspicuous that the motif "Mätarisvan brings Agni from heaven" is

related in the context of Agni's birth in heaven and the establishment of Agni as

the sacrificial fire on earth:

RV 1.143.1 I present a powerful new hymn, a hymn of the speech to Agni, the son of strength,

the dear son of water who sat down with the Vasus on earth as a pleasant Hotr, the

regular one.32

RV 1.143.2 Being born in the highest heaven, Agni became manifest for Mätarisvan. When he

was kindled by the magical power and might, his flame illuminated Heaven and

Earth.

RV 1.143.3 The glaring, ageless rays of Agni, who has beautiful appearance, who has a

beautiful face, who shines beautifully, who has the power of the light, trembles

without sleeping, without aging, just like rivers at night33.34

RV 1.143.4 Send forth with songs in [your] own house Agni, the all-knowing, whom Bhrgus
have put down on the navel of the earth with the power of the world, who, as a

unique one, rules over wealth like Varuna35.36

32 prâ tâvyasïm nâvyasïm dhïtim agnâye vacò matim sâhasah sûnâve bhare / apäm nâpad yó
vâsubhih sahâpriyô hôta prthivyâm ny âsïdad rtviyah //

33 àty aktûr. Oldenberg and Geldner take it as adnominal. This seems more natural than the

interpretation by Grassmann, who takes it as adverbial (see his Wörterbuch under âtï). But

aktûr is the nominative form. Oldenberg conjectures àty akturhr > àty aktür. Geldner thinks

that it is a haplology of âty aktüm aktür "die Nacht über gleich dem Farbenspiel". Renou

notes: "peut-être un ancien aktân nâ sindhavah a-t-il été remplacé par aktùh sous l'influence
du type sindhur nâ ksódah" (EVP 12, p. 105), and translates "par delà (les nuits) comme la

surface-ointe". There are no decisive grounds to adopt one of these.

34 asyâ tvesâ ajàra asyâ bhanàvah susamdfsah suprâtïkasya sudyûtah / bhâtvaksaso âty aktûr
nâ sindhavo gné rejante âsasanto ajârah //

35 yâm eriré bhfgavo visvâvedasam näbhäprthivyâ bhüvanasya majmânâ /agnim tâm gïrbhir
hinuhi svà à dame yâ éko vâsvo vâruno nâ râjati //
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1.143.2 and 4ab refer to the events in the past. In these verses, Agni's birth,
Mätarisvan's deed, and the Bhrgu's establishment of the sacrificial fire can be

interpreted as sequential events. RV 3.2 gives another instance:

RV 3.2.10 The human tonics made the seer of the settlements, the chief of the settlements,

sharp like an axe. He goes upwards and downwards, while working. He puts the

embryo in these beings.37

RV 3.2.11 The procreating seed bull incites himself into the conspicuous wombs, while roaring
like a lion. Vaisvänara, who has a wide surface, the immortal one, who distributes

the treasure and wealth for a pious one.38

RV 3.2.12 Vaisvänara has ascended heaven as in the ancient time. Being honoured by singers,
he [ascends] the top of heaven. Producing the wealth for people as before, the

watchful one goes round the same course.39

RV 3.2.13 Mätarisvan put the regular, sacrifice-worthy, inspired, praiseworthy one. who dwelt
in heaven. We beg Agni, who has a conspicuous way, who has golden hair, who

shines well, for a new good advance.

