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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The word forest is derived from the Latin word 'foris', which stands for outside, the 

reference being to a village boundary or fence, and it must have included all uncultivated and 

uninhabited land. 1 It suggests that the term forest originated with specific spatial connotation, 

and was used to define as much itself as to the other spaces. This contrasting nature of the 

forest and the cultivated and habited areas, i.e. settled spaces, finds expression in the 

dichotomous notions of the vana and the lcyetras existing in early Indian literary sources.2 

These mutually contrasting notions did not just pertain to the physical representation of the 

spaces, but also included living beings inside these two different spaces. 

Human beings started their journey of civilisation from and through the forests, but 

once they started settling down and took up cultivation, their dependence on forests 

decreased. This constantly changing relationship between forest and settled society reached a 

new phase with the coming of the empires/states in early India and the demarcation between 

the settled society and the forest dwellers became sharp. These changes got reflected in the 

ancient Indian literary traditions. 

This study is an attempt to explore a specific genre of ancient Indian literary tradition, 

i.e. the Pural)ic literature, with an aim to analyse the different notions of forest and forest 

dwellers in early India. Analysing various myths and stories from the early Puraflas, the 

study has interpreted different attributes and features associated with forest. It has studied the 

pattern and context of their occurrence, variations in the narratives and their symbolic 

1 K. P. Sagreiya, 'Forests and Forestry', New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1967, p. 1. 
2 Gunther-Deitz Sontheimer, 'The vana and the k~etra: the tribal background of some famous cults', in H. 
Bruckner, A. Feldhaus and A. Malik eds., Essays on Religion, Literature and Law, New Delhi: Manohar 
Publishers, 2004. 
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meaning in the overall PuraQic structure. The peculiar nature of the Purti7Jas provides us the 

opportunity to look for the areas that were outside the domain of settled society and the 

people inhabiting those areas. In the discussion of cosmology, it gives a comprehensive 

picture of the world and different kinds of forests. This creates an interesting opportunity to 

study a hitherto less explored aspect of early Indian past, i.e. forest and forest dwellers. 

Today forest and forest dwellers are much more exposed to 'the civilized society'. But 

for a long time they belonged to the realm of the others. These others were almost outside the 

pale of civilized society. From the sources we come to know that there existed interaction 

between the communities that lived in the forests and settled society. The 'forest dweller' was 

never a monolithic category and the term indicated different social groups living in the forest. 

Here, the forests are seen as the abode of two types of communities: human forest dwellers, 

like the Ni~adas. the Kiratas, etc. and the mythical forest dwellers, like the rak~asas, asuras, 

nagas, etc. Both the human and mythical beings are historically silent people, because their 

voices never got represented in any literary sources. This study is about the representation of 

the others: as a space and inhabitants of the space. 

Edward W. Said has argued that in a socio-cultural system negotiating with a range of 

differences, the dominant set of socio-cultural norms subordinate the weaker ones.3 This 

understanding provides a valuable paradigm to explore the history of the marginalised others 

in the overarching brahmaQical structure, and helps to question and critique the idea of the 

other as well. Further his argument that every culture creates its own 'others', help us analyse 

the existing assumptions behind the constructions of categories such as the dasyus, PaQis, 

m lecchas, heretics etc. 

J Edward W. Said, Orienta/ism, New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2001. 
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Historiography 

Although there exists no comprehensive work that deals with the topic of my study, 

there are some works that partially touch upon different aspects of the theme. Gunther-Dietz 

Sontheimer4 has tried to locate the relationship between the vana and the /cyetra; i.e., the 

forest and the settlement, by emphasizing the opposing nature of these two. He understood 

the vana as wild space, forest or jungle, and k$etra as inhal;>ited, well settled place. "On the 

social level the /cyetra is a rigid and stratified social system ... but the normal rules of social 

behaviour did not apply in the vana ... the rules were aniiciira (or nisiiciira), rather than 

iiciira. "5 

The k..lietra attempted to spread into the vana and integrate tribal people and their 

cults. These processes were very slow but steady. In course of time, "the impure and 

dangerous became ritually pure and pacified". He showed the influence of the lcyetra on the 

vana through the examples of the pastoral deity Mallari in the Deccan, the famous 

Pal)c;luranga or Vithoba in Maharashtra or lord Jagannath in Orissa. Even the dasiivatiiras 

show gradual movement from the vana to the /cyetra. Sontheimer believes that Siva was the 

great integrator of the vana and the /cyetra in mythology and rituals, while Visl)u stood on the 

other side. 

However, in the classical Sanskrit texts, the forests were seen as impure and 

dangerous. Despite this, he believes that the forests were the very place which offered direct 

access to the divine beings as compared to the lcyetra. Sages lived there, performed penances 

anq got boons from the Devas. The renouncers left the lcyetra and entered into vana. "In the 

4 Gunther-Deitz Sontheimer, 'The vana and the k~etra: the tribal background of some famous cults', in H. 
Bruckner, A. Feldhaus and A. Malik eds., Essays on Religion, Literature and Law, New Delhi: Manohar 
Publishers, 2004, pp. 353-382. 
5 Ibid., p. 362. 
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forest, unity and renewal of life are achieved in many respects on many levels. "6 Sontheimer 

had discussed the importance of forests in brahmal)ical religion. "With the slow spread of the 

k.yetra and the reduction of the vana ... tribes were reduced to castes and assigned a place in the 

hierarchical system of the Metra" 7• 

Romila Thapar8 has commented on the work of Gunther-Dietz Sontheimer. She says 

that the dichotomy is not merely between the vana and the k$tra. It also exists between the 

griima and the nagara with the emergence of urban centres in the early centuries A.D., and 

between the jungle and the anupa - the forest and the marshland. Although the dichotomy 

existed for many centuries, she argued that it was neither static nor uniform. Even the 

perception of forests changed with the course of time. 

In the context of early India, Thapar looks at the forest as the place of hunt, hermitage 

and exile. Descriptions of hunts are found in various texts. Sometimes the hunts were carried 

out to claim territory. In course of hunts, the settled society encountered forest dwellers, 

mythical as well as historical. The king killed them or subordinated them. 

Subordination was not achieved only with the help of violence. Cultural subordination 

happened simultaneously. As Thapar argues the hermitage was itself an intrusion into the 

territory of the forest dwellers. The environment created by the sages around the hermitage 

was different from the settlements, because "its way of life was a denial of that associated 

with the settlement"9
. It was also close to the life-style of forest dwelle~s, as they were 

dependent on whatever the forests provided. They cultivated, but at a marginal level. 

6 Ibid., p. 365. 
7 Ibid., pp. 373-374. 
8 Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the forest: Early India', Studies in Histmy, New Series, vol. 17, 1, (2001), pp. 1-
16. 

Q Ibid, p. 7. 
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She also disctJsse<;l the nature of exile. Forest was never far away from habitation and, 

as the place 0f exile; it became the place for exploration. Forests also constituted an imagined 

space. In this manner it provided enough opportunity to the narrators to create accounts of 

acculturations. The epics are the most important examples of such narratives. The 

Artha.Mstra, Asoka's inscriptions, and the Allahabad prasasti of Samudragupta are some of 

the most famous examples that refer to the state's subordination of forest dwellers. Land 

grants add another dimension to this process of subordination. It creates a space for cultural 

marginalization and the submersion of the marginalized people within the brahmaQ.ical 

hierarchical system. 

Through the above mentioned activities, the process of inclusion of the 'unfamiliar 

forest dwellers' like the Ni$adas, the Sabaras, the Pulindas etc. into a low caste status took 

place. It shows that over the years attitudes towards forests and forest dwellers changed. 

Although "many of the earlier attitudes persisted ...... Rak~asas and apsaras are less in the 

forefront in courtly literature than in the folk narratives"10
• However, these perceptions 

coexisted at various levels. For instance, 'the vana ', was essential for the reconstruction of its 

the other 'the /cyetra ·. 

B. D. Chattopadhayaya 11 has discussed the nature of perception of the states towards 

forests. Expansion of the existing states and the emergence of new states in the forest regions, 

bring the forests and forest dwellers within the ambits of complex societies. Exploitation of 

resources as well as subordination of forest dwellers occurred simultaneously. They became 

important sections of a state's population and were assimilated within the hierarchy of 

brahrnaQ.ical social order, but only as untouchables. 

10 Ibid, p. 14. 
11 B. 0. Chattopadhyaya, 'State's perception of the 'Forest' and the 'Forest' as State in Early India' in B. B. 
Chaudhuri and Arun Bandopadhyay, eds., Tribes, Forest and Social Formation in Indian history, New Delhi: 
Manohar Publishers, 2004, pp. 23-37. 
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Further, the nature of encroachment of the state also transformed the physical terrain 

of the forest dwelling communities. These were viewed as new states, a{avi-riijya. Forests 

were transformed into kingdoms and "the forest space emerged as the nucleus of a forest 

kingdom" 12
• This process was also helped by the practice ofland grants. 

N. N. Bhattacharyya13 studied some mythical categories of forest dwellers in his 

Indian Demonology: the Inverted Pantheon. He has dealt with the so called demons in Vedic, 

Buddhist, Jain, epic and Pural)ic texts. In Vedic demonology, the Rak~asas are frequently 

mentioned and all forms of misdeeds are attributed to them. But :Shattacharyaya argues that 

"they were originally humans neither evil spirits of hostile dead nor products of pure 

imagination, as the original term ralcya denotes a protector"14
• On the basis of the available 

data, he has come to the conclusion that they were the protectors of indigenous beliefs, cults 

and rituals from the hands of an alien culture, represented by 'the Aryan'. They opposed the 

sacrificial religion of the Vedas, destroyed sacrificial ceremonies and killed the sages. He 

observes that this is the reason for their higher and more honourable position in Buddhism 

and Jainism, which also opposed the authority of the Vedas. 

The case of the Dasas and the Dasyus were no different. He has argued that although 

they were described as demons, they were indigenous tribes opposed to the Aryans. We can 

say that the Rak~asas, Dasas and Dasyus were the victims of the process of "demonization of 

the enemy" 15
• However some enemies were absorbed within the brahmal)ical fold. It is 

interesting that the dasyus as demons become rare after the Atharva Veda. Compared to the 

brahmal)ical demon-lore, the demons were not killed but were completely transformed within 

Buddhism and Jainism. "They became devotees of Buddha and under his all pervading 

12 Ibid. p. 30. 
13 N. N. Bhattacharyya, Indian Demonology: The Inverted Pantheon, New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 2004. 
14 Ibid, pp. 41-42. 
15 Romila Thapar, 'The Tyranny of Labels'. in Romila Thapar, Cultural Pasts, New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2009. 
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influence used their special powers for the welfare ofmankind." 16 The Jainas or Tirtharpkaras 

destroyed "their evil propensities and reemployed them in good works, a reward for their 

services to the Jainas, the converted demons and spirits were raised to the rank of gods" 17
• 

Within the epic demonology, Bhattacharyya argues that "the attitude of the epic poets 

to the demons is rather ambivalent. Many individual Asuras maintain a very high standard of 

character and morality. Some demons are considered fallen angels or celestial entities ... they 

believed in meditation, prayer and austerities ... the demons had matrimonial alliances with 

human beings and also with the gods"18
. However there are examples of their hostility 

towards gods. In the epics we find detailed descriptions of the demons. These are also 

incorporated into the Pur{uJas. He has dealt Pural)ic demonology in great details. 

Aloka Parasher-sen 19 in her article 'Of tribes, hunters and barbarians: Forest dwellers 

in the Mauryan period' observed that a very close contact between different groups of 

peoples and cultures existed during the Mauryan period, because this period was marked by 

the expansion of empire, that required large resources. In such situation it is necessary to 

acquire territories and assimilate the tribes and frontier peoples. This is evident from Asoka's 

inscriptions and the Arthasastra. 

She shows that in the Mauryan period, the state's policies were directly concerned 

with agricultural expansion, the forest and the forest dwellers. Asoka had no other option, but 

to interact with them and tame the 'wild' and the 'semi-wild' tribes located on the borders. 

The formation of atavikabala shows the close level of interaction. 

16 Ibid, p. 78. 
17 Ibid, p. 79. 
18 Ibid, pp. I 00-10 I. 
IQ Atoka Parasher-sen, 'Of tribes, hunters and barbarians: Forest dwellers in the Mauryan period', Studies in 
History, New Series, vo1.14, 2, ( 1998), pp.173-191. 
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Parsher-sen has also highlighted the complexity involved in the conceptualisation of 

the forest and forest dwellers. Th(;( Artha.<astrq draws a fine line between the forests on the 

basis of their uses. Forests were classified in two cate~ories: DrtJvyaval)a and Hastiva1;a. In 

the Artha.M:stra, various terms were employed to denote forest people such as CJral)yacartJ, 

iitavi and iittJvikii. There were differences among them. Ara1;yacara represented were forest 

dwellers, while atavikiis were well organised and autonomous, and were fond of looting and 

killing. They operated from the frontiers and- forests under some kind of forest chieftains, 

Aloka Parasher-sen20 in her book Mlecchas in Early India provides many details 

about tribes and indigenous peoples subsumed under the concept of mlecchas .. She shows that 

the notion of the mlecchas depended on the principle of exclusion. The exclusion was made 

on three grounds: speech, area of habitation and cultural behaviour. But the three grounds 

were not rigid either in theory or in practice. This was because of the tension between two 

factors -the geographical expansion of brahmal).ical culture and ideology on the one hand and 

the attempt to conserve and continue the established siistric norms and values on the others. 

Parasher-sen deals with tribal groups, such as the Ni~adas, the Kiratas, the Sabaras, 

and the Pulindas. During the Vedic period the Ni~adas had a certain status. But in the 

dharmasiistra tradition, the Ni~adas as well as the Kiratas occupied a lower status. In the 

course of time, 'the Ni~adas were provided to the position of untouchables under the 

theoretical framework of anuloma jiiti, while the Kiratas were absorbed in the brahmal).ical 

society and became vriitya or degraded k~atriyas'. This shows the multiple level of 

interaction with the brahmal).icalestablishment. The Kiratas figure as hunters, basically forest 

dwellers, who lived in mountainous regions, like the Himalayas and the Vindhyas. She says, 

"it is possible that the term Kirata was used in a wider context by the ancient Indian writers to 

20 Aloka-Parasher-Stm, Mlecchas in Early India, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publisher, 2001. 
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describe primitive hunters, irrespective of their geographical or linguistic location21
", because 

we have references to the Kiratas related with both the Himalayan region and the Vindhyan 

reg10n. 

Sabaras and Pulindas are markedly different from those forest dwellers that lived in 

primitive condition. "The brahmaoical writers were aware of these 'tribal' groups and their 

ways. They were never listed by the Dharmasastra writers as jatis or castes. The fact that 

many of these groups continued to remain isolated in the forest and mountain regions of the 

subcontinent for long time was perhaps the main reason for their exclusion from the van;a-

jati system22
". That is why they were able to maintain their specific cultural identities. The 

Andhras and the Pundras were earlier mentioned as tribes. Later they were partly 

brahmaoized. They are known from epigraphic sources as people who rose to prominence 

politically. The descriptions of these tribal peoples and their acculturation at different levels 

show that they were not considered as a single category. 

Vivekanand Jha23 in his article 'From Tribe to Untouchable: The case ofNi~adas' has 

argued that the Ni~adas were the first indigenous people met by the Aryans and that during 

the Vedic period they mentioned their tribal personality within the social framework. During 

the performance of visvajit sacrifice, the Ni~adas played a significant part. This sacrifice 

required 'sojourn with the Ni~adas for three nights and partaking of their foods. A Ni~ada 

village is mentioned in this connection'. They were evidently not treated as untouchables. 

The process of their acculturation started in the later Vedic period, but not in a manner 

favourable to them. The partaking of food from a Ni~ada was forbidden. The reason behind 

this seems to be that they continued with their traditional occupation of fishing and hunting. 

21 Atoka Parasher-Sen, "Foreigner' and the 'Tribe' as barbarian (mteccha) in Early India', in Atoka Parasher­
Sen ed. Subordinate and marginal groups in Early India, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 298. 
22 Ibid, p. 299. 
23 Vivekanand Jha, 'From Tribe to Untouchable: The case of Ni~adas', in R.S. Sharma, ed., Indian Society: 
Historical Probings, in memory of D. D. Kosambi, New Delhi: People's Pub. House, 1974. 
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They were forced to live near but outside the village$ and towns. This situation imposed a 

much lower status than the general siidra population. However there are descriptions of 

"Ekalavya, the son of the ni~adar~ja, who was himself succeeded by his son. That shows the 

hereditary nature of the office and the choice of chief from within the tribe itself." But the 

location of the tribal kingdom outside the jati system did not prevent the degradation of the 

Ni~adas in the Hindu social scheme because of the brahmat;tical prejudice against their 

occupation and food. 

Romila Thapar24 has also dealt with the image of the barbarians, known as mlecchas 

in Sanskrit literature. The term mleccha used to indicate foreigners and indigenous peoples. 

She believes that the. distinction between the Aryans and the indigenous population was a 

linguistic and a cultural one. However over the years the emphasis on speech differentiation 

was gradually increased. 

She observes, "The relationship between the mleccha and the Aryans was conditioned 

l:>y all the different facets which went into the making of a caste society"25
• The facets are: a 

network of exogamous and endogamous kinship relation (jati), a hierarchical ordering of 

occupations and a division of labour, a ritual status, and association with geographical 

locations. But the society rarely functioned according to these rules. 

There occurred a change in the concept, when the mlecchas both the indigenous and 

the foreign peoples acquired political power. Vratya/cyatriya (degenerate k~atriya) became the 

new concept and "it was maintained that in origin they were of the k~atriya varl;la and that 

their degeneration was due to the non-performance of sacred rites, or because of the wrath of 

the brahmat;tas when they cea$ed to perform the sacred rites"26
• Among the indigenous 

24 Romila Thapar, 'The image of the Barbarian in Early India', in Romila Thapar, Cultural Pasts, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2009. 
25 Ibid, p, 239. 
26 Ibid, p. 246. 
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peoples Dravi9a, Al?hira, Saban1., Kirata, Malava, Sibi, Trigarta ancl Yaudheya were 

mentioned as vrlitya/cyqtriyas. The majority of such tribes tended to be the inhabitants of the 

Himalay(ln (lnd the Vindhyan region, traqitionally called the mleccha-desa. 

Among the indig~nous peoples, the Ni~adas appeared in the Vedic literature, which 

were not assimilated in the four fold vart)as system, and had a low ritual status. They are 

generally located in the region of the Narmada river or among the Vindhyan and the Satpura 

mountains. In the Vindhyan region, three mlecchas were located: the Kirata, the Pulinda and 

the Sahara. With reference to the Mahabharata, Thapar says that they were living in the east, 

but in later texts we find them residing in the Vindhyan region. Their migration may have 

been que to the expansion of the agrarian settlements in the Ganga valley. Due to the same 

reason, the Pulindas also migrated from the Mathura region to the Vindhyas. She says that the 

names Pulinda and Sahara in particular became generic names for barbarian tribes. 

From the ninth century onwards references to indigenous peoples as mlecchas began 

to decrease. This perioq witnessed emergence of new political powers in the form of 

feudatories. Sometimes these developments took place in the non-Aryan regions, and the 

briihma~:ms constructed genealogies for the new ruling houses exerted them to higher status. 

In the process many tribal .cults were absorbed and the identity of barbarians changed. 

Sources and Methodological Issues 

In the large corpus of Sanskrit literature, the Puraf)as stand out as a special category 

of sacred texts, based on narration and story-telling. There are eighteen major Puraf)as: Vayu, 

BrahmiiJJda, Vi$1JU, Matsya, Markaf)(ieya, Bhagavata, Kiirma, Vamana, Varaha, Skanda, 

Li11ga, Agni, Garu(ia, Brahma, Padma, Brahmavaivarta, Narada and Bhavi$ya. These are 

classified by scholars on different basis. There is the three-fold classification on the basis of 

Siittvika, Tiirnasa and Rqjasa characters. Scholars also divide the PurliflaS into five categories 

11 



as they are dedicated to five gods; Brahma, Siirya, Agni, Siva and Vi~Qu. Among them I shall 

focus on Vi\'IIJU, Matsya, Viiyu and Brahmiil)(fia. These are some of the earlier Puriil)as and 

have preserved much of their older materials. 

The reason for selecting the Puriil)as as source material for my study is the fact that 

these have not been adequately explored in writing the social history of early India, 

particularly the forests and forest dwellers, despite the fact that these contain interesting 

information about them. Most of the Puriil)as in the important section on cosmology, deal 

with various facets of the forests. Also, in their narrative components, they provide both 

direct and indirect information on the forest landscape and its various inhabitants. Explored 

carefully, keeping in mind the narrative style of these texts and contrasting the Pur§l)ic 

information with the parallel sources, they can give fascinating insight into perception of 

forest and forest dwellers in early India. But due to the limitation of time, I have had to 

depend on the Purfu)as alone. 

The use of PuraQic literature as historical sources has its own problems, both because 

of the complexity of its narrative structure as well as the problem of historicizing the 

information revealed through it. There are several issues involved with the critical 

understanding of PuraQic narratives such as their origin, their sectarian character and the 

pancala/cyana aspects. Due to these problematic nature of the Puriil)as; these texts as 

historical sources have been neglected for a long time. This attitude begin to change after the 

publication of R. C. Hazra's work Studies in the Puriil)ic Records on Hindu Rites and 

Customs.27 Hazra extensively discussed the dating issues and successfully gave a time-frame 

for individual Puriil)as and also located different themes within time-span?8 Along with him, 

27 Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious process: The Puriit~as and the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 6. 
28 R. C. Hazra, Studies in the Puriit~ic records on Hindu Rites and Customs, New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1975. 
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other scholars also tried to date the Puriitzas, b\,lt generally it is believed that "it is not 

possible to set a specific date for any Puriitza as a whole."29 However the comfortable level 

and authenticity increased after Hazra' s work and scholars began to use these texts to 

formulate historical contexts and generally agree the chronolqgy suggested by R. C. Hazra.30 

Based on the extensive study he has given particular date for specific themes within the 

Pura1JaS. Focus of our study i.e. four early PuriiiJaS has been qated by Hazra as follows: the 

Vi.y1Ju Purii1Ja between 100 and 350 A.D., the Matsya Purii1Ja between 400 and 1250 A.D., 

the Viiyu Purii1Ja between 200 and 1400 A.D. and the Brahmii1J¢a Purii1Ja between 200 and 

500 A.D. the long time-frame of the Purii1JaS suggest that it was open to later incorporation, 

and thus contains information ranging from early to early medieval India. 

Another challenge for the scholars in using the puriitzas as a source is to historicize 

the information contained in its complex narrative style. The Purii1Jas were developed over a 

long period and were compilation of material gathered from the other existing texts, and it 

'invoked the authority of the Vedas to legitimating itself 31
• Scholars also believe that the 

Purii1Jas not only borrowed from earlier texts but also underwent a continuous process of re-

editing over the time span. Hazra32 argues that the process. of re-editing was done in three 

qifferent ways: by adding fresh chapters, by substituting the latter by the former and by 

writing new works bearing old titles. In this process some of the Puriitzas retained their old 

materials, some lost. But the fresh additions to the Purii1JGS were not always fresh 

composition. He shows that chapters and verses were often transferred from one to other 

Purii1Ja or from the Smrti and other works. Although, materials were borrowed from different 

sources belonging to different ages, the Purii1JaS exist as a single unit. 

29 Ludo Rocher, The Purii~:~as, Otto Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden, 1986, p. I 03. 
30 R. C. Hazra, Studies in the Pura~:~ic record~ on Hindu Rites and Customs, New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1975. 
31 Kunal Chakraharti. Religious Process: The Pura!Jas and the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, p. 59. 
·'
2 R. C. Hazra, Studies in the Purii!Jic record5 on Hindu Rites and Customs, New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1975, pp. 6-7. 
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However, the above peculiar nature of the Pural)as has its own historical importance. 

It gives the insight of evolving into the changing brahmal)ical attitudes towards others. There 

were important changes occurring in the society that were continuously influencing the 

composition of the PurGIJWi. The emergence of Buddhism, Jainism and other non-

brahmaQical sects, and their continue attack on brahmaQical structure created a need for 

introspection in brahmaQial thinking. Brahmanism responded in terms of the Pur~ic 

mythologies which was 'substitutes for the benefit of those who were intellectually incapable 

·of understanding of Veda and socially excluded from Vedic recitation.' 33 However, the 

Pural)as underlined 'the authority of the brahmaQas, because it has been made by brahma1,1as 

and composed in a language to which the indigenous population had no accesses'34
, and in 

this manner these texts represent one sided story. But along with all the above problematic 

nature of the Purarzas, these are very useful to reconstruct the images of the forest and forest 

dwellers, because of its encyclopaedic nature. 

Chapterisation 

The encroachment of forests through expansions, settlements etc, is a historically 

continuous process. Expansion happened through violence and various other ways, such as 

cultural incorporation. However, violence was easily applied, because forests were seen as 

dark wild places and the habitat of ruthless, hostile forest dwellers. The story of Videgha 

Mathava carrying Agni in his hand across the Sdanira/Gandak and the burning of the forest 

Kh~dava indicate the nature of the violence. It is also reflected in the warning given by 

Asoka to the forest dwellers in Rock Edict XIII and the Allahabad Inscription of 

Samudragupta. Scholars such Romila Thapar, B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Aloka Parasher-Sen etc. 

believe state's attitude towards forests took a decisive tum with the beginning of the 

JJ Ludo Rocher, The PuriiJJaS, Otto Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden, 1986, p. 16. 
34 Kuna1 Chakrabarti, Religious Process: The PuriiJJas and the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 200 I, p. 25. 
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institution of land grant in Gupta and post- Gupta times. It marked the territorialisation of the 

forest spaces using Agrahara system as a socio- economic process of integration and 

assimilation of the hitherto simple forest society to a more complex state society. 

In this dissertation my attempt will be to rec<mstruct the image of the forest and forest 

dwellers in the early Purii1JaS. The Purii1Jas associate different attributes to the forest. It is 

generally seen as a wild space as well as an abode of sages and renouncers. It has also been 

habitation of the hosts of lower and marginal groups of the society such as Sabaras, Pulindas, 

Kiratas etc. In the narrative literature, forest also a worked as a seat of action of the celestial 

and semi-devine beings as well as demonic creatures such as Yak~a, Gandharva, Rak~as, 

Nagas etc. 

I shall take up all these themes separately in different chapters, which will be divided 

into three. The first chapter deals with various perceptiop of forest emerging from Early 

Purii1Jas. The section of Purii1Ja dealing with cosmology contains physical description of the 

forests. Forest was not only physical terrain; it also constitutes the social space created by the 

various social groups. Sometimes specific space was created within the forest which was 

different from the general character of forest, especially by the sages. It is believe that sages 

created a peaceful space within the wild forest through the power of penance. Perception of 

forest was not always static and it evolved through the time as reflected from Purii1JaS. 

Besides the popular perception of forests as the place of hunt, hermitages and exile, in the 

Pl!rii1Jas we find that it also functioned as hiding place for defeated kings. These instances are 

very useful to understand the nature and perception of forest. Here forest played a different 

kinQ. of space for survival and resurrection. 

Forest was always seen as repository of resource of various kinds. Above mentioned 

examples show the resourceful nature of forests which helps a fallen nobility to strengthen 
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and regain its old glory and might. Be~iqes, forest haq always been the supplier of the 

essential consumption items such as meats Qf varioqs animals (deer's meat was an important 

it~ms for ritual purp<;>ses als<;> ), herbs anq medicinal plants, precious gem as well as 

strategically impqrtant StJpply qf elephants. 

In the second chapter my focus of attention will be forest dwellers: the Ni~adas, the 

Sabaras, the Pulindas, and the Kiratas, who were historically marginalised. They live in forest 

and depend on forest for their livelihood. Puranic literature closely associates them with 

mountain regions, mostly Himalayan and Vindhyan ranges. Pural)ic writers demarcated them 

as barbarians, as earlier texts did. 

The image of the forest life that reflects from the Purii~Jas opens up a possibility to 

look at socio- economic and political life of the forest dwellers which were not always at the 

receiving end of the socio- political norms of the settled society but at times, there was active 

denial of these norms by emphasising the norms and customs of the forests. Here I shall study 

their status and position in the Purcu:zas and try to look out for differences, if any. 

The third chapter deals with the super human beings that according to the Pural)ic 

mythologies inhabitate the forests. These include Rak~asas, Danavas, Serpents,Yak~as, etc. 

The chapter shall strive to analyse the forms of interactions between different categories of 

the forest dwellers with these super human beings. By focusing on the dialogue between 

them, the circumstances and content of the dialogue, and the culmination and result of the 

9ialogue, I shall try show how these mythical characters get associated with the forest in the 

Pural).ic narrative and what relevance do they have to overall picture of the forest in the 

Pural).ic worldview. 
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Chapter 2 

Representations of the Forest as Landscape and Resource 

Forests have always been peripheral to the consciousness of the settled societies. 

However, this relationship was never a monolithic and static process one as the societies right 

from the period of the early farming communities till the present have engaged with forests 

on the multiple levels: political, socio-economic and religio-cultural. Though, the terms of 

engagement kept changing over the period. In early India, forest was a subject of fascination 

on account of the anxieties borne out of the things unconceivable, which in tum, gave birth to 

its various images reflected by the contemporary textual sources such as the Purt:u:zas. 

Scholars also argue that the forest was seen as another land, culture, and space, set apart not 

only by its beasts and birds but also by its people. The forest was all that the city and the 

villages were not. It was also seen as a place of danger as well as beauty. 1 

Here, an attempt has been made to analyse the brahmat).ical constructions of the forest 

as reflected in the Purt:u:zas. It encompasses various images of forests which at times were 

contradictory at times. In the Purii~:zas, the forests were generally seen a wild space marked 

by the presence of the supernatural social categories such as the Rak~asas, Danavas, Nagas 

etc. They have also been portrayed as spiritual abode of sages, renouncers, etc., which adds 

another interesting dimension to the image of the forest. Although, "the distancing takes the 

form of romanticising the forest at a time when some forests are being cleared and the forest 

people living there being forced to change their lifestyle"2
• Forest has been an ideal 

background for unfolding of various PuraQic myths as it provides an interesting sub-text 

1Mahesh Rangarajan, 'The Forest and the Field in Ancient India', in Mahesh Rangarajan, ed., Environmental 
Issues in India: A Reader, New Delhi: Pearson, 2007, p. 42. 
2Romila Thapar, 'Forests and Settlements', in Mahesh Rangarajan, ed., Environmental Issues in India: A 
Reader, NewDelhi: Pearson, 2007, p. 33. 
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adding 4ifferent dimension to the stories ~;tnd enriching their contents. Sometime$ the stories 

evolve in the forests, e.g. the story of Yayati, Oevayani and Sarmistha, and at others they 

have an important association with the forest. In these mythological stories, the image of the 

forest is not always a stereotypical one; brahmaQical writers also draw fairly natural pictures 

of forests. 

An important trend that can be identified is that there is a continuous change in the 

perception of forests in Early India. A change can be observed from the Mauryan period to 

the Gupta period. Forest was no more a simple land. It became a territory. The kings wanted 

to capture forest· and rule it. Thol:lgh forest was a place for hunt, hermitage and exile, it was 

also a place of hiding. The hiding place is not only for thief and robbers, but also defeated 

kings for their entered into forest. The Pural}ic texts present such instances. 

Forest: Physical Description 

The most important section of the Purii]J.a that has particular focus on the nature and 

character of the forest is the section on cosmology. It contains physical description of the 

forests in terms of Catur-dvfpa and Sapt-dvfpa theory of the world. S. M. Ali who has 

worked on this theme has tried to locate these different dvipas in the different regions of the 

world which gives us an interesting insight to the importance and perception of the forests in 

the Purii]J.as. S. M. Ali also argues that the Pural)ic description of rivers and mountains in a 

dvipa c.an be applied to any region and is therefore misleading3
• However, our objective here 

is not to prove the authenticity of the cosmological sections of the Purii]J.as, but try to 

understand the internal structure of this Pural}ic construct. 

'S.M. Ali, The Geography of the Puriirtas, New Delhi: People's Publishing House, 1966, p. 39. 
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The Purii!Jas talk about the four kinds of forests that surround the supernatural mount 

Meru according to the concept of Catur-dv'lpa theory, and these are divine playground of the 

Devas, Danavas, Gandhrva, Yak~as, Nagas etc. These are: Caitravartha, and 

Savitr/Gandhamadana, Vaibhraja and Nandana forest; and these mountains are named as 

Mandara, Gandhamadana, Vipula and Suparsva. However, there are differences within the 

Purcu:zas regarding the direction of these forests. The Vi$1JU Purii!Ja4 situated Caitravartha, 

Savitr/Gandhamadana, Vaibhraja and Nandana on the eastern, southern, western and northern 

side of the mountain Meru respectively. But the Viiyu Purii!Ja5 located Nandana and Savitr 

forest on the southern and northern direction respectively. The Purii!Jas also associate four 

lakes to these forests and mountains namely Arur.10da, Manasa, Sitoda and Mahabhadra6
. 

The Viiyu Purii!Ja7 at another place mentions that the river Ganga, which splited into 

the four parts irrigated the four forests which were situated on the four cardinal's direction of 

the mountain Meru. The four forests were Caitrar~tha, Gandhamadana, Nandana and 

Vaibhraja. It also claims that the earth has four great continents, four forests of sports, four 

great trees as the four land-marks, and the four excellent lakes8
• 

The Purii!JaS closely related mountains and forests to each other, and this complexity 

creates problem of distinguishing the nature of different forests. There are four mountains in 

the Purii!Jas and each has been described in some detail. On the eastern mountain Mandara, 

there is a great tree Keturat with hanging branches. There is also another tree Kandara* 9 with 

extensive fragrant, full-blown flowers which bloom in all seasons. On the southern mountain, 

Purat:tas place Jarhbu tree (rose apple) blooms and bears fruits having very sweet and soft, 

4
Vi.JIJU PuriiiJa, 11.2, p. 137. 

5 Viryu Purii(?a, 1.36.11, p. 250. 
6lbid., 1.36.16, pp. 250-251. 
7Ibid., 1.42, pp. 274-280. 
8lbid., 1.42.80, p. 280. 
9* Vi~1.1u Purii1.1a mention Kadambe, Pipal and Vata tree at the place of Kandara, Asvattha, and fig tree 
respectively. 
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nectar like taste and huge in size. This tree is the landmark of the southern continent 

Bhadrasva. On the western mountain Vipula, a great Asvattha* tree grows with hanging 

garlands. Its trunk and branches are very lofty. It gives big auspicious fruits in all seasons. 