36 The rest ofthe hymn: RV 1.143.5 nà yó varäya marütäm iva svanàh séneva srsthä divyâ
yâthasânih I agnir jàmbhais tigitair atti bhârvati yodhó nâ sâtrûnt sa vâna ny rhjate //
"Agni, who cannot be braked just like the noise of Maruts, like a discharged army, like the

heavenly lightning, eats and devours with sharp teeth. He overpowers woods just as a

warrior [overpowers] enemies." RV 1.143.6 kuvin no agnir ucâthasya vir âsad vâsus kuvid
vàsubhih kâmam avârat / codâh kuvit tutujyät sâtâye dhiyah sûcipratïkam tâm ayâ dhiyâ

girne // "I wonder whether Agni is eager for the verse of us, whether the good one fulfils
[our] desire with good ones, whether the impeller would urge our hymns for the booty. I

praise with this hymn the one who has shining face." RV 1.143.7 ghrtâpratïkam va rtdsya
dhûrsâdam agnim mitram nâ samidhânâ rhjate / indhäno akró vidâthesu dtdyac

chukrâvarnam ûd u no yamsate dhiyam // "The kindling one launches your Agni, whose

face is Ghrta, who sits on the shaft of the Rta, like a friend. Let the kindled race-horse,

shining at the distributions, raise our bright-coloured hymn." RV 1.143.8 âprayuchann

âprayuchadbhir agne sivébhir nah päyübhih pähi sagmaih / âdabdhebhir âdrpitebhir Iste

'nimisadbhih pari pähi no jâh // "O Agni, protect us, being attentive, with the attentive,

friendly, powerful protectors. O Isti, protect our offsprings with the undeceivable,
uncheatable, vigilant [protectors]."

37 visum kavim vispdtim mânusîr isah sâm sïm akrnvan svâdhitim nâ téjase /sa udvâto nivâto

yäti vévisat sa gârbham esù bhûvanesu dïdharat //
38 sa jlnvate jathâresu prajajhivän vfsä cltrésu nânadan nà slmhàh / vaisvanarâh prthupâja

àmartyo vâsu ratnä dayamäno vi dasûse //
39 vaisvanarâh pratnathä näkam âruhad divâs prsthâm bhândamanah sumànmabhih / sa

pûrvavâj janâyah jantàve dhanam samanâm àjmam pàry etijâgrvih //
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This passage was discussed in Hayakawa (2001:305-306) as an instance of
"Agni's birth in heaven" Heaven's ejaculation. In 3.2.10-12, Agni Vaisvänara
releases the sperm. The sperm is infused into "these beings" (3.2.11) or "the

conspicuous wombs" (3.2.11), which seems to be the plant from which the

churning sticks are taken.40 3.2.13ab can be interpreted as the establishment of
the sacrificial fire.

As discussed in Hayakawa (2001:301-302), RV 1.31 contrasts Agni's birth
on earth with Agni's birth in heaven:

RV 1.31.3 O Agni, be first manifest for Mätarisvan with the good magical power for Vivasvat.

Heaven and Earth trembled at the Hotr-selection. You became a match for the

burden. You sacrificed to the great, o Vasu.

RV 1.31.4 O Agni, you caused Heaven to roar for a man. For the benevolent Purüravas, a more
benevolent one [caused Heaven to roar]. When you are released at the parents with
the power, they lead you around forward and again backward.41

In 1.31.4, Agni is born from the parents the churning sticks, through the

movement "forward and again backward". As already mentioned above, 3 ab is

parallel to 1.143.2, which explicitly relates Agni's birth in heaven. "Heaven and

Earth" in 1.31.3 corresponds to the "parents" in 1.31.4, and implies the churning
out of Agni through the union of Heaven and Earth.42

The above Rigvedic passages associate Agni's birth in heaven with the

establishment of the sacrificial fire. Mätarisvan appears as a figure who
combines these two elements.

As to the other motif, RV 3.9 gives a comprehensive picture of it:

RV 3.9.4 After he has escaped the faults and many droughts, the attentive, undeceivable ones

have found him, who abided in the waters just like a lion.43

RV 3.9.5 Mätarisvan led Agni, who has, so to say, run away by himself, who was hidden thus,

who was kindled, from afarfor the gods.