This tree is the landmark of the western continent Ketumala. On the northern mountain 

Suparsva, a fig tree* grows up with extensive branches. It shines with fruits, which taste like 

honey. This tree is the landmark of the northern Kuru 10
• 

The Puri:u;as also give general feature of these four regions. The forests are full of 

Sarikas (Turdus Salica), peacocks, Cakoras, parrots, bees, leopards; and Jivariljrvaka (Cakara) 

birds, Hemc;tkas, cuckoos and goats. There are charming sounds of the golden swans, 

sparrows and other pleasing chirping sounds. The forest regions appear to be singing with the 

sweet humming sounds of the excessively lazy and intoxicated bees. The trees, shaken by the 

gentle winds, equipped with bunch and clusters of flowers and copper-coloured tender 

sprouts. There shining pebbles and diverse minerals get mixed with the barks of trees and 

rinds of fruits scattered splendidly. These forests are inhabited by Devas, Dana vas, 

Gandharvas, Yak~as, Rak~asas, Nagas, Siddhas and Apsaras. Various holy centres and great 

sanctifying gardens are mentioned as the residences of great Nagas. Sweet and pure water of 

four lakes are auspicious and very pleasing; and drunk by Siddhas, Devas and Asuras. The 

lakes were shining with lotuses and lilies with huge leaves 11
• 

Along with the Catur-dvipa theory, the Purii1Jas also deal with the cosmology under 

the concept of Sapt-dvipa. According to Sapt-dvipa theory, Puranic writer divide the earth in 

the seven dvipa; and in each dvipa, they situate seven major mountains and seven rivers along 

with the various small mountain and rivers. But they did not relate seven forests with seven 

dvipa, as they do in the Catur-dv'lpa theory. However, under Sapta-dv'lpa theory, Purar:tic 

10 Viryu Puriit~a, 1.35, pp. 247-249. 
11 lbid., 1.36. pp. 1-15. 
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writer relate each dvfpas with a particular tree which represents vital marker of that dvfpa. So 

we find, different dvTpas like Jarhbii-dvipa, Plak~~ dvTpa, Salmala dvTpa, Kusa dvTpa, Saka­

dvTpa, Pushkara-dvipa etc. related to Jarhbii tree, Plak~a tree, Samali (silk-cotton) tree, clump 

of kusa-grass, Saka tree, Nyagrodha tree respectively. Only the Kraufica-dvTpa was not 

related with any tree or anything else and Kusa-dvipa was related not with any tree type but 

with Kusa-grass. The important point here is to note that the dvipas were named after tree's 

name, and in each dvTpa there was one landmark tree. 

While describing the geographical aspects, the Purii(liis also mention of the various 

valleys between the mountains situated in cardinal directions of the mountain Meru. The 

Vi$1JU Purii(la12 notes that between the boundary mountains on the four sides of mountain 

Meru, there are various valleys. These valleys are the favourite resorts of the Siddhas and 

CaraQas. Upon them; there are also pleasant forests and cities. But the Viiyu PuriiiJa in 

chapter-37 and chapter-38 provides more details as compared to other three early Purli1JaS 

viz., Vi.~IJU, Matsya and BrahmiiJJ¢a, and the details are given below follow as: 

"The valleys between the Sitiinta and Kumuf\ja ranges were noisy with birds and resorted to by 

innumerable creatures. There was an excellent lake Srisaras. On the eastern side of the lake, there was a 

charming Silva forest which was full of flowers and fruits. The fruits were as sweet as nectar, huge as war­

drums, and different in colours like golden, green, pale and white. The Silva forest was known as Srivana. It 

was resorted to by Kinnaras. Yak~as and Mahiinagas (big serpents). Siddhas subsist on Silva fruits. Even various 

groups of living beings (or goblin-Bhiitas) always resided in it. The goddess Lak~;imi' also dwelled there 

continuously. 

In the midst of the mountain Vika1ika and MaQisaila, there was an extensive Campaka forest which 

appeared to be yellow with trees with huge trunks and branches blooming with flowers. They were always in 

bloom and sweet smelling. It was resonant with the humming of inebriated bees. This forest was resorted to by 

------ ~~-~-~~"' ~{5 
12 Vi$1;1u PuriiQa, 11.2, p.l40. 
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Kinnaras, Danavas, Devas, Gandharvas, Yak~as. Rak~asas, Apsaras and big serpents. There was also the 

hennitage ofKa5yapa prajapati, with the enchanting sounds of Vedic recitations coming from it. 

The region between the mountain Mahanila and Kumufija, on the bank of the river Sukha, was resorted 

to by Siddhas. There was a channing Palm forest. The Kumuda and Afijana trees were deep rooted and very 

strong. They grew in cluster without any space. They were finn, great and circular in shape. The fruits of these 

trees were sweet. This forest was mentioned by the Puranic authors as the abode of the auspicious elephant 

Airavata. 

There was a big stretch of Oiirva grass in the region between the mountain Vet)uman and Sumedha. 

This region was also devoid of trees, hedges, creepers, winding plants and all kind of animals. Similarly, north 

of the mountains N i~adha and Deva, there was a big rocky piece of land which was devoid of trees and creepers, 

although, this region was moistened with deep water. 

Then there was a forest of Udumbara between the mountain Sisira and Patatiga. Its ground was 

gloriously smooth and polished. It shined with huge trees with ripe fruits as big as great pitchers. They were 

coral-coloured, charming and full of honey. Siddhas, Kinnaras, Yak~as, Gandharvas, serpents and Vidyadharas 

subsisted themselves on them. The rivers and lakes contained clear, sweet and pure tasty water. In that forest, 

there was the hennitage of the holy Kardama prajapati, where Devas also lived. 

Between the mountain Tamravan:ta and Patatiga, there was a highly sacred lake, which was beautified 

with white and red lotuses. The water of the lake shone with sweet smelling, blooming red and blue lilies. The 

lake was resorted to by Devas, Danavas and great serpents. Close to it was also a country which was 

embellished with red minerals and a beautiful city where Vidyadharas with their lord Puloman lived. 

In the valley between the mountain Visakha and Patailga, there was a lake Tamravan:ta. On the eastern 

side of this lake, there was a flourishing and prosperous mango grove. The fruits were golden in colour and very 

tasty. Gandharvas, Kinnaras, Yak~as, Nagas and Vidhyadharas enjoyed sweet mango juice and delighted. 

The region between the mountain Sumiila and Vasudhara was called Bilvasthali. That was a pure level 

land, sweet smelling and flourishing. It is lovely due to the presence of birds. The trees bear fruits which were 

hanging very low. The soil on the ground was wet and damp with the shattering and shattered sweet Bilva fruits. 

22 



Yak~as. Gandharvas. Kinnaras. Siddhas an!;~ Nagas were mostly eating only the Bilva fruits and lived in that 

natural region. 

In between the lordly mountain Vasudhara and Ratnadhara was a beautiful fragrant forest of Kirhsuka 

(Butea frondosa). With the rich growth of flowers, it seemed to be blazing all ar01.,md. By its divine fragrance the 

whole region is sweetened up to a hundred yojanas in the forest all round. That forest of Kirhsuka trees was 

resorted to by $iddhas, CaraQas and Apsaras. It was bedecked with various water-sheds. There was also a great 

abode of lord Aditya; and the region between the mountain PaficakUta and Kailasa was impassable. 

On the central part of the western direction, the valley between Suvak~a and Sikhisaila mountains was 

rocky and stony. It was always hot and inaccessible to creatures. People were afraid of touching that surface. 

The abode Qf the Fire-god was situated in that region. Between the mountains there was also an auspicious pond 

of Devas; and a tract of land known as Matulil)sa. That region was wholly splendid with ripe fruits of golden 

lustre and juice sweet as honey. It also housed the hermitage ofBrhaspati. 

The valley between the mountains Kumuda and Afijana was called Kesara. There was a forest of 

Bakula trees. The forest shone with spotted and brindled flowers in all seasons. The forest was resonant with the 

·humming sounds of inebriated bees. There was also a great temple ofVi~Qu. 

The region between the mountains Kr~na and PiiQ~ura was a single tract of smooth rocky land. That 

region was devoid of trees and creepers. However in the middle there was a charming grove of land-lotuses, 

which was frequently visited by Yak~as, Gandharvas and resorted by Siddhas and Ciiral}as. Along with white 

lotuses, there were fragrant hundred-petalled lilies and full blown flowers with blue petals. In the midst of that 

grove, there was a Nyagrodha tree, and Vi~I)U was worshipped here by Yak~as, Gandharvas and Vidyadharas. 

Between the mountains Salikukuta and Vr~abha, there was a beautiful region of Parli~aka. The region 

was moistened with the fruits of Paru~as fallen from their stalks. They were as big as Silvas, and auspicious, 

sweet and fragrant. Kinnaras. serpents and saints lived there. The CiiraQas were highly honoured at this place. 

A beautiful region, decorated with various forests and endowed with various flowers and fruits, was 

situated between the Kapifijala and Niiga mountains. It is resorted to by Kinnaras and Uragas (serpents). There 

were charming groves of grapes, Naga-leaves, Kharjiiras, blue Asoka grove, tasty pomegranates, Ak~otaka 
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(walnuts), Atasl (linseed), Tilaka, Gingelly seeds and plantain groves. There was also a small plqt of tasty 

Badarl fruits. They were auspicious regions brightened by rivers of tasty and cool water." 13 

The above descriptions of different valleys between the mountains seem very general, 

and which can be situated in any geographical region. However, some of the valleys had 

some peculiar qualities, like any specific valley being abode of a particular sage. Besides, the 

PuriiQic writers very cleverly situated different valley to different regions on the basis of their 

flora and fauna and not two of them were even coincidently placed in the same settings. 

Looking at the description, one notice that in some valleys forest was absent and only flowers 

and fruits found, while some of the valleys are portrayed as terrible. It can be argued here 

that, despite maintaining the general nature of a region, the Purii1;1ic authors project different 

images of the different forest and natural entities of that region. 

The PuriiQic writers also relate forests with the Devas and other supernatural social 

categories, such as Danavas, Rak~asas etc. Scholars believe that the forests were the places 

where gods most often descended to communicate with human beings, 14 but besides this, the 

Purcu:zas also mentioned forests along with mountains as the abode of Devas and other 

supernatural social categories. The Vayu Pura~:za in the chapter-39 talks about forests, which 

are inhabited by Devas and supernatural groups. For example it is stated that: 

" ... the forest of sport of Mahendra was on the great mountain Sltanta. The forest was endowed with all 

desirable qualities. The mountain contained many belly like caves, which were the abode of the Devas. It was 

very extensive with hundreds of variegated minerals and jewel mines. It was the abode of animals of good 

qualities. Its ridges and slopes were laden with flowers where the bees hum and buzz. There were also the 

fountains and springs of pure and tasty water. The inner crevasses of the mountain were frequented by Kinnaras. 

There were many caves and cavities frequented by Yak~as and Gandharvas. Some of them were comfortably 

13 Viiyu Purii~:~a. 1.37 and 38, pp. 252-261. 
14 Philip Lutgendorf, 'City, Forest, and Cosmos: Ecological Perspectives from the Sanskrit Epics' in Christopher 
Key Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker eds., Hinduism and Ecology: The Intersection of Earth, Sky and Water, 
Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2000, p.280. 
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resorteq to anc! some were dense and impassable. The mountain was embellished with trees bearing various 

fruits and flowers. 

The great Parijata forest of the king of Devas, Indra, was also there. The winds blowing from that forest 

wafted the fragrance of Parijata flowers full hundreds yojanas. The tanks were full of blue lotuses resembling 

lapis lazuli with golden and diamond like filament, possessed of fragrance and resonant with the buzzing of 

bees. Thousands of fishes shined within the waters with the un-winking eyes and decorated with gold gems. 

With tort<,>ises richly embellished with gold and occupying many positions, the water gets splashed all round and 

shqne well. The \lirc!s had gem set beaks decorated with flowers of good colours; they were always elated while 

they fly all around chirping sweet attractive sounds. 

The PuriilJic image of the Piirijata forest is of a resort of perpetual pleasure filled with the sounds of the 

elated bees and the chirping Qf birds. The forest was also full of mQnkeys of variegated colour and gem-like 

hairs along with the various types, colours and shapes of animals. The tender creepers and the Parijiita trees, 

when gently shaken by the mild wind, make a shower of flowers, when gem set couches and seats were laid all 

around the playing grounds, the forest looked very splendid. There, the sun was neither hot nor cold. The 

climate was always calm and controlled. The wind were blowing in the spring is rendered fragrant by various 

flowers and produces excessive elation. In that splendid forest of Indra, Devas, Danavas, Pannagas, Yak~as, 

Rak~asas, Guhyakas, Gandharvas, Vidyadharas, Siddhas and Kinnaras were joyous and engaged in the various 

kinds of enjoyments with Apsaras. 

On the eastem side of the royal mountain was the mountain of Kumufija with many streams and caves. 

There were eight big cities of noble-soul Diinavas. The abode of Riik~asas crowded with men and women was 

situated on the mountain Vajraka with many peaks and caves. These terrible Riik~asas known as NTiakas could 

assume any forms. They were lived there forever. 

On the great mountain MahanTia, there were fifteen cities of the horse-faced Kinnaras. Devasena, 

strong as lnc!ra, is a powerful ruler. In those cities fifteen different Kinnaras king ruled, who were haughty by 

nature. The great mountain was also decorated with the enclosed settlements which have golden flanks mostly 

and which possess people of different races. Hundreds of great {)ragas (serpents) live there under the control of 

Garu~as. They were terrible, fiery and inaccessible, and of venomous sight. 
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In the great mountain StJniiga, there were th9usan<:ts of abo<:les pf Oaityas. They consisted of mansions 

and palaces with huge rampants and archways. On the mountain Vet:mmanta, there were cities of Vidyadharas. 

The rtJiers ofthese cities were Vliika, Romasa and Mahanetra. They were as valorous as Indra. 

Qn the great peak Vaikanka, with caves anq rivulets, lived SugrTva, the fierce and powerful, the enemy 

of serpents and. the son of GaruQa. The peak was of variegated colours due to jewels and minerals. The whole of 

that mountain was teeming with birds, which destroyed serpents. 

Siva lived ()n the mountain Karanja, and the eight illustrious abodes of the eight Vasus were situated on 

the mountain Vasudhara. The seven holy hermitages of the seven sages and abodes of the Siddhas were on the 

mountain Ratnadhatu. Lord Brahma lived on the mountain Hemasrnga. On the mountain Gajasaila, lord Rudras 

resided along with the groups of Bhatas. The Viiyu PuriifJa also mentions that the constructed abode of Adityas, . 
Vasus and Rudras were on the mountain Sumegha. The mansions of the Asvin gods too were there. This 

mountain was beautified with many caves, bunds and hedges. 

On the mo\lntain Hemakak~a was the prQsperous Gandharva city Asitya. The abodes of the Rak~asas 

were on Anala, Danavas lived on Pailcaki;ita. On the Satasrnga mountain were the hundred cities ofYak~as. The 

excellent city of Tak~aka, the son of Kadru, was on the Tiimrabha mountain. The great mansion of Guha, fond of 

residing in a cave, was on the mountain Visakha. The city of Suniibha, son of GaruQa, was on the mountain 

Svetodara. On the Pisacaka mountain, there was a great mansion of Kubera. There Yak~as and Gandharvas 

frequently visited. The abodes of Kinnaras were on Kumuda, the Nagas on Afijana, Gandharvas on Krgta, and 

Vidyadharas on PaQQura mountain. On the mountain Saharsa-sikhara, there were thousands cities of Daityas of 

fierce activities, wearing gold necklaces. The residences of Pannagas (serpents) were on the Mukuta mountain, 

and sages always lived happily on Pu~paka mount. On the mountain Supak~a, there were four mansions of 

Vaivasvata (Yama}, Soma, Viiyu and the king ofserpents." 1' 

The forest was not only the place of abode of gods and other supernatural social 

categories. It was inhabited by forest dwellers, such as Ni~ada, Sahara etc. In the 

mythological birth story of Ni~ada and Prithu, Nisada and his decendant were compelled to 

go to the vindhyan region, a thickly forested area throughout the history and even today. This 

15 Viiyu Purii!Ja. 1.39., pp. 261-265. 
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shows the process by which forest dwellers were deprived of their traditional resources. On 

the other hand cattle rearing and agriculture introduced by Prithu shows the processes of the 

opening up of the peripheral zones inhabited by the pre-literate tribes to mainstream cultural 

society. Thapar also argues that this myth emphasises the differences between the forest 

dwellers and the cultivators16
. The BrahmiiJ:u,fa Purii}Ja17 also situates Sabaras in the 

Himalayan region. It seems that the hunters and gatherers live near the hilly and forested 

area, and these were seen identical to each other. 

The Viiyu Purii1Ja18 also mentions various hilly people along with the other groups 

living in the Bharatvar~a. It mentions the following kingdoms in the Vinqhyas mountains: 

Malavas, Karusas, Mekalas, Utkalas, Uttamarnas, Dasarnas, Bhojas, Kiskindhakas, Tosalas, 

Kosalas, Traipuras, Vaidikas, Tumuras, Tumburas, Satsuras, Nisadhas, Anupas, Tundikeras, 

Vitihotras, Avantis. It also mentions about other mountainous territories: Nigarharas, 

Hamsamargas, Ksupanas, Tanganas, Khasas, Kusapravaranas, Hunas, Darvas, Hudakas, 

Trigartas, Malavas, Kiratas, and Tamasas. 

On the basis of above information we can argue that the description of forests in the 

Purcu:zas is not unitary and it keeps changing in different contexts and period. May be this is 

due to the nature of PuraQic texts that are not concerned with the forests in a direct manner. In 

their accounts PuraQic writers situate forests in different directions. Sometimes they related 

forests with the mountains and there is also tendency to relate forest with a particular kind of 

plant. Forests are named basis of a particular tree. We find connotation like 'the forest of 

palm trees', 'the forest of Candana trees', 'Tala forest', 'Sala forest', 'Udumbara forest' and 

many more. This possibly shows the importance of a particular tree in a specific forest. 

However, it is difficult to assume that in the early India, there were many forests with such 

16Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vol. 17, 1, (2001), p. 15. 
11Brahmiir:~(ia Puriir:~a, 11.2.3.22.22, pp. 590-591. 
18 Viiyu Puriir:~a, 1.45.132-137, pp. 299-300. 
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characters as Pural)ic writers present. There is a possibility that there were some forests 

where p~rtictdar tree was in majority. 

The,re are various instances in the Purcu:zas describing the wild nature of forests. There 

was a mountain named Audbhida, in the forest which was situated on the bank of the river 

Krtamala. Along with the various trees, the mountain was also frequently resorted to by 

tigers, lions, bears, rhinoceroses, musk-deer, very big elephants, the eight-footed Sarabha and 

others. There is this description that once near the Puskara, a stag came there running 

accompanied by a hind. He was being chased by a hunter. After some time, hunter also came 

there holding liP the bow and having an arrow in his hand. But he saw Parasurama and 

recognized him, and became afraid of him. So he did not kill them. Later, the hunter was 

devoured by a lion 19
• The Vi.p:zu Purcu;a20 also mentions the killing of Prasena who went to 

the forest for hunt, by a lion. The lion was later killed by Jambavat, the king of the bears. 

These stories indicate the wild nature of the forest. 

V~rie4 Description of the Forest Landscape 

Pural)ic writers perceived forest space in a very personalize manner. Individual 

characters like Parasurama, who was the Pural)ic hero, through his journey towards Himvana 

(Himalayas) for performing penance crossed different countries, mountains, rivers and 

forests. In this context, the picture of forest that Pur~ic writers present is different from the 

above descriptions of forest. The details about the forest, given in the story of Parasurama 

seems more real as compare to other descriptions. The perception of forest seen through 

Parasurama's eyes in the Brahmanda Purli]Ja is as follow: 21 

19 BrahmiifJ(Ia Purii!Ja, 11.2.3.34.11-22, pp. 665-666; 2.3.35.31. p. 672. 
20 Vi$1JU Purii!Jii, IV.l2, p. 340. 
21 BrahmiifJ(/a Pura!Ja, 11.2.3 .22.1 0-46a, pp. 589-593. 

28 



"In some places the forests were blazing due to the fire originated from the friction of dry trees 

clashing together on account of violent gusts of wind. The flame was further enhanced due to the blowing 

winds. 

In some places, the sun-stone came into contact with the rays of the sun and began to emit fires. Due to 

these fires the snow and bitumen got melted and the water thus formed quelled the forest fires. 

In some places, the forests got illuminated through beams of light reflected from crystalline collyrium, 

silver and heaps of gold through the rays of the sun. Their mutual rays of light came into contact with one 

another and a l;>rilliant gleam spread everywhere. 

In some places, the forests were brightened by groups of Siddhas who had been wet due to snowfall 

and so were basking in the early morning sunlight over the rocks, at the feet of the mountain. 

In some places, the borderland was brightened up by Yaksas who were seated on golden rocks over 

which fell the rays of sun and so the Yaksas appeared to enter fire. 

In some places, the caves were tilled with the piteous cries of herds of deer that had been agitated when 

hyenas jumped up after coming out of the caves. 

In some places, the huge shining rocks and sloping sides of the tree had been scraped suddenly when 

the leaders of the herds of boars and tigers fought each other. 

In some places, the slopes of rocky ridges had been scared and dug up by the hops of the Gavayas (A 

species of wild ox) as they were chased by the elephants attracted by the resemblance of their own young ones. 

(The idea seems to be this- the Gavayas were mistaken to be the young cubs of elephants by their mother 

elephants. Hence, they pursued the Gavayas). 

In some places, the forests abounded in smashed pieces of rocky boulders, because the highly excited 

elephants in their rut had been fighting one another for the sake of a female elephant. 

In some places, the rocky slabs had been split by the claws of lions treading upon them, as they pursued 

the elephants, when their anger had been roused on hearing the roaring trumpeting sound of those elephants. 
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In some places, the forests were filled with the loud lamenting cries of elephants whose temples had 

be~n piercecj by the claws of the lions suddenly pouncing upon them. 

In some places, there were deep caves, the rocks of which appear~d to be split by the terrible cries of 

the lions whose manes had been violently pulled by the eight-footed (fabulous animal) Sarabha. 

In some places, the rocks and pebbles had been broken up as the excited and infuriated hosts of Sabaras 

(hill-men) anq the leaders of the herds of bears had been engaged in mutual struggle. 

In some places, the female elephants and tuskers were found sporting about in the bower-like bushes on 

the mountain, in some places the excited elephants in rut were seen pursuing the she-elephants throughout the 

f<,>rests. 

The mountain Himalaya had hundreds of caves filled with gusts of wind formed by the breaths of 

sleeping lions. In the forests of that mountain deer wandered about despite their great fear being suspicious of 

dangers. 

Herds of Camari dear moved about here and there very slowly while sporting, because they were afraid 

of their tail getting split as a result of being entangled in the thorny l:>ushes. 

The entire face of all the quarters was filled with the utterances and the sounds of beating time by the 

Kinnaris residing in the caves of the mountains. 

The ground had been marked by the red-lac-dyed wet feet of the sylvan deities moving about here and 

there. 

All round activities of dance had been initiated by the groups of peacocks and pea-hens, whose notes 

were musically sweet and whose plumes had been raised up and spread. 

It appeared that the mountain was being fanned gently by the breezes in the forest, which were 

extremely pleasing to the bodies and which shed showers of flowers blooming in water as well as on the ground. 

The region bordering upon the mountain had been abounding in the Mango trees and they were filled with the 

tumultuous cooing ofmale cuckoos that had become excessively elated by tasting the juice ofthe season spring. 
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The mountain had been resonant with the musical notes 0f bees that had been maddened by imbibing 

nectar from different kinds of flowers. The for()sts therein had become deafened, due to the chirping sounds of 

many birds. 

The surface of the gr<_mnd had become filled and thickly l:)edecked with a number of fresh flowers wet 

with honey. They had been blown therein by the breezes of the forest and scattered about. 

The region all round had been deafened by the loud sound of springs and water-fall that cascaded down 

from great heights upon narrow defiles abounding in rugged rocky pebbles. 

The forest on the mountain abounded in all the following trees viz. Patala, Kadamba, Nimba, Hintala, 

Sarja, Banclhilka, Tiduka, Kapittha, Panasa, Asoka, the mango tree, h'lguda, Asana, Naga, Campaka, Punnaga, 

Kovidara, Priyarigu, Priyala, Nfpa, Bakula, Ak~a, Tamalaka, the grape wine, Madhuka, Amalaka, Jambu, 

Kaitkola, Rose tree, Bilva, Arjuna, Mango tree, Bijapura, Picula, Amba~tha, Kanaka, Vaikaitkata, Sam!, Dhava, 

PutrajTva, Abhaya, Ari~ta, Loha, Udumbara, Pippala, and other trees. It was beautified on all sides by other trees 

of various kincjs. Their innumerable branches spread all round. They grew so close together that they appeared 

to be overlapping one another. 

The leaves too clustered together without leaving any gap in between. The surface of the ground on all 

sides was inaccessible (due to the impenetrable thick leaves) to the rays of the sun. 

Hundreds of rows of jungles were occupied and as if trembling with monkeys who grew fat and strong 

by eating cjifferent kinds of ripe fruits. 

Here and there hundreds of rivulets could be seen gushing out of the rocky crevices. They were 

c;:xtremely charming as they produced roaring sound in view of their falling over rugged rocky basin. 

It was beautified all round by excellent large lakes adorned with lilies and lotuses and resonant (with 

the cries ot) <;lifferent aquatic birds. 

After reaching the lordly mountain, the mountain with its peaks capped with snow, the excellent 

(descendant) ofBhrgu climbed on to it immediately with great joy. 
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After entering the dense forest full of trees growing in the open space, Rama of noble mind, walked 

about slowly to a tree grown in the open spaces, 0 king. 

As he moved about in the different quarters, he was glanced at on all sides with suspicion and awe by 

the female deer, with lovely eyes. Being glanced at thus, he became delighted. 

The above description appears very close to the reality and conforms to the 

conventional idea of forest. There were animals chasing each other, fighting and killing. 

Even, indication of the fight between the hill tribe Sahara and boars, also gives hint of their 

area of habitation and the way of living. What is most striking in the above description is 

beauty with which it has painted the charms of forest, which indeed is very attractive. The 

narrative also indicates the forest catch fire naturally through friction, a common 

phenomenon in our contemporary world as well. 

There is another personalised narrative of a forest in the Matsya Purli1Ja22 It notes that 

in the country of Madra, there was a king Sakala Asvapati, who had a daughter Savitrr. 

Savitrr was married to Satyavana, who was son of the king Dyumati Sen. Savitrr' s father-in­

law was deprived of his kingdom and resided with his son and his son's wife in the forest. On 

the day, when Satyavana was supposed to die due to his fate, he went to fetch flowers and 

fruits from the forest. Savitrr also went with him. In the forest, she began to describe the 

beauty of forest. Her description of the nature and flora-fauna of forest is as follow: 

"Dear! Look at the forest smiling with verdure and nice trees. The whole atmosphere is so pleasing to 

the eyes and the nose. It indeed fills the mind with amorous feeling. Look at the Asoka trees laden with flowers. 

0, one with beautiful eyes! The spring is really smiling on us. Look at the Kilisuka blossoms to the south of this 

beautiful forest. The Kilisuka flowers look like a blaze of fire and are fragrant. Dear! In this forest flows the 

wind laden with the sweet aroma of flowers which is so soothing to me. To the west are visible the Kai'Qikara 

22 Matsya Pura~a. 11.208.5-21, pp. 210-211. 
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flowers <;>f the golden hue. Most of the thoroughfares of this forest are choked with luxuriant l.>lossoms. Indeed 

the whole place abounds with flowers and looks charming. 

Listen to the buzzing of the pas~ionate black bee~. In the mi~~t <;>f such surroundings the gQd of love 

with his ~;mows on the bow is about to make me his target. The place is resounding with the chorus of the 

cl_lckoos that taste the jungle fruits. Their notes are indeed )?eautiful like the speech of the gqod. These peacocks 

fired with l<;>ve are following their females that are soaked in the aroma of flowers. Indeed the whole wood looks 

charming like you. 

These y<;>ung cuckoos are enjoying themselves on the branches of the sweet smelling mangos. Their 

boc_iies are besmeared with the dust and aroma of the sweet smelling flowers and in pursuit of their females and 

going from one branch to another. See! Though there are many flowers in this forest, the male cuckoo has taken 

the flower stalk of Sahakara flowers and is enjoying it like his wife. 

See, this crow sitting on the branch of that tree. She is shielding her young ones with her wings and the 

male crow is feeding her after her delivery QY his beak. 

This Cataka bird with his wife has come down to the ground but being enamoured does not pick up his 

food. 

Look at this crane that is enjoying himself in the company of his female and surcharged with passion is 

constantly making love to her and exciting passions in others. 

This parrot sitting on the branch of that tree in company of his female is blinding down the twig so that 

it seems that the twig is loaded with fruit. 

This lion is also having his rest after a full meal and the lioness is lying in his embrace. 

Look at this wolf with his female in this cavern. See how their eyes are gleaming. 

This rhinoceros is licking his female constantly and being licked in return by the female and is feeling 

pleasure thereby. 
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How is the she-monkey making asleep by placing his head on her lap and what pleasure is she giving to 

the male when she picks up insects from his body? 

How is this cat scra~ching her female who is lying on the ground with her belly visible without causing 

her pain? 

See that pair of hares are lying clasping each other in close embrace hiding their bodies and feet. But 

they can be marked out by their ears that are seen. 

This enamoured elephant after plunging itself into the water in the tank is playing with his female with 

a l()tus stem. 

See this show is following her boar with her pigs on the track and is feeding on mice raised up by the 

nose of the boar. 

This thick-skinned buffalo besmeared with mud is frisking after his female. 

Dear! Look at this winking deer. It l()oks amazed at our sight. 

Mark this female deer; it is scratching her husband by her horns. It is sometimes going behind; again it 

is scratching his face. Tum your eyes towards that Camari cow. The passionate ox is after her. He is haughtily 

staring at me. Look at that ox! How is he basking under the sun with his wife and ruminating? How is he also 

driving away the crow sitting on its hump? Also look at the goat jumping on that huge tree with his female. 

Resting themselves on their legs they are both eating the pulms. 

See this crane walking about with his female on the banks of that pool, and mark his colour resplendent 

like the moon emerging out of the clouds. 

This Cakravak is wandering with his female in the tank and his female appears as ifPadmini"23
• 

This narrative of forest is further different from the Parasurama's description of 

Himvana's forest. The differences between above two narratives are due to the context and 

motives of description. In the Savitrr case, she wanted to divert her husband's attention from 

23 Jbid., 11.209.1-31, pp. 211-212. 
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the fact that he was going to die that particular day. Here, what she said about the forest's 

nature; can be more clearly understood if we keep in mind the relation between them, i.e. the 

relationship of husband and wife. That relationship shaped the nature of the narrative and 

adqed a romantic flavour to it. 

The forest can be also seen as a romantic paradise, a hiding place for lovers. Like the 

forest of Uma, known as Saravana, where Siva and Parvati resided. Both, Siva and Parvati 

decided that anyone entering into the limits of their pleasure-garden would instantly be 

transformed into a female figure24
• This demarcated some space of forest in a very 

personalise manner. Once, Devayani and Y ayati went to the Harit forest. There she saw the 

three boys were playing. She asked about their father. The boys finger towards Yayati as their 

father and Sarmi~tha as their mother25
• However the "harit forest" indicates a different kind 

of space. It may be a pleasure garden or play garden where children can play and guardian 

can go there to spend some time. It can also be a space to nurture love. The story of Devayani 

and Y ayati is an important example of love story that developed within the forests. Most 

importantly, the example of Devayani was quite different, as she was very provocative about 

her love, in both the cases: Kaca and Yayati. 

The perception of the forest was not always static and it evolves through the time as 

reflected from the PuraiJaS. Besides, the popular perception of forests as the place of hunt, 

hermitages and exile26
, we find that in the PuraiJaS, it also functioned as hiding place for 

defeateq kings. In the lineage of Trisanku, prince Bahu or Bahuka was vanquished by the 

tribes of Haihayas and Talajanghas, and his country overrun by them. In consequence, he fled 

into the forest with his wives, and lived near the hermitage of sage Aurva. Later he died and 

one of his wife, who was pregnant, gave birth to a son, named Sagara, who went on to 

24 Ibid., 1.12.1-7, pp. 36-37. 
25 Ibid .. 1.32. I 0-17. p. 95. 
26Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vol. 17, I, (200 I), p. 4. 
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recov~r his patrimonial kingqom27
• However, the l)rahmiir;da Purcmi8 mentioned that the 

king after being defeated by enemies, decided to flee. He abandoned his city and kingdom 

along with the treasury, army and vehicles, and entered into the forest accompanied by his 

queen. Further it mentions that Sagara took revenge for his father's death and killed Haihayas 

and Talajan&has. His 'enemies were frightened ... abandoned their homes ... fled to the forest 

region where also they were stunned and stupefied by another enemy who got up from his 

sleep in the caves of the mountain' 29
• 

The Brahmlir;da Purlir;a30also mentions the killing of Karttavirya and his sons by 

Parsl,lrama. But Karttavrrya's five sons were fled and went into the forest of Himalayas to 

protect their lives. Further, the Brahmli1Jda Purlir;a31 mentions that once Sura (Karttavirya's 

son), who had escaped to the Himalayan forests, went for the hunt along with Sfuasena and 

others, and accompanied by the armies of four different units. After the hunt, they took bath 

in Narmada River. On their way back, they saw the hermitage of Jamadagni. They decided to 

take revenge and killed Jamadagni. After killing him, they took away his head like the 

ruthless Ni~adas (hunters). These instances are very useful to understand the nature and 

perceptions of forest in the Puranic worldview. Here, forest is portrayed as a distinct space 

for survival and resurrection. 

Forest was always seen as a repository of resources of various kinds. Above 

mentioned examples show the potency of forests which helps a fallen nobility to strengthen 

and regain its olc,i glory and might. Sometimes they established their kingdom in the forests as 

reflected by the story of killing of Jamadagni by sons of Karttavirya. However, it seems that 

27 Vi$~1! Purii~a, IV.3, pp. 298-299. 
28[Jrahma~(la Pura~a, Ill.2.3.47.77-80, p. 736. 
29Ibiq., III.2.3.48.24, p. 741. 
30Ibid., II.2.3.41.13-14, p. 705. 
31 Ibid., III.2.3.45.1-9, pp. 724-725. 
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the act of taking refuse in the forest from the battle to save oneself was a normal activity 

within the Purfujic structure. 

This whole idea that defeated kings rushing to the forests to save themselves and only 

to return later to take revenge and achieve back his power and glory, gives very interesting 

insights into the monarchical political culture reflected by the Puriil:zas. But this important 

insight raises many questions like, why forest was seen as safe haven for the defeated kings? 

Was it considered as neutral ground where hostilities ceased to exist or was it a part of any 

territory? What is so unique about the forest that allows/enables the defeated king to re­

strengthen themselves and achieve back the older glory? 

Though Puraoic perception of the forest in this regard is complex, it seems that forest 

were more like neutral space than territory. Because every king was free to enter into the 

forest and hunt the wild animals. Even sages always welcomed all kings. Although, hunting 

can be seen as the act of asserting ownership over the forest, but kings never claimed 

authority over the forests directly. 