40 See Hayakawa 2001, section "Agni's Birth in the Highest Heaven".
41 tvâm agne mdnave dyâm aväsayah purûrâvase sukfte sukfttarah / svatréna yât pltrór

mûcyase pàry â tväpurvam anayann âparam pünah //
42 See Hayakawa 2001, section "Agni's Birth in the Highest Heaven".
43 ïytvamsam âtt sridhah sâsvatïr âti sascâtah I ànv ïm avindan niciraso adrûho apsû simhâm

iva srltâm //
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RV 3.9.6 The mortals seized you, o oblation-carrier for the gods, so that you watch all the

sacrifices, o humanly one, with your magical power, o the youngest one.44

RV 3.9.9 The three thousand and three hundred thirty nine gods honoured Agni. They

sprinkled Ghrta and scattered Barhis for him. And then they put him down as the

Hotr.45

Agni is found abiding "in the waters" in 3.9.4, and Mätarisvan brings him "from
afar" the underworld. Obviously, these two places are identical. As was
discussed in Hayakawa (2001:313ff), the underworld is associated with "Agni's
birth in the waters" in the Rigveda. In other words, this passage, which relates

the derivation of Agni from the underworld, can be interpreted as a variant of
"Agni's birth in the waters". Agni is received by people in 3.9.6, and his

presence at the sacrifices is mentioned. And 3.9.9 states that Agni is put down as

the Hotr. As far as this hymn is concerned, Agni's stay in the waters,
Mätarisvan's bringing of Agni, and the establishment of the sacrificial fire, are
three successive events. And Mätarisvan's deed can be interpreted as combining
"Agni's birth in the waters" and "establishment ofthe sacrificial fire on earth".

RV 1.128 gives another instance of this motif:

RV 1.128.1 This one is born in the fire-holder of Manu. The Hotr who sacrifies the best [is born]

according to the obedience of Usijes. Agni [is born] according to [his] own
obedience. [He is] the one who listens to everything for the one who attends as a

friend. [He is] like treasure for the one who seeks for fame. The undeceivable Hotr
sits down at the place of libation, being covered at the place of libation.46

RV 1.128.2 We make the accomplisher of sacrifice intimate with us by the way ofthe Rta with
the salutation accompanied with offering, with the divine service accompanied with
offering. By the offering of our tonic, he does not become old in the appearance.

[We make intimate with us] the god whom Mätarisvan brought from afar to Manu,
from afar.

RV 1.128.3 He surrounds the earth with the speedy [movement] at once. Raising voice

suddenly, the seed bull [puts] sperm while roaring, putting sperm while roaring.

44 tâm tva marta agrbhnata devébhyo havyavähana / visvân yâd yajhàm abhipâsi mänusa tàva

krâtvà yavisthya //
45 trini satä trï sahâsrâny agnim trimsâc ca devâ nâva cäsaparyan / aûksan ghrtair âstrnan

barhir asma ad id dhotäram ny äsädayanta //
46 ayant jäyata mânuso dhârïmani hotâ yâjistha usijäm ânu vratâm agnih svâm ânu vratâm /

visvàsrustih sakhïyaté rayir iva sravasyaté / âdabdho hâta ni sadad lias padé pârivïta ilâs

padé //
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Seeing with hundred eyes, the god is victorious in the woods. Putting the seat in the

lower summits, Agni, in the higher summits.47

RV 1.128.4 Agni, the Purohita who has good magical power, gives consideration to the sacrifice

and Soma sacririfice at every house. He gives consideration to the sacrifice with the

magical power. With magical power, Vedhas for the one who shoots arrows has

seen all the creatures, as soon as the guest, being beautiful with Ghrta, was born,