Forests also provided space for sinful people to come out from the sins by doing 

penance and self-purification; and also by conducting self in a righteous way. For example, 

when Satyavrata abducted Vidarbha's wife, he was degraded and ordered to live among the 

CaoQalas by his father. During this period there was no rain for twelve years. In that situation, 

in the absence of Visvamitra, his wife tried to sell one of her sons to sustain other. But that 

son was rescued by Satyavrata. Later he killed deer, boars, buffaloes and other forest animals 

and cooked that flesh near the hermitage of and fed Visvamitra's sons and wife. But when 

there was no meat available, he saw the cow of the Vasi~tha, Kamadugha and due to delusion, 

exhaustion and hunger, he killed the cow and ate the meat and fed the sons of Visvamitra 

also. After hearing this, Vasi~tha abandoned him. But when Visvamitra returned and came to 
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know this whole incident, he was pleased and granted boon and crowned Satyavrata to the 

heregit~ry kingdom and presided over his sacrifice. Later sage also made him ascend to 

heaven along with his physical body32
• The Vi.5vu Purava also clearly states that during the 

famine Satyavarta continued hang the flesh of qeer upon a fig-tree, so that he might not 

subject Visv~mitra's family the indignity of receiving presents from an outcaste33
• The 

important point here is to note that during these terrible twelve years of famine Satyavarta, 

never tried to break the social order as the brahmaoical social order compelled him to stay 

~way from the sage's family as he was falled to the status of a Candala. So on the one hand, 

Satyavarta try to maintain the brahmaoical social order, but on the other, the sage Visvamitra 

sent him to heaven and acted against the existing brahmaoical ideology. Interestingly the 

forest provideq the background for all this action. This highlights the complexity of the 

process of exclusion and inclusion in the forest. Further during the famine or other natural 

calamitie$ settled societies also functioned in more flexible way and were ready to take 

S\lpport of the tribes and forest dwellers. 

Forests as Resource 

The forests had always been the supplier of the essential consumption items such as 

meats of various animals, herbs and medicinal plants, precious gems as well as strategically 

important supply of elephants. The Vi$1JU Pura1:7a34 distinguished animals into two classes, as 

domestic (village) and wild (forest). The domestic animal included cows, goats, hogs, sheep, 

horses, asses, mules; while the wild animals include all beasts of prey, many animals with 

cloven hoofs, the elephant, and the monkey. Devendrakumar Rajaram Patie5 argues that the 

plant world was divided into three classes on the basis of the study of the Vayu Purava. The 

'
2 Vayu Puri'u:za, 11.26.78-112, pp. 679-682. 

33 Vi,s~u Purii.~a. 1V.3, p. 297. 
'

4Ibid., 1.~, p. 37. 
35Pevendrakumar Rajaram Patil, Cultural History from the Vayu Purii.na, Motilala Banarsidass, Oelhi, 1973, p. 
107. 
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three classe~ are gramya, ara}Jya or gramy-ara]Jya and yajfliya. The Vayu Pura]Ja mentioned 

seventeen varieties of rural medicinal plants (Gramya o.yadhl), viz., rice, barley, wheat, and 

the minute gingerly seeds, the Priyailgus, Udaras, Karii~as, Tinakas, black gram, green gram, 

Masiiras, Ni~pavas, horse gram, A9hakis and the other grams. However, the names of plants 

are not seventeen in numbers. Further, it also mentions fourteen kinds of plants, which were 

used in sacrifices. They were rice, barley, black gram, wheat, aQ.us (panicum Miliaceum), 

gingelly seeds, Priyailgu, horse-gram, Syamakas (a variety of rice), Nivaras (another variety 

of rice), Jirtilas (wild sesamum), Gavedhukas, Kuruvindas (a kind of barley), VeQ.uyavas 

(bamboo seeds), and Markatakas (a species of grain). These were the varieties of wild and 

cultivated plants. The Vayu also mentioned that all these medicinal plants, trees, hedges, 

creepers and grasses grew in villages and forests without the fields being ploughed36
• Along 

with all these, 'the Viiyu Pura]Ja also mentioned Divyau.~adhis37 (divine medicinal herbs) and 

Vanau$adhis38 (forest herbs), although it did not mentioned the names of plants. 

Patil also mentions various names of the plants mentioned in the Vayu purli1Ja and 

quite extensive. In the alphabetical manner, the names of the plants are: A<;ihakya, Aguru, 

Ak~otaka, Ambuda, Amra, AQ.u, Asoka, Asvattha, Atasi, Badari, Balvaja, BhaQ.di, Bilva, 

Campaka, CaQ.aka, Candana, Da<;lima, Darbha, Devadaru, Drak~a. Durvara, Falgu, Godhiima, 

Grnjana, Ik~u, Jambfr, Japa, Kadali, Kalamra, Kalkaleya, Kalpavrk~a, Kapittha, Karambha, 

Karii~a, Kasa, Kasmarr, Hadira, Kharjiira, Kirhsuka, Kiilatthaka, KuraQ.Qaka, Kusa, Lakuca, 

Lasuna, Lava, Ma~a, Masiira, Matuluilga, Mudga, Naga, Naktamala, Nilasoka, Nipa, 

Ni~pava, Nyagrodha, Padma (Ambuja, Kamala, Kumuda, Utpala, etc.), PalaQ.QU, Palasa, 

Panasa, Parijata, Parii~aka, Patala, Patola, Patola, Plak~a. Priyarhgu, Pu~kara, Saka, Sala, 

Salmala, Sarala, Sarjaka, Savi(ti)naka, Slesmataka, Syamaka, Udara, Udurhbara, Usira, Tala, 

36 Viiyu PuriiiJa, 1.8.143-150, p. 71. 
37Jbid., 1.34.54, p. 241; 47.4-5, p. 304; 49.25, p. 316. 
JRJbid., J.3.12-J4, p. 28. 
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Tamala, Tila, Tilaka, varhsikarira, Vata, Ver;m, Vibhitaka, Vikankata, Vrihi and Yava.39 This 

minute description brings home the point that Puranic writers were acutely observant about 

the vegetational peculiarities of the forests. 

In the Matsya Purii~:~a, there is a detailed list of trees, flowers, grasses, creepers and 

plants, which were sit1,1ated at the mountain Himalayas. The list is as follows: 'Sala, 

Sle~mataka, Amalaka, Haritaka, Bibhitaka, Bhurja, Mufijaka, BaQa,Saptaccada, Mahanimba, 

Nimba, NirguQdi, Hari, Devadaru, Kaleyaka, Kadmaka, Candana, Vilva, Kapittha, 

Raktacandana, Mata, Amra, Ari~ta, Ak~ota, Abdaka, Arjuna, Hastikama, Sumanasa, 

Kovidara, Pracinamlaka, Dhanaka, Samarataka, Kharjura, Narikela, Priyala, Amrataka, 

lnguda, Tautumala, Dhava, Bhavya, Kasmirapami, Jatiphal, Pugaphala, Katphala, 

Lavaliphala, Mandara, Kimsuka, Kusumfupsuka, Yavasa, Samiparl)asa, Vetasa, Ambuvetasa, 

NaraQgi (of deep red colour), Hiilgu, Priyailgu, Asoka and (Red-flowered)-Asoka, Akalla, 

A vicaraka, Muchukunda, Kunda, Atai'U~a, Paru~aka, Kirata, Kiilkirata, Ketaka, Svetaketaka, 

Sobhafijana, Afijana, Sukalinga, Nikotaka, Asana, Sahakara, Yuthika (yellow and white), Jati, 

Carppakajati, Tumbara, Atumbara, Moca, Loca, Lakuca, Tila, Kusesaya, Cavyaka, Bakula, 

Paribhadra, Haridraka, Dhara-Kadamba, Kutqja, Kadamba, Adityamustaka, Kumbha, 

Kurpkl1ma, Katphala, Badara, Nipa, Palivata, Da<,iima, Carppaka, Bandhuka, Subandhuka, 

Kaiijakajati, Patala, Mallika, Karavira, Kurabaka, Jambu, Nripajambu, Bijapura, Karpura, 

Aguru, Bimba, Pratibimba, Santanaka, Vit:anaka, Guggula, Hint:ala, Ik~u (of white colour), 

Karavrra (without thorns), Cakramarda (relieving pain), Pnu, Dhataki, Ciribilva, Tintidika, 

Lodha, Vi<,iailga, K~irrka, Asmantaka, Jambira, Svetaka, Bhallataka, Indrayava, Valguja, 

Nagakesara, Karamarda, Kasamarda, Ari~taka, Vari~taka, Rudrak~a, Putrajrvaka (having 

seven synonyms), Karpkolaka, Lavailga, Parijataka, Pippali, Nagavalli, Marica, Navamallika, 

39Devengrakumar Rajaram Patil, Cultural History from the Vayu Purii(la, Motilala Banarsidass, Delhi, 1973, pp. 
108-113. 
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Mridvika, Atimuktaka, Trapm~a, Nartikapratana (creepers), K~maJ.19a, AlabtJ, Cirbhita, 

Patolrkara, Karkotaki, Vartaka, 8rihati, Kal)taka, MUlaka, and various kinds of edible roots. 

Kallaras, Vidari, Ruruta (having ~asteful thorns), BhaJ.19Ira, Vidusara, Rajajambuka, Baluka, 

Suvarcala, Sar~apa, Katkoli, K~irakakoli, Chattra, Atichatra, Kasamardi, K~irasaka, Kalasaka, 

Simbidhanya and various other kinds of grain, and medicinal herbs which prolong life, 

procure fame, give strength, and remove the fear of old age, death and hunger; and give every 

kind of happiness. There are also Venulata, Kicaka, Venu, Kasa, Sara clusters, Kusa, Ik~u, 

Karpasa of various species, Kadali groves, as well as grassy plots (lawns) known as 

Marakata. In the flowers Purii~1as counted Ira, Kuq1kuma, Tagara, Ativi~a, Maq1sagranthi, . 
Suragada, SuvafJ.la, Bhumipu~pa, and Jambira, Bhustri1.1a, Sasuka, Sririgavera, Ajamoda, 

KtJveraka, Priyalaka, are mentioned as sweet smelling lotuses of various colours. 

Some of the blooming lotuses looked like the rising sun, some like the moon and the 

sun. Some looked like bright gold, and some resembled the Sun-flower. The place was full of 

growing lotuses. There were Kumuda flowers, resembling the glow of fire. The species of the 

blue lotus, Kahlaras, the Gunjataka berry, Kaseru, Sringataka, Mri1.1ala (a species of lotus), 

Rajotp~la (a kind of lotus), various kinds of fruits, flowers and roots thriving in water as well 

as on land, various species of rice fit for the use of the E..i~Is, was available in that mountain. 

The description further goes on to note that following birds and animals inhabited that 

lanclscape: the Peacock, the Wood-pecker, the Sparrow, the Cuckoo, the Goose, the Swan, the 

Lapwing, the Wagtail, the Osprey, the Kalakuta, the civet Cat, the Gok~a-vaidaka, the 

Kumbha, the Parrot, the Crane, the Dhatuka, the Ruddy-goose, the Katuka, the Titibha, the 

13hata, the Putra-priya, the Heron, the Gocarma, the Girivartaka, the Pigeon, the Kamala, the 

Sarika, the Cikora, the Quail, the Duck, the Raktavartma, the Prabhadraka, the Cock, the blue 
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Jay, the Fowl, the Kumkumcuraka, the large Bee, the Porpoise, the Bhulinga, the Dindima, 

the Crow, the Gallinule, the Datyuha, the sky Lark, the bees, the severs! other birds etc. 

Along with the above animals, there were also the following wild beasts: the leopard, 

the lion, the tiger, the elephant, the rhinoceros, the wolf, the bear, the ape, the monkey, the 

rabbit, the agile cat, the buffalo, the antelope, the blue ox, the doe, the sambara, the wild 

boar.40 

The above long list of animals, trees, flowers, creepers etc. indicates that the Purfu).ic 

writers were very much aware of the environmental surroundings. Behind this knowledge, 

there was some purpose which in this case was utilitarian. Even if not all animals, trees, 

flowers etc were useful for human beings, many of them noted above were important 

resowces for human beings in different ways. 

One very important use of these forest products was in the performance of various 

brahmanical riuals. For example, in the Sriiddha rituals, the offering comprised both 

cultivated as well as wild objects. The Purli1Jas state that at the time of making offerings, one 

should put his sacred thread on his right shoulder and offer, water, seasamum, kusa grass, 

flesh, Pathina (a kind of fish), cow's milk, sweet things, the flesh of rhinoceros, honey, 

syamaka, rice, barley, wild rice, kidney-bean, sugarcane, white flowers and clarified butter41
• 

These ritualistic norms were definitely made for the dvija (the upper three var]Jas) as it 

emphasises the importance of the sacred thread. This description interestingly mentions some 

wild products such as honey, flesh of rhinoceros, wild rice etc. as essential for the ritual. 

Since supply of these forest products depended on the interaction with the forest dwellers, its 

must be creating an occasion for the contact between the two different societies. 

40 Matsya Pura!Ja, 1.118.3-61, pp. 316-318. 
41 Jbid., 1.14.32-35, p. 46. 
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The importance of the forest products, in the Sraddha rituals are also made clear by 

the sage Aurva. When the king Sagara asked to the &age Aurva, which types of offerings 

could satisfy the ancestors? The sage Aurva said, " ... ancestors are satisfied for a month with 

offering of rice or the other grain, with clarified butter, with fish, or the flesh of the hare, of 

birds, of the hogs, the goats, the antelope, the deer, the gayal, or the sheep, or with the milk of 

the cows, and its products. They are forever satisfied with flesh (in general), and with that of 

the long-eared white goat in partic\llar. The flesh of the rhinoceros, and honey are also special 

sources of satisfaction to those worshipped at ancestral ceremonies ...... grains that spring up 

spontaneously, rice growing wild, panic of both species (white or black) vegetables that grow 

in forest, are fit for ancestral obligation."42 

The above points are very clearly mentioned in the Matsya Pur{u:za. It states that the 

pitris ~ay that the offering of flesh keeps them satisfied for two months, the flesh of deer for 

three months, mutton for four months, the flesh of birds for five months, goat's flesh for six 

months, Parsat's flesh for seven months, Ena's flesh for eight months, ham and buffalo's 

flesh for ten months, hare and turtle's flesh for eleven months, cow's (flesh ?) and milk and 

rice cooked in cow's milk for a year, the flesh ofRuru for 15 months, lion's flesh for twelve 

years, Kalasaka (pot herb) and flesh of the rhinoceros for a great number of years, the cow's 

milk mixed with honey and rice cooked in cow's milk, clarified butter made of cow's milk 

<;>ffere.Q even, in a small measure satisfies the pitris43 .Such rituals show the importance of the 

wild forest products for the settled society. The .~raddha rituals were very important for the 

settled societies and the Pural)ic writers clearly emphasized it. 

Forests also provide various important things which were required for Yajfia and daily 

rituals for the sages and other members of the society. Flowers and other small materials were 

42 Vi$~u Purii~a. 111.16, pp. 265-266. 
43 Matsya Purii~a. 1.17.31-36, p. 57. 
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require<! dc,tily. Savitrf was married to Satyavana, who was a son of the king Dyumati Sen. 

Savitrf's father-in-law was <,ieprived of his king<,iom and resided with his son and his son's 

wife in the forest. Satyavana every day went to fetch flowers and fruits from the forest. 

Savitri also went with him44
• However, she went with him because of special reason, this 

narrative seems to suggest that it was part of normal activities of women in the forest. Most 

probably women also participated in such activities like fetching flowers and fruits for daily 

worship. Apart from providing physical space for the hermitage and supplying essential item 

for their survival, the Purcu:zas indicate that the forest supplied some essentials to the settled 

society for everyday use. For example, a Brahmana Sivadatta had four sons. They learned all 

the Vedas along with their ancillary subjects and esoteric doctrines. It was their duty to go to 

the forest everyday and fetch fruits, water, sacrificial twigs, kusa grass and clay45
• As when 

Jamadagni invited the king Karttavirya, the king said, " .. .it is impossible for you to extend . 

hospitality, because you sustain yourself in the forest only with the products of the forest. "46 

Sometime there were requirement of deer's meat to perform Yajiia and obsequies. 

Once Ik~vaku desired to perform obsequies. He ordered prince Vikuk~i to bring some flesh 

suitable for the offering. Vikuk~i went to the forest and killed many deer, and other wild 

animals47
• Along with this, forests also provided essential materials for making hermitages. 

As mentioned in the Brahmatzda Puratza hut in the hermitage was made of tender leaves and 

sprouts. It also mentions that the sages wore deer-skin.48 

It can be argued here that for these very important rituals of the dominant section of 

the settled var1Ja based society, the typically forest products were all most indispensable. 

Although the Y ajfias were primarily related with the forest space and conducted by the great 

44Ibid., II.208.5-21, pp. 210-211. 
45 Brahmii~J(ia Puriit~a, 11.2.3 .35.1 0-16a, pp. 670-671. 
46Ibid., 2.3.26.50-53a, p. 624. 
47 Vl$t~u PuriiiJa, 1V.2, p. 287. 
48Brahmiit:~(ia Puriit~a, Il.2.3.35.49-50., p. 674. 
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sages, the daily worships to the Sraddha rituals as shown above also needeQ. some wild forest 

products. It seems that the forest products were very much present in the daily life of the 

settled society at the time of the composition of the Purii1Jas. De~pite the establishment of the 

cities, towns and settlements, the need for the forest products existed as can be seen in the 

Purat:~ic. Even if it decreased over the time, at the theoretical level it remained important. 

Space for Hunting 

Forests also provided the space for the hunt, which was a favourite past-time of the 

kings,49 fulfilling other purposes as well. Once, king Karttavirya went on a hunting 

expedition in the forest of the Vindhya mountains. He was accompanied by his family priest 

and army of elephant, chariots, horses and foot-soldiers. His army was very huge, as can be 

inf~rred from the statement that due to the weight of his army, the surface of the earth 

converted into cave. There was rumbling sound of his chariots all around, and the sky 

covered. with the dust of the ground trodden under the feet of his army. Firstly, they encircled 

the forest by his army, then king killed different kinds of beast, like lions, tigers, boars, herds 

of deer, eight-footed Sarabhas, porcupine, broods of rabbits, Camari deer, Ruru deer, foxes, 

Gavayas (a variety of wild oxen), wolves, Krsnasara deer, leopards, red rhinoceros etc .. Some 

of the deer were pursued by the hunting dogs. The hunting was extremely agitating and 

chaotic, and so full of bloodshed that it looked like the end of a Yuga. After killing, the king 

and his army were overwhelmed with great tiredness. They went to the Narmada river and 

took bath, and rested on the banks adorned with groves of trees. Once the sun came down, the 

king with his followers started to return to his capital.50 This is a one day hunting expedition. 

4qRornila Thapar,'Perceiving the forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vol. 17,1(2001), p. 9. 
50 Brahmiif!da Puriif!a, 11.2.3 .26.21-43a, pp. 622-623. 
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There is no mention of any camp-sites. The Pural).as also mention about the hunting 

expedition of the sons of Kartavirya, 51 and the king Y ayati. 52 

Interestingly, the hunt by the kings was seen differently by the brahmal)ical writers as 

compared to a hunter. A hunter, who lives by hunting are treated as uncouth, looked down 

upon and suborqinated to the outcaste stat\:Js. However, princes and kings frequently went for 

hunts, which were meant to be a sport but which can sometimes be described as a ferocious 

destruction of nature and animals. These activitit;s do not affect the high status of royalty, 

~ven when they behave in a manner far more gruesome than the actions of professional 

hunters. 53 It seems that the kings worked within the ambit of brahmal).ical ideology which 

stands on the structure of the van;ta system, on the other hand a hunter always remained 

outsid~ this structure. Looked upon as outsiders, the activities of hunters were always seen as 

unlawful. 

The hunting expedition was not simply an act of killing the wild animals. As the 

above narrative suggests the hunting was an intrusion into the forests by force. It disturbed 

the nature of the forests at various levels, more importantly, it disturbed the peaceful 

environment of the hermitages as king Kartavirya confessed. He accepts that there may be 

great trouble to the ascetics to perform religious observances due to the undisciplined 

behavior of his army .54 Intrusion into the hermitage's environment happened at another level 

also. In the Puraoic narratives we see some instances of violence and plunder, like the quarrel 

over the Jamadagni's cow Kamadhenu, the routing the army of the king by the cow, and 

brutal attack to the sage Jamadagni. This whole incidence completely changed the peaceful 

51 Ibid., ll.2.3.45.1-9, pp. 724-725. 
52 Matsya Purat~a, 1.28.14-18, p. 86; 1.30.1-8, p. 90. 
53Romila Thapar, 'Forests and Settlements', in Mahesh Rangarajan, ed., Errvironmental Issues in India: A 
Reader, New Delhi: Pearson, 2007, p. 40. 
54 Brahmat~fia Puriit~a, Il.2.3 .26.50-53a, p. 624. 
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aura of the hermitage.55 Later Karttavirya's sons went for the hunt and killed the sage 

Jamadagani.56We argue that the nature of the hunt and the use of violence disturbed the 

phenomenon of the forests, and it compelled kings to visit sage's hermitages and show their 

gratitude to them. It was possibly a compensatory act by the kings. 

Hermitages and other Habitations 

Forest was not only physical terrain; it also constitutes the social space created by the 

various social groups. Sometimes specific space was created within the forest which was 

different from the general character of forest e.g. the hermitages of the sages. It is believed 

that sages created a peaceful space within the wild forest through their power of penance. The 

hermitages of Aurva, Agastya, Jamadagni were such spaces, where the nature of relationships 

characteristic to the forest seems to have changed. The Puranas suggest that in these places 

animals abandon their natural hostility. On the occasion of visit to sage Aurva's hermitage, 

king Sagara said, " ... the potentiality of your penance is great. It is not common to anyone 

else ... in your penance grove, ever since its infancy the fawn, slowly but unhesitatingly 

approached the seat of the lion and drink water ... in order to sustain itself, a tigress killed a 

hind which had recently given birth to its fawn, in another forest. But the same tigress 

nurtures the young ones of that hind in your penance grove. It is because of your penance that 

in the outer jungle, a lion was chasing a fleeing elephant. But as soon as they entered this 

penance grove, they had stopped running. They stand in the same place, afraid of you. The 

mongoose, rats, cats, peacocks, rabbits, serpents, wolves, boars, tigers, the fabulous eight-

footed Sarabhas, bears, monkeys, jackals, Gavayas (mountain-ox), the cows, the deer and the 

buffaloes abandon their natural enmity and become friendly."57 

55 Ibid., 11.2.3.291
h and 301

h chapters. 
56Ibid., 11.2.3.45.1-9, pp. 724-725. 
57Ibid., 11.2.3.51.6-12, pp. 756-757. 
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The hermitage of Agastya, which was established on the bank of the river Sarasvati, 

w~s resorted to by deer and lions coming together with calm minds, along with many sages. 

Various trees abounded th€ire, namely: Kutaja (wrightia anti dysenterica), Arjuna (terminalia 

Arjuna), Nimba (Margosa), Paril?haqra (pine tree), Ohava (grislea Tomentosa),lnguda 

(Terminalia atapha), Khadira (Acacia C:,:atbhu), Asana (Terminalia Tomentosa), Kharjura 

(Date palms) and Badari (Jijube). The hut was made of leaves and sprouts. Sage Agastya was 

portrayed as wearing a deer skin58
. The hermitage of Jamadagni was echoed of sound of the 

Vedic mantra and calm animals. At this place, the animals though mutually harmful by 

nature, likes lions, deer, cows, elephants, cats and mice, roamed about in joy simultaneously, 

leaving off their fear.:w It seems that the peaceful nature of the hermitages was the general 

featurt~s, which was also romanticized by the PuraQic writers. 

There are also other images of the hermitages in the Puranas. For example, the 

hermitage of Atri was described as an area almost impassable to a human being. But the king 

Pur\,lrava, by virtue of his devotion and by the grace of God, reached the sacred hermitage. 

There was a beautiful lake and on all the four sides of the lake, there were charming rock 

beds full of trees and silver and coral colour ... In the centre of the lake, the sage Atri has built 

a palace, which can be reached by a golden bridge, studded .with precious stones.60 Although, 

hermitages were seen as accessible to everyone, here hermitage was described as more 

specialised space, where anyone could not reach and very interestingly, it is also presented as 

having royal set up with palaces etc. 

At the one level, the hermitages humanized the space of forests. Sages choose to 

reside there, and they cultivated an attitude of nonviolence that transformed stretches of the 

forest into an earthly paradise. Even their behaviour, life-style and values were set in contrast 

58Ibid., II.2.3.35.44-50, pp. 673-674. 
59II?id., III.2.3.44.4-5, p. 721. 
60Matsya Purcu:w, I.J 18.74-76, p. 319; 119.6-25, p. 320. 
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to that of the kings. 61 They can be seen as making a bridge between the two different cultures. 

However, they also became a victim of royal violence along with the other living beings of 

the forests. The destruction of the hermitage of Jamadagani by king Kartavirya is an 

important example of the royal violence, which indicated the differences between the two 

different characters, living in two contrasting spaces. 

It is also important to note that the forests were not only the place for sages to perform 

penances. The royal kings also moved to the forests after giving throne to eligible candidate 

to perform penance and to get Mo/qa. For example, Yayati exchanged own old age with his 

son Puru. After enjoying himself thousand years, Yayati gave back youth to Puru and turned 

old. He also made Puru the king of own empire, and after that he quitted the metropolis and 

went to the forest in the company of many BrahmaQas and ascetics. There are other instances 

where king went into the forests along with wives62
• Yayati passed a great number of days in 

the forest, living on fruits and herbs. By subduing his mind and conquering anger, he 

regularly performed agnihotra and offered libations to the Deities and the manes of ancestors 

according to the rules prescribed for agnihotra. He entertained his guests by offering them 

the jungle fruits and ate what he could get by picking up gleanings of harvest (Siloiicha-

vritti). 63 Y ayati was not a single royal king, but there were many kings who went to the 

forests and lived simple life that completely depended upon the forests. 

There are very stories in the Puranas that reflect on the situation of women in the 

forest spaces. We have very few but important examples of women related with hermitages. 

The wife of the king Bahu, along with her husband lived at the hermitage of the sage Aurva 

61 Philip Lutgend()rf, 'City, Forest, and Cosmos: Ecological Perspectives from the Sanskrit Epics' in Christopher 
Key Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker (eds.) "Hinduism and Ecology: The Intersection of Earth, Sky and 
Water", Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2000, p. 279. 
62 Matsya Puriirw. 1.34 chapter, pp. 98-1 00. 
63 lbid., 1.35.11-17, pp. 100-101. 
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and gave birth of his son Sagara, who later regained his own kingdom64
• In the story of 

Savitrr, who was married to Satyavana, Savitri's father-in-law was deprived of his kingdom 

and resided with his son and his son's wife in the forest. Satyavana every day went to fetch 

flowers and fruits from the forest.65 Here, she lived in the forest with her family. This 

narrative also gives us an example of the activities of women in the forest. Most probably 

women participated in such activities like fetching flowers and fruits for daily worship and 

sometime to sustain her or others members of the hermitages. 

We have instances where the nature of the forest dramatically changed because of the 

activities of the sages. The story of the sage Saubhari is a good example. He wanted to 

experience the life of a householder. So he demanded one of king Mandhatri's daughters. The 

king hesitated due to his emaciated condition. He said that in our family there is tradition of 

choosing husband and if his daughter chooses him as her husband then he could marry her to 

him. With the permission of the king, Saubhari entered into the interior of the palace. After 

seeing him, king' s all fifty daughters showed their desire for him. In such situation, king 

married all to Saubhari. Sage along with all his wives went to his habitation, where he 

employed the chief architect Visvakarman to construct separate palaces for each of his wives. 

He also ordered him to provide each building with elegant couches and seats and furniture 

and to attach to them gardens and swan, with reservoirs of water, where the wild-duck and 

the swan should sport amidst beds of lotus flowers.66 Even the king Nimi founded a city well 

known as Jayanta near the hermitage of Gautama.67 The instances of making palaces inside 

the forest hint at a gradual process of encroachment upon the forests, and bring them into the 

influence of the complex institution of the states. On the one hand sages are the mediators 

64 Vi$1JU Purii~;~a, IV.3, pp. 295-300; Vayu Purii~;~a, 11.26.128-132, pp. 683-684; Brahmii~;~f{a Purii(la, 
111.2.3.47.79-87, p. 736. 
65 Matsya Purii~;~a, 11.208.5-21, pp. 210-211. 
66 Vi,~IJU PuriiiJa, IV.2, pp. 291-292. 
67 Viiyu Puriit~a, 11.27.1-3, p. 691. 
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between these two different societies, with king's freqqent or occasional visits creating 

conditions for the introduction of monarchical state society in these regions. Though, one 

may question questions the level of influence of settled society on forest region~. 

The story of the horse sacrifice maqe by king Janaka mentions that many sages were 

present on the occasion. He was curious to know who the most excellent brahmal).a amongst 

them was. So, he brought a thousand cows, plenty of gold, villages, jewels and maid-servants 

and announced that the wealth was for the most excellent brahmal).a. Yajiiavalkya won the 

debate and took away the wealth to home along with his disciples68
• Although, the figure is 

very huge and seems imaginary but indicates an interesting dimension of the relationship 

between the forests and settled society. Through the gift, the king could induce changes in the 

struc~re of the hermitage and as a result also into the forest. 

Scholars argue that the hermitages itself were an intrusion into the forest's space, but 

the construction of the other structures like palaces, buildings etc in the forest did not only 

show intrusion but ownership as well. Without ownership at the forest's space, it is not 

possible to make palaces, city and grant villages along with other things to the sages. 

Burning of the Forest and the Question of Authority over the Forest 

The burning of forests is not unknown in literary tradition in ancient India. It was seen 

as the necessary pre-condition of the expansion and extension power to hitherto new areas69
• 

The burning of the forest of Apava is given in the Purtif)as. 70 Once upon a time, the Sun god 

was thirsty. He begged alms from Kartavirya in the guise of a Brahmal).a. He demanded all 

immobile beings as food. With the grace of the sun-god, he burnt all immobile beings, 

h~rmitages, villages, cowherds, colonies, cities, penance groves, forests and parks etc. and 

68/}rahmiiJJf/a Purii!Ja, 1.1.2.34.36-68, pp. 335-338. 
69 Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vol. 17, I, (2001), p. 4. 
70 Viiyu PuriiJJa, 11.32.39-47, pp. 730-731; Matsya PuriiJJii, 1.44.3-14, pp. 115-116. 
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circmnambulated the Sun-god. The ear,th bulplt do~ by th~ splendor of the sun, became tree-

less and grass-less. He also burnt th~ emQty hermitage of Varuna's son named Vasistha 

(Apava). Knowing this, out of anger sage Vasistha curs~d Kartavirya as such, "0 haihaya, 
........ 

since· you have not spared this forest of mine another man will set aside even this difficult 

task achieved by you. He will be Kunti's soni\rjuna (Parasurama). He will not be a king. 0 

Arjuna, the extremely powerful Rama ... will cut off and shatter your thousand arms. The 

powerful Brahmal)a and Sage of great strength ~ill kill you."71 

The burning of forests is not unknown in literary tradition in ancient India. The 

burning of the forests were viewed at orj~ hand an attempt to destroy the natural resources, 

which are vital for lives of hunter~ga:theter~; and .on the other hand it symbolized the authority 

over lands~This became very important in such situation when the availability of forest-lands 

were very high, and also easily available. But within literary tradition, we see a departure in 

narratives regarding it. In case of Videgha Mathava narrative, the purpose was mainly to 

legitimize his settlement. The Satapatha Briihma!Ja describes the narrative : 

(14) "Mathava, the Videgha, was at that time on the (river) Sarasvati. He (the sacred 

fire, Agni) thence went burning along this earth towards the east; and Gautama Rahugana 

(the priest) and Videgha Mathava (the king) followed after him as he was burning along. He 

burnt over (dried up) all these rivers. Now that (river) which is called Sadanira ('always with 

water') flows from the northern (Himalaya) mountain: that one he did not burn over. That one 

the Brahmins did not cross in former times, thinking, ' it has not been burn over by Agni 

Vaisvanara'. (15) Nowadays, however, there are many Brahmins to the east of it. At that 

time it (the land east of the Sadanira) was very uncultivated, very marshy, because it had not 

been tested by Agni Vaisvanara. (16) Nowadays, however, it is very cultivated, for the 

71 1bid., 11.32.44-4 7, p. 731; Matsya Purcu:w, 1.44.3-14, pp. 115-116. 
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Br(:lhmins have caused (Agni) to taste it through sacrifice. Even in late summer that (river), as 

it were, rages along: so cold is it, not having been burnt ~)Ver by Agni Vaisvanara. (17) 

Mathava the Vicjegha, then said (to Agni), 'where am I to abide?' 'to the east of this (river) be 

thy abode', said he. Even now this (river) forms the l?oundry of the Kosalas and Videhas; for 

these are the Mathavas (or descendant ofMathava)."72 

The Mahabharata also describes land-burning as the burning of the Khandava 

forest. 73 On the request of fire-god Agni, who was unable to consume Khandava forest, Kr~Q.a 

and Arjun(:l set out to bum down the forest to restore Agni's vitality. The forest was under 

Indra's protection. That forest was abode of the great cobra Taksaka and others. They also 

shot down all living creatures that tried to escape. Only six escaped, Asvasena, Maya (an 

Asura, brother tq Namuci killed by lndra, a clever architect who later built the assembly-hall 

where the Pandavas gambled away their kingdom) and four samga birds. Everything has been 

consumed by the fire-god. The Naga Taksaka was saved due to having been away at that 

tim~. 

All three narratives describe the burning of forest in the grand Aryan manner. Besides 

the similarity between the narratives of The Mahabharata and The Vayu Purana, like due to 

grace of the god they burned the forest for him, god asked alms in the guise of Brahmana etc. 

These narratives "bring the contrasting paradigmatic life-style and values of the king and 

sage into their starkest juxtaposition."74 But there are also some significant differences. In 

Mahabharata description, the fire-god tried to consume every living creature. While in Vayu, 

72 Satapqtha Brahmat;a, 1.4.1.14-17., cited in D. D. Kosambi, An introduction to the study of Indian history, 
Mumbai: PQpular Prakashan Pvt. Ltd., 1956, p. 123. 
7

' The Mahiibhiirata, translated and edited by J.L. Fitzgeral, Chicago: TI1e University of Chicago Press, 2004, 
~P· 412-422. 
4Philip f...,utgendorf, 'City, Forest, and Cosmos: Ecological Perspectives from the Sanskrit Epics' in Christopher 

Key Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker (eds.) "Hinduism and £co/ogy: The Intersection of Earth, Sky and 
Water", QXP, New Delhi, 2000, p. 278. 
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the sqn-god demanded all immobile beings as food. Besides it, in the Vayu Purii1Ja narrative 

there i$ a sense of territory and ownership/affection regarding forests. 