[namely when] the draught animal, Vedhas, was born.4i

1.128.1 "The undeceivable Hotr sits down at the place of libation, being covered

at the place of libation" implies the establishment ofthe sacrificial fire. Agni's
birth, which is mentioned in the same verse, can be interpreted as its birth on
earth. 1.128.2 "the god whom Mätarisvan brings from a distance to Manu"
mentions the derivation of Agni from the underworld. 1.128.3 "the seed bull
[puts] sperm while roaring" and "putting the seat in the higher summits" seem to

imply Heaven's ejaculation Agni's birth in heaven.49 1.128.4 "when the guest,

being beautiful with Ghrta, was born" is again concerned with Agni's birth on
earth. As is already clear, Agni's threefold birth is related in this passage. The

following passage also mentions two ofthe Agni's births:

RV 6.8.1 Now, I praise the strength and wisdom of Jatavedas, [namely] the strong, reddish

bull. For Vaisvänara the new hymn purifies himself, just like the pure soma which is

dear to Agni.50

RV 6.8.2 Being born In the highest heaven, Agni, the lord of obedience, protected the

obedience. Vaisvänara, who has good magical power, measured out the Antariksa,
and touched the vault with greatness.51

RV 6.8.3 As the wonderful Mitra, he supported the two worlds apart. He made the darkness

in-between splitted with light. He rolled up both Dhisanäs just like hides.

Vaisvänara obtained the whole strength.52

47 évena sadyâh pâry eti parthivam muhurgf réto vrsabhâh kânlkradad dâdhad rétah kânl-
kradat / satâm càksano aksâbhtr devo vânesu turvânlh / sâdo dâdhana ûparesu sânusv

agnîh pâresu sânusu //
48 sa sukrâtuh puróhlto dâme-dame gnir yajhâsyadhvarâsya cetati krâtva yajhâsya cetati /

krâtva vedhâ isûyaté visvä jatâni paspase / yâto ghrtasrïr âtithir âjayata vâhnir vedhâ

âjayata //
49 See Hayakawa 2001, section "Agni's Birth in the Highest Heaven".

50 prksâsya vfsno arusâsya nu sâhah prâ nû vocam vidâtha jatâvedasah / valsvanarâya matir

nâvyasï sùcih sòma iva pavate cârur agnâye //
51 sa jayamânah pararne vyòmani vratâny agnir vratapâ araksata / vy àntâriksam amimïta

sukrâtur vaisvänara mahinâ nakam asprsat //



52 Atsushi Hayakawa

RV 6.8.4 In the lap ofthe waters, the buffaloes seized [him]. The kinsmen have worshipped
the praiseworthy king. The messenger of Vivasvat brought Agni. Mätarisvan

[brought] Vaisvänara from afar.

"The highest heaven" (6.8.2) and "the lap ofthe waters" (6.8.4) denote Agni's
birth in heaven and in the waters, respectively.

The above instances of the motifs "Mätarisvan brings Agni from heaven /
underworld" show that these motifs are directly connected with "Agni's birth in
heaven/in the waters". And, as some of the above passages show, these motifs
are connected with the establishment of the sacrificial fire. This means that the

motifs of Mätarisvan had the function to integrate the threefold birth of Agni
into the sacrificial fire. Through the stories of Mätarisvan, the sacrificial fire is

identified with the Agnis born in heaven and in the waters.

If we understand the meaning of the motifs "Mätarisvan brings Agni from
heaven / the waters" as above, we can explain the reason why there are two
different motifs concerning Mätarisvan: inasmuch as there are three births for
Agni, the sacrificial fire must be associated with all the three births to guarantee
the conceptual completeness and consistency of Agni. Agni's birth on earth is

implicitly associated with the sacrificial fire. The other two births must also be

associated with it in some way. The motifs of Mätarisvan must have been

created from this need. If we think of it like this, the "alternation" of the place
from whence Mätarisvan brings Agni is not a peculiar phenomenon at all, but it
is a logical consequence ofthe concept "Agni's threefold birth".