Scholars 75 argue that the burning of the forest was an attempt to destroy the resource 

base of hunter-gatherers even if there was easy forest land available. Here, scholars 

emphasize the necessity of the violence. However Thapar76 argues differently and says that 

the burning of the Khal)dava vana was the example of the claim on the land as territory. She 

fl,lrther believed that the narrative of Videgha Miithava and the burning of the Khal)dava vana 

were different in mood. Although the narrative of the burning of the forest by the Haihaya 

king Kartavirya A~juna was closely in the style and also indicated the process of claim on the 

land. But this narrative also gave other dimension of the claim. In that narrative, sage Aurva 

claimed the authority over the forest, which was different and shows the tension between the 

royal power and the power of intelligence. The authority over the forest was considered on 

both the ways, but we could not say to what extent the authority of the sages actually existed. 

However, the authority over the forests was complicated, which is reflected from a 

very interesting story in the Brahmii1Jf/a Pura7Ja. The story gives interesting insight into the 

authority over the forests. Siva in the form of hunter confronts Parasurama and asks him the 

purpose and authority under which he decided to stay in the segment of forest falling under 

the domain of the hunter. He says, "I am a hunter named Tosapravarsa. I am staying here in 

the great forest. I am the lord of this region along with the living beings, trees and creepers 

therein ...... I do not tolerate the approach and stay of anyone in this forest. With my strength, 

I do not permit even Indra (to come here). There is no doubt about it. All the people know 

this since this region is dependent upon me. So, no one comes here without my permission. 

Thus my history has been entirely recounted to you. You too tell me everything about you 

75M. Gadgil and R. Guha, This Fissured Land, Delhi, 1992, pp. 78ff. 
76 Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the forest: Early India', in Studies in History, New Series, vol. 17, I, (2001), p. 4. 
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factl.)ally. Who are you? What have you come here for? Why have you established yourself 

here? Are you ready to go elsewhere? What is it that you are desirous of doing?"77 

This dialogue between the hunter representing the inhabitant of the forest and the 

Parasl.)rama portrayed as external aggressor give some very interesting insight into the 

complex interplay of the notion of authority and power in the forest space. The tone and 

content of the hunter speech invariably suggest that he consider himself to l;>e the lord of the 

forest including non-human creatures (say, living beings, trees and creepers). He asserts his 

power over the forest by declaring that he does not tolerate the trespassing or the stay of 

anyone who does not belong to this region without his permission. Suspicious of Parasurama 

presence, he ponders upon the purpose of his visit to the forest and asks him various 

questions regarding his identity and authority. 

Here the notion of authority over the forest that gets reflected is multifold. Along with 

the royal kings, sages and forest dwellers also asserted their authority. The royal king did not 

claim their authority in the absolute sense, his authority over the forests gets manifested in his 

power to hunt inside the forest and the burning of the forest. Although, this authority to hunt 

was never questioned, the sage Vasistha questioned and also cursed Karttavirya for the 

burning of his forest. It seems that the nature of authority over the forest was not a well 

developed idea in the Puranas, as we earlier see in these various instances. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have been discussed the different notions of the forests, that emerge 

from the early Puriirziis. PuraQic writers created a very fascinating cosmological section, 

giving very useful insights into the PuraQic perception of forest. These texts mention forest 

77 Brahmii-,:zf{a Purii~a. III.2.3.49.43-49, pp. 743-744. 
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as a store-house of resour~es that plays a very crucial role in regaining qf lost kingdoms of 

such kings who took shelter into forest after having been defeatecJ by enemies. Along with 

these, this chapter also discusses various ways of using forest's space by the members of 

settlec!. society. 

We get the impression that forest space was used for various purposes, such as 

hermitage by the sages, as a place to perform various brahmru:tical rituals and penances, and 

as a place for hunt and hide by the kings and nobility. However, the overarching idea that 

emerges from this disct,tssion suggests that though forest was associated with various actions 

and persons, the idea of power and authority over this space in the Purii1Jas seems highly 

fragmented. 
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Chapter 3 

Representations of the Forest-dwellers: The Human Social Groups 

Social stratification is to be found in almost all human communities, past and 

present1
, but some of the communities remained outside of it. In early India there were forest 

dwelling communities who were not part of the existing 'brahmal}.ical social order'. They 

were not internal 'others' like CaQ<;llilas; and therefore did not come under the notion of 

Var~a system till they began to be incorporated into the expanding frontiers of the state.2 

Along with all narrative or normative texts, the Purii~as also mention many forest dwellers, 

for instance the Ni~adas, the Sabaras, the Pulindas and the Kiratas. They lived in forest and 

depended on forest produce for their livelihood. Like the literary texts, the Purii1Jic literature 

also closely associate them with the mountain regions, mostly the Himalayan and the 

Vindhyan ranges, because such regions were a natural habitat for the tribal peoples 

throughout Indian history. The Purii~J.as describe them as barbarians, conforming to other 

textual descriptions. However, the status of forest dwellers changed with the changing socio-

economic condition. In this chapter, we will study their status as reflected in the Purii~J.as. 

Every culture is conditioned by its environment. The forest communities are no 

exception. They lived in relative isolation from civilized people and subsisted on hunting-

gathering.3 The Himalayan region and the Vindhyan complex of central. India are two 

significant habitational areas of these people, as these formed "throughout Indian history an 

1 Aloka Parasher-Sen, 'Introduction', in Aloka Parasher-Sen, ed., Subordinate and Marginal Groups in Early 
india, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 6. 
2 Dev Nathan, 'Introduction', in Dev Nathan, ed., From Tribe to Caste, Shimla: Indian Institute of Advanced 
Studies, 1997, p. 13. 
3 V. N. Mishra and Malti Nagar, 'From Tribe to Caste: An ethno-archaeological perspective', in Dev Nathan, 
ed., From Tribe to Caste, Shim Ia: Indian Institute of Advanced Studies, 1997, p. 143. 
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ideal setting for the tribal peoples"4
• The mountainous habitation area of the forest dwellers is 

one important factor for their exclusion from the civilized society.5 

Th~ attachment of forest dwellers with mountainous regions is also emphasised by the 

Purfu;lic writers. The Ni~aqas were constantly represented as the forest dwellers of the 

Vindhyan r~gions. Puri:iQic writers also followed the same trend and situated them in the same 

region. Further, the Kiratas were situated on the east of the Bharatavar~a. However, Puraoas 

contain less information about the Sabaras and the Pulindas as compare to the Ni~adas and 

the Kiratas. Only the Brahmii(lf/a Purii(la gives passing reference to the Sabaras. It mentions 

that Parasurama crossing through the Himalayan region saw a Sahara man fighting with the 

boar.6 This ~uggests that the Sabaras were inhabitants of the Himalayan region. The 

important point that emerges here is that at the time of the composition of the Puriiflas, these 

forest dwellers were seen a~ the inhabitants mountainous regions. However, Puranas 

sometimes also situate these forest dwelling communities outside the characteristic 

mountainous regions possibly indicating a gradual shift in the brahmanical attitude toward 

them. We will discuss this point later. 

Representations of the Nisadas 

The Pural)ic writers give the famous story of the king Vel)a and his two sons: Ni~ada 

<:md Prthu 7• According to the Vi~·flu Purii~Ja, Ni~i:ida was born due to the churning of the thigh 

of the king Ven<{ The Matsya Purii~Ja on the other hand notes that Ni~ada was born after the 

4 Romila Thapar, 'The image of the barbarian in Early India' in Romila Thapar, Cultural Past, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 243. 
5 Aloka-Parasher-sen, Mlecchas in Early India, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publisher, 2001 
6Brahmiil;l(ia Purii!Ja, 11.2.3.22.22, p. 590. 
7 Vi$1JU Purii!Ja, I.l3, pp. 83-84; Matsya Purii!Ja, 1.1 0, pp. 29-32; Viiyu Puriil;la, 11.1.108-128, pp. 466-468; 
Brqhmiil;l(ia Purii!Ja, 1.1 ,2.36.124-150, pp. 371-373. 
8 Vi$1JU Purii~;~a, 1.13, p. 83. 
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churning of Vena's dead body.9 However, the Viiyu and Brahmiiru;la Puriil)ii other account 

and mentions Vena's hand as the birth place of Ni~ada. 10 The Matsya Puriil)a states that he 

was the outcome of the evil quality of his mother, who was the daughter of Mrtyu/Yama, and 

he was Mleccha, a barbarian. 11 Despite giving different place of origin, the Puriil)as seem to 

be in agreement on his description. They write that he was short and dark in appearance, and 

looked confused. On the other hand his brother Prthu was shown as very calm and composed 

and determined to lead settled agriculturalist life. Thus, according to his qualities Ni~adas 

was compelled to lead a forest and subsequently he established the communities of the 

Ni~adas, the hunter community. 

The Vayu and Brahmiil){,ia Purii1Ja adds that Ni~ada created various other forest 

groups such as, the Dhrvaras (fishermen), the Tamburas, the Tuburas, the K.hasas and others 

from the sins of Vena. All these groups inhabitate around the Vindhyan region. 12 Parasher-

Sen argues that this myth may have been used by the Pural)ic authorities to explain the 

existing situation and justify their own attitudes towards these people. 13 This narrative also 

hints at the possible process of migration of the forest dwelling groups deep into the forest 

and difficult mountainous terrain in the wake of the onslaught of the dominant powers. 

The later groups do not find mention in the Vi~l)u Purii1Ja. This may indicate that the 

writers of the Purii1Jas were getting more and more familiar with the tribal groups and their 

activities. Since they knew the Ni~adas, they associated any other forest groups with similar 

activities with it. This also served their purpose of integrating all the diverse groups by 

providing a common origin. Thus, the dark, short, ugly Ni~ada became the prototype of all 

forest dwelling people. At the same time it also sought to legitimize the expulsion or 

9Matsya Pura"(la, 1.10.6-7, p. 29. 
10 Vayu Pura"(la, 11.1.121-123, p. 467; Brahmii"(lf/a Purii"(la, 1.1.2.36.141, p. 373. 
11 Matsya Puriit~a, 1.10.8-10, p. 29. 
12 Vayu PuriiiJa, 11.1.121-124, p. 467; Brahmii(lf/a Purii"(la, 1.1.2.36.144-145, p. 373. 
13 Aloka-Parasher-Sen, Mlecchas in Early India, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publisher, 200 I, p. 20 I. 
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displacement of such groups when land was cleared and settled by the agriculturists, 14 

equipped with the brahmaQical ideology, into deep forest regions. 

The stories about the origin of the Ni:?lida establish some basic features of aboriginal 

people, such as the importance of matrilineal elements. The mother's characters were 

mentioned as the determining factors of the physical appearance and activity, something 

closely associated with the tribal groups. Ni:?lidas were basically hunter and hilly people. 

However, as mentioned when Ni~ada was born from the body of Vena, he was confused and 

did not understand what to do, because whatever they (sages) were doing was out of his 

concern. This is the indication of differences between two different cultures. Romila Thapar 

argues that this myth emphasizes the differences between the forest dwellers and the 

C1Jltivators. 15 

There is a very interesting story in the Brahmii"(l<)a Purii"(la which gives interesting 

insight into a hunter's life and his notion about the forest and the people of other social 

groups. Once Siva assumed the guise of a youthful hunter and his physical appearance was as 

follow: 'the luster of broken (heap of) collyrium, wide red eyes in their extremities, very tall, 

hard as adamant, raised chin, mighty and lifted arms and shoulders, tawny moustache and 

hair, the stinking odor of suet and raw fish. He held bow and arrows, and appeared like the 

destroyer of all living beings. His whole body had been scarred with wounds due to the 

contact with the thorny creepers and shrubs. He was found to chew frequently a piece of flesh 

dripping with blood. His neck was slightly bent with the weight of two pieces of flesh 

suspended from it. 16 

14Romila Thapar, 'Society and Historical Consciousness' in Romila Thapar, 'Cultural Past', New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2000, p. 127. 
15Romila Thapar, Perceiving the Forest: Early India, in Studies in History, Vol., 16,2001, p. 15. 
16Brahmii~(/a Pura~a. 11.2.3.23.9-12, p. 597. 
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The physical c,tpp~arance of hunter is very imp<;>rtant to understancl the nature of his 

life inside the fort(st, which clearly gives impression that he belongs to a forest tribe. He not 

only has to fight with wild animals for livelihood. The nature of the forest makes him 

physically very hard, as he works so hard to sustain himself in the forest, building expertise in 

various a~tions. The understanding of the forests and their nature is very important for a 

hunter, because he depends on the forest for everything. However, in the forest he has to 

constantly struggle with the creepers and shrubs that make wounds on his body. Above 

features also associate a particular kind of food habit of hunter which primarily consists of 

meat as he is Qepicted frequently chewing raw flesh. 

The life inside the forest as indicated in the context of hunter was totally different 

from the life of sages and renm,mcer, as they did not need to hunt and fight with the nature for 

survival. Their activities inside the forest had power to create contrasting spaces within 

forests. The early Purt:u:tas believe that this is happen due to their penance and rituals. On the 

other hand, hunter continuously has to fight nature and indulge in violence; even for daily 

necessities. The Pura1Jas give this impression that brahmaQical ideology has power to 

transform the unknown spaces along with natural behaviors of animals. However, the 

Purii~J,as do not mention any instance where sages try to change the natural code of conducts 

of forest dwellers. 

Further, the story mentions that Siva in the form of hunter confronts Parasurama and 

asks him the purpose and authority under which he decided to stay in the segment of forest 

falling under the clomain of the hunters. He says: "I am a hunter named Tosapravarsa. I am 

stc,tying here in this great forest. I am the lord of this region along with the living beings, trees 

and creepers therein. I move about here with the flesh of different animals for my diet. I am 

impartial towards all in this region viewing everyone equally in my mind. I am equally kind 
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to all living beings. I have no one related to me such as parents and others. I do not pay any 

attention to any of the objects desired by me whether they be unworthy of being eaten or 

drunk or whether they be unworthy of approach. Nor do I devote any particular attention to 

rites worthy of being pursued or not. I do not tolerate the approach and stay of anyone in this 

forest. With my strength, I do not permit even Indra (to come here). There is no doubt about 

it. All the people know this since this region is dependent upon me. So, no one comes here 

without my permission. Thus my history has been entirely recounted to you. You too tell me 

everything about you factually. Who are you? What have you come here for? Why have you 

established yourself here? Are you ready to go elsewhere? What is it that you are desirous of 

doing?" 17 

This dialogue between the hunter representing the inhabitants of the forest and 

Para5urama portrayed as an external aggressor give some very interesting insight into the 

complex interplay of the notion of hierarchy, authority and power in the forest space. The 

tone and the content of the hunter's speech invariably suggest that he consider himself to be 

the lord of the forest including the non-human creatures (i.e, living beings, trees and 

creepers). He assert his power over forest by declaring that he does not tolerate the 

trespassing or the stay of anyone who does not belong to this region without his permission. 

Suspicious of Parasurama presence, he ponders upon the purpose of his visit to the forest and 

asks him various question regarding his identity and authority. It is significant to note here 

that in this narrative a hunter is mentioned by his name. One can further argue that possibly 

this Tosapravarsa was the leader of the group of hunters living in that region. This is also 

substantiated by the claims that hunter makes in his discussion with Parasurama. 

17Ibid., 11.2.3.23.15-23, p. 598. 
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Further, the story also sugge~ts that ~s the supposed chief of the forest dweller, hunter 

had least regards for the social norms ancj. power structure 9f the settled society. He clearly 

states that he qoes not care for the rites an<} ritvals governing the modes of eating, drinking or 

idea of purity and pollution prevalent in the settled society. So, the image of the forest life 

that reflects from the above passage opens up a possibility to look at socio- economic and 

political life of the forest dwellers who were not always at the receiving end of the 

brahmaQical socio- cultural norms. In fact, there was active denial of these norms by 

emphasising the norms and customs of the forests. 

The response of the Parasurama was also important as it gives the insight into the 

notions of society living outside the forest. Answering hunter's query, Parasurama retorted 

back anq said "hence, it is proper for you to go away from this place to some other place. If 

not, it is detrimental to me, to my holy rites and to my observances. Or I deserve respect from 

you with devotion as I am a guest from another land. I am an ascetic and a sage and have 

come;;: to your place of residence. If I live in your vicinity it will be conducive only to sin. 

Resorting to my vicinity will result only in your unhappiness. Hence, leave off loitering about 

in the precincts of my penance-grove. Be happy thereby on both the world." 18 

It seems that Parasurama was not very keen to introduce himself to a hunter. May be 

he thought that it is against his honor and prestige. So, he said in a commanding manner that 

he was determined to stay there, and being a guest, Parasurama deserves respect from hunter. 

However, at the same time he also warned hunter, if he tries to remove him then he should be 

ready for consequences; and he advises him that he should better leave for another place. 