Although Mätarisvan becomes less important in the later Rigvedic period,
the conceptual scheme of "Agni's completeness" remained in the thought of
Vedic ritualists, and was implemented in the classical Agnyädheya ritual.53 See

Krick (1982:118-188) for the image ofthe primordial water which is associated

with almost each Sambhära-item, and especially MS 3.2.3 (Krick 1982:119):
"Die Wasser sind der Mutterschoß (yonih) des Feuers; somit wird das Feuer auf
seiner eigenen Geburtsstätte geschichtet." See also the motif "Agni's sperm"
which appears in connection with Aran! (Krick 1982:188-203) and the story of
Purüravas and Urvasï (Krick 1982:203-223), and especially MS 1.6.12 (Krick

52 vy àstabhnad ródasi mitrò âdbhuto 'ntarvâvad akrnoj jyótisa tâmah / vi càrmanïva dhisàne

avartayad vaisvänara visvam adhatta vfsnyam //
53 The reason why these motifs became less important is unknown. Possibly the formation of

the standard Agnyädheya procedure (i.e. the Sambhära and the churning out) might have

something to do with it. Once the standard procedure was formed, they did not have to

create new Mätarisvan hymns, because now the completeness and the consistency of the fire

was guaranteed by the ritual procedure.
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1982:205), which identifies Agni's sperm with Asvattha Aroha, which are used

as the churning sticks. She further says: "Die himmlische Abstammung des

Feuers wird durch das Material der Reibhölzer (Aram) sowie die Gesänge, die

die Feuerreibung begleiten, garantiert; die Vollkommenheit des Feuerleibes (der

'Gesamtperson Agni') wird dadurch erreicht, daß die einzelnen Teilkörper Agnis
bzw. seine ihm eigenen Wohnstätten gesammelt und im Altar vereint werden."54

She could have answered Kuiper's question from the viewpoint ofthe classical

ritual. The sacrificial fire in the classical Agnyädheya is established with the

material associated with the water, in which Agni was hidden. The fire is

churned out with the churning sticks of Asvattha, which is identified with Agni's
sperm. Therefore, the sacrificial fire on earth is the unification of the fires born

on earth, in the waters, and in heaven. All of them are necessary for the

conceptual completeness and consistency ofthe sacrificial fire.

Bibliography

Texts

KS Käthaka Samhitä

MS Maiträyanfya Samhitä

RV Rigveda Samhitä
TS Taittiriya Samhitä

Translations and commentaries

Geldner, K.F.
1951-57 Der Rig-veda, Cambridge/Mass.
Oldenberg, H.

1909-12 Rgveda, Textkritische und exegetische Noten I-II, Berlin.

Reference works

Grassmann, H.

1955 Wörterbuch zum Rig-veda, 3., unveränderte Auflage, Wiesbaden 1955.

54 Krick 1982:99.



54 Atsushi Hayakawa

Secondary literature

Bodewitz, H.W.
1994 Life after Death in the Rgvedasamhitä. In: Wiener Zeitschrift fur die

Kunde Südasiens 38, 23-41.

Butzenberger, K.
1996 Ancient Indian Conceptions on Man's Destiny After Death. In: Berli¬

ner Indologische Studien 9, 55-118.

Converse, H.S.
1971 The Historical Significance ofthe First Occurences ofthe Doctrine of

Transmigration in the Early Upanisads. Columbia University.
Hayakawa, A.
2001 Descent of Fire. In: Asiatische Studien LV-2, 291-320.

Krick, H.

1982 Das Ritual der Feuergründung, Wien.

Kuiper, F.BJ.
1960 The Ancient Aryan Verbal Contest. In: Indo-lranian Journal 4, 217-

281.

1964 The Bliss of Asa. In: Indo-lranian Journal 8, 96-129.
1971 An Indian Prometheus? In: Asiatische Studien XXV, 85-98.

Witzel, M.
1997 The Development ofthe Vedic Canon and its Schools: The Social and

Political Milieu. In: Inside The Texts Beyond The Texts, Cambridge.


	Mātariśvan, heaven, underworld