On hearing Parasurama, the hunter argues that if Parasurama does not like his 

presen<;e, then he should leave the place instead of sug.gesting hunter to leave the place as it 

181\?iq., 11.2.3.23.34-37, pp. 599-600. 
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originally belongs to him. These words agitate Parasurama, he says, "The very tribe of 

hunters is ruthless. It strikes terror into all living beings. It is always engaged in wicked 

activities. Hence, it is despised and held in contempt by all living beings. You are born ofthat 
\ 

' . 
tribe. You are a sinner. You harm and harass all living beings. Why then, 0 evil-minded one, 

do you not deserve to be shunned by good people? Hence, comprehend this that you belong 

to a low caste and soon get away from here to another place. You are not to hesitate in this 

respect. You are considerate to your body. You want to protect it. Hence, you do not go 

. anywhere near thorns and other things. You cannot bear the pain thereof. Understand that in 

the same way, life is dear to all living beings. Everyone who is hit or hurt feels the pain just 

like you. Be non-violent unto all living beings. This is the eternal virtue (dharma). It is 

because you act contradictory to this dictum that you are despised by good men. For 

sustaining your own life, you will not stop to kill all other living beings. How can you 

prevent yourself being considered censurable by good people? Hence, go soon, 0 basest one 

:'among all men, there will not be dereliction of duty on my part and the subsequent loss 

thereof, on account of you. If you do not go away from here yourself, I shall, by using force, 

generate in you the inclination to move away. 0 sinner, your stay here even for half a 

moment is not conducive to your welfare. How can a hater of virtue, a person who always 

acts contradictory to the dictates of dharma attain welfare?" 19 

Parasurama response to hunter is basically structured on the brahmal}.ical believes 

system. According to this, being a member of hunter tribe, he was seen as ruthless and sinner, 

who only deserve contemptuous behavior from the settled society because he always acts 

contradictory to the Dharma. And being a low caste it is his responsibility to go away from 

the member of civilized society. Parasurama also shows that in order to protect dharma, he 

would not even hesitate to use force if hunter does not go away from the place. It gives the 

1q!bid., 11.2.3.23.46-55, pp. 600-601. 
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insight into the expansion of the brahmat:tical influence that happened through both the 

means: ideology as well as violence. Residing even in the hilly areas, the hunters were not 

entitled to the ownership of the space and were asked to make way for the settled agrarian 

life. This particular instance from the PurliJJa definitely indicates the tension between two 

different groups fqr the authority·over forest spaces. 

On the question of being ruthless, hunter responds by saying, " ... If I were forsake my 

duty (dharma) and remain care-free without fear from any quarter, then you can yourself 

mentally scrutinize and despise me as you please. It is sustenance of my parents, sons and 

other~ that destruction of living beings is carried out by me as a part of my duty. Along with 

my family, I sustain myself day by day with meat because it is my duty. This is the vocation 

formerly laid down by the creator for me. If I kill (more animals and have with me more) 

meat than what is sufficient to nourish my parents and others, then I may incur sin ... 

. . . carefully examine with your own intellect, the difference between you and me. As for me, I 

am engaged in the sustenance of my parents and others whole-heartedly ... "20 

The above dialogue gives an important feature of the existing society. It shows that 

hunters were ruthless not because of their ways of living, but due to the fear of settled 

societies, fear of being victimised by the will of settled society. Hunter also argues that the 

nature and way of living were given to them by the creator ofthe world. They were not, what 

they were, due to their own will. And after all, for him this is only the way to sustain his 

family, he has no other choice. By doing this, he says, he is following his Dharma. 

As we have seen above, the Ni~adas were represented as ruthless hunter by the 

Purat:tic writers. There are other narratives that hint the ruthless nature of the Ni~adas. The 

Brahmiil:zrja Purli}Ja mentioned that once Sura (Karttavirya's son), who had escaped to the 

20Ibid., 11.2.3.23.71-77, p. 603. 
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Himalayan forests due to Parasurama's onslaught, went for hunting along accompanied by 

the armies of four different units. After the hunt, they took bath in Narmada river. On their 

way baQk, they saw the hermitage of Jamadagni. They c;iecided to take revenge of own father 

death and killed Jamadagni. After killing him, they took away his head like the ruthless 

Ni~adas (hunters).21 Here the idea ofNisadas as the epitome of cruelty and violence has been 

invoked to describe the gruesome act committed by Sura. This narrative also represents the 

tendency among the brahmal',lical writers to victimise the enemies through comparing them 

with the most qegraded beings. In such way the Ni~ada was used here as a symbol of most 

hateq, ruthless being. 

It is important to note that the images of the Ni~adas were given by the brahrnaQical 

writers as ruthless, sinftd etc. was primarily due to his hunting activities. But the hunting is 

not the sole activity of only the forest dwellers; the royal kings also took pleasure and pride 

by indulging in it. But the manner in which both were perceived by the theoretical writers is 

contrasting. Thapar argues that the activity of hunting reflected the interesting dichotomy 

between nature and culture. Those who live by hunting are treated as uncouth, looked down 

upon, and subordinated to the outcaste status. Yet princes and kings frequently go on hunts, 

which are meant to be a sport but which at the same time was ferocious destruction of nature 

and animals. These activities do not affect the high status of royalty, even when they behave 

in a manner far more gruesome than the actions of professional hunters.22 

But the Ni~adas have not always been regarded as ruthless hunter. Aloka Parasher-

Sen argues that during the Vedic period they had a certain status. During the performance of 

visvajit sacrifice, there is requirement of sojourn with the Ni~adas for three nights and 

partaking of their foods. The reference to the Ni~ada village is given in this connection. This 

21 11Ji~ .• III.2.3.45.1-9, pp. 724-725. 
22 Romila Thapar, 'Forests and Settlements', in Mahesh Rangarajan, ed., Environmental Issues in India: A 
Reader, New Delhi: Pearson, 2007, p. 40. 
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ritualistic requirement clearly indicates that Ni~adas was not an untouchable but an 

acceptable member of the brahmal)ical society. It is the dharmasiistra tradition that has 

scribed a lower status to the Ni~adas.23 Vivekanand Jha has studied the case of the Ni!1lidas in 

details. He argues that the status of being able to take part in the visvajit sacrifice had lost in 

the later Vedic Period, due to the traditional occupational habit as fishing and hunting. He 

believes that the occupation of fishing and hunting was the cause of their continuous 

degradation, despite having a tribal kingdom.24 

The Pural)ic writers also represent the Ni~adas in the similar manner. There is not any 

departure in their status. They are still as a hunter in the Pur~ic texts, and there is also a hint 

about their ruthless behaviour. So they are still known through the umbrella term 'Ni~adas'. 

However, the hunters were not shown ignorant about the rules and representatives of the 

settled society, as in one case a hunter recognised Parasurlima. 

The Purlil)ic writers seem to believe that the hunters were well aware of the some 

representative of the braahmal)ical ideologist or settled society. Once Parasurama, 

accompanied by Akrtavrana went to the middle Puskara for taking bath. A stag came there 

running accompanied by a hind. He was being chased by a hunter. After some time, hunter 

also came there holding up the bow and having an arrow in his hand. He recognized Rama 

and became afraid of him. He thought thus, "This Rama is a great warrior. He is capable of 

destroying wicked persons. How can I kill the stag and the hind hunted by me, when he was 

within sight?" This narrative indicates that some of the most important representatives of the 

brahmal)ical ideology were well known, even to the forest dwellers. 

23Aloka-Parasher-Sen, Mlecchas in Early India, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publisher, 2001 
24Vivekanand Jha, 'From Tribe to Untouchable: The case ofNi~iidas', in Indian Society: Historical Probings in 
memory of D. D. Kosambi, New Delhi: People's Publication House, 1974. 
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Within the notion of rebirth, the Pural)ic writers also b~lieved that if anyone was 

doing wrong; they would be born in the hunter family. For instance, once in the Kuf\lk~etra a 

virtuous ~.i~i Kausika liveg with his seven sons, whose behaviors were connoted by their 

respective name~. They were: Svasripa, Kroghana, Hinsra, Pisuna, Kavi, Vagdu~ta, Pitrivarti. 

They were pupils qf Garga. After their father's death, there occurred a terrible famine. During 

these famine days the seven sons of Kausika used to look after the cow of Garga and were 

residing in a fore~t. One day they did n()t get anything to eat and decide to kill the cow and 

satisfied their hunger. But they did not kill the cow instead, sacrificed her to their pitrs to 

escape from the sin of killing of a cow. But due to this act, they were born in the family of a 

hunter with the recollection of their previous life. Since they had a recollection of their 

previous life, they in a fit of asceticism spumed at all mundane luxuries and put an end to 

their existence by fasting. Afterwards, they were reborn as deer and later again reborn as 

Charkravaka birds, and then finally they attained human forms. 25 

Although, the hunter communities were not a part of settled society, they played 

different roles in making brahmal)ical theoretical formulation works. The above narrative 

indicates that the importance of a hunter in the idea of rebirth. Here it is used to forbid the 

wrong doing by the members of settled society. Besides this, various norms prohibited sight 

of the forest dwellers in different rituals. The PuraQic texts clearly state that a real guest is 

neith{lr terrible nor of a mixed caste26
; and in that way they warned settled society to keep 

distance from the forest dwellers like Ni~adas, Kiratas, Sabaras etc and outcastes such as 

CaQQalas. It also warned that the land of Sabaras and Pulindas, along with others is unholy 

and one commits sins by going there.27 It further says that anyone who has no faith in 

purificatory rites is born among Mlecchas and we know that this connotation includes forest 

25Matsya Purq!Ja, 1.20.2-24, pp. 63-65. 
26 Viryu Purii(la, II.l7.18, p. 620. 
27Ibid., 11.16.69-71, p. 617. 
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dwellers as well. Through these norms civilized society consciously make effort to keep 

distance from the forest dwellers. But at the same time the Purfu;lic texts also give loopholes 

for assimilation of these groups. For instance it states that with great faith one should perform 

a Sriiddha l;>y means of fruits, roots and foodstuffs availal;>le in forests.28 So there were 

various ways of exclusion and inclusion into the sphere of settled society; and forest dwellers 

are always at the borders of making their presence into the ideological framework of civilized 

society. 

Changing Status of the Kiratas 

Most of the Puriiflas situated Kiratas on the east of Bharatavar~a, while situating the 

Y avanas on the west, and brahmaQ.as, k~atriyas, vaisyas and sudras at the centre29
• The Viiyu 

Purcu:za also mentions that Apagas, Alimadras, Tomaras, Harilsamargas, kasmiras and 

Tanganas as the tribes of Kiratas. 30 These later groups appear late within the PuraQ.ic tradition 

as the Vi.yflu Puriifla does not talk about these Kirata tribes. This is similar to the case of the 

Ni~ada, cited earlier. Including others social groups in the fold of Kiratas shows that the 

Pural).ic writers trying to enlarge this social category by bringing different social groups into 

it, thus making it heterogeneous. Probably the growing knowledge of Kiratas compelled 

brahmaQ.ical authorities to differentiate among them. It may be also possible that the 

brahmaQ.ical ideologists were trying to put these new groups into very low in the social 

structure. The term Kasmiras used to denote a social group opens up another possibility for 

interpreting these demarcations as this connotation has geographical element to it. 

28 Ibid., 11.16.19, p. 612. 
29 Vi$/,'IU Purii1,1a, 11.3, p. 142; Viiyu Purii1,1a, 1.45.82, p. 292. 
30 Viiyu Purii1,1a, 1.45.120, p. 297. 
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Interestingly the Vayu Purcu:za also mentions Kiratas as the inhabitants of the mountainous 

territories. 31 

The king Sagara in the process of conquering the whole world defeated Haihaya 

kings, Kamboj;;ts, Taljmigas, Saka, Yavanas, Kiratas, Palhavas, Paradas and others. But on the 

request of Vasi~tha, he compelled them "to eschew the holy rites laid down for their families 

as well as their mode of dress ... in this manner he made others also born of royal families, 

very ugly. They were denied the right of performing the holy rites mentioned in the Vedas ... 

. . . abandoned by the brahmanas ...... those enemies abandoned their characteristic features 

and mode of conduct... . .. became outcastes ... ruthless, shameless Mleccha barbarian 

tribes ... their only resorts were mountains, forests, caves and such other places."32 Here 

Kiratas are not seen as forest dwellers, but as the challenging force to the monarchical 

struct\Jr~, who has some political power. However, one can see an interesting parallel of such 

a sit\lation in the Allahabad inscription of Samudragupta. In both case forest political powers 

were defeated, but left alive by the victorious with social impositions of certain condition. 

There is a very interesting narrative of a Kirata in the BrahmiiruJa Puriinii, which 

gives valuable information regarding the functioning and relationship between different 

social groups. It further indicates that the term Kirata was not more a monolithic term to 

denote forest dwellers and it represented various fragmented identities. The narrative is as 

fallow: "There was a thief V ajra in the city of Kanci. In this flourishing city, thief 

' 
accumulated a great deal of money over the period. He dug a pit in the jungle and greedily 

deposited wealth therein. A certain Kirata (forester) saw him hiding the wealth. In middle of 

the night, when Viraja had gone far away, the Kirata came there and removed one-tenth of 

31 Viiyu Puriit~a,l.45.135-l37, p. 300. 
32 8rahmiit~fia Puriit~a, IH.2.3.49.43-49, pp. 743-744. 
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stolen wealth without being noticed by Viraj~. He went along his way oearing the b~rden Qf 

firewood". 33 

Here thief is not a forest qweller, but he went to hide hi$ wealth in the forest. The 

Kiratas who were generally considered as forest dweller, in this case does not appear as 

inhabiting the forest. He went to the forest to collect firewood, but did not live there. Here it 

is shown that his livelihood is not depenqed on killing of wild animals a characteristic 

activity associated with them. 

The above narrative move further as: "After reaching home, the delighted Kirata said 

all to his wife. His wife said to his husband that a brahmar:ta passes everyday own house, said 

to me tnat you will be very fortunate. She also said that due to the curse of sage Valmiki, 

Lak~mi, the goddess of wealth does not stay for a long time amongst Bhillas, Kiratas and 

CaQ<,ialas, as well as in the family of a Sailusa (Musician, actor, dancer). She suggested that 

one should utilize for sacreq activities the wealth which comes to him by chance. Hence build 

and dig splendid tanks, wells, etc. with this amount. The Kirata agreed and built a tank with 

perennial supply of water in the eastern region. But the entire wealth spent on the artisans and 

workmen and the work was still incomplete. He again thought that without knowing thief 

Viraja, he will follow him and little by little fetch much wealth. He did so, and completed the 

work and also constructed a very large and impressive temple of lord Samgin (Vi~IJU) in the 

middle ofthe tank. He also built a big shrine of Sankara in the middle of the bund.' 34 

Interestingly, the character of the wife of the Kirata presents a interesting case where 

a Kirata woman is well aware of the brahmal)ical norms; not only just aware but also a 

believer. She was aware of the concept of scared and sin, and counted the stealing as sin, 

331bid., IV.7.10-13, pp. 1039-1044. 
34lbid., IV.7.16-29, pp. 1044-1045. 
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which could be repented by using that money in some sacred activities. The important point 

here is to note that they made shrine of Vi~Qu, the well known face of brahmaQic ideology. 

This in a way suggests the ideological integration of the Kiratas in the brahmaQical system 

and societies acceptance of the sacred work of the Kiratas. The above narrative suggests that 

the status of Kirata at the ritual level improved, as he was allowed to build shrines. This is 

very interesting point because the bramaQical societies kept distance from the forest dwellers 

on the basis of ritualistic impurity. 

The narrative developed by the Puriit;lic writers further goes on as: ' ... the forest had 

been infested with many wild beasts was denuded. Thereby he (Kirat) prepared many 

excellent fields of very great value. The field was divided. Some were dedicated to the deities 

and others were donated to BrahmaJ;tas. He invited many BrahmaQas. Their leader was 

Devavrata. He made them pleased by means of gold and cloths. He spoke thus to them, 

"Where am I a Kirata named Viradatta selling firewood? Where is the construction of the 

great bund? Where is the building up of a great shrine? Where is the allotment of fields and 

abodes of Brahmaoas? It was only due to your kindness. 0 excellent Brahmal).a that 

everything has been achieved. "35 

Interpreting this, I would like make some very observations suggesting the change in 

the status and function of the Kiratas. Kirata which are always shown as hunter residing in 

the forest, in this narrative, performs altogether different function. He clears the dense forest 

and lays the foundation of the agrarian state society, gives lands to the BrahmaQas something 

unlike a forest dweller. Here he is not just accepted into the brahmaQical social fold, but, even 

represented as the agent of its expansion into the forest lands. Another interesting point that 

emerges from this story is that Kirata Viradatta before establishing the agrarian society, 

351bid., IV.7.30-33, p. 1045. 

72 



Kiratas was indulged in the profession of selling tht;: firewooq for the survival of its family. It 

gives the hint that Kirata Viradatta lived near the city and provide4 firewood to the city 

dwellers and probably because of the fact that he was not engaged in hunting, he was 

acceptable to the brahmaQical society. As we know, forest dwelling Kiratas till the 

dharmasiistra tradition occupied a lower status, but over the time they were absorbed into the 

brahmaQical society and came to enjoy the status of Viirtya or degraded k~atriyas.36 This 

narrative reflects on this process of transition of Kirata's status from the position of dreaded 

hunter to Vriitytl k1mtriyas. Economic status is very important for the upward movement 

creating the background for assimilation into brahmaQical society, as this narrative indicates. 

Thus, along with the political power, economical power also helped marginalized people to 

seek vpward movement in the hierarchical social order throughout the ages. 

The story further goes on to show that ' ... the brahmaQas accepted his (Kirata' s) offer. 

BrahmaQas named Kirata an<~ his wife as Dvijavarma and Silavati respectively. For the sake 

of protecting brahmaQas, Kirata decided to establish his residence in the near vicinity with his 

wife and kinsmen.' 37 He named this area as Devaratapura after the name of the priest. 

Interestingly, the need to change the name of Kirata couple seems compulsory for their 

submersion or acceptance by brahamaQas. The changing of Kirata couple's name is like the 

first step towards to the changing their identity by the PuraQic writers. Whatever the cause, 

the Kir~ta along with his wife and kinsmen started residing along with brahmaQas at the same 

settlement. Here we may argue that the status given by Devavrata, the leader of brahmaQas, to 

Kirata was recognition of his upward social mobility. 

The narrative further states that one day Dvijavarma died and the messenger ofYama, 

Brahma, Vi~QU and Rudra assembled there. They started to fight. Sage Narada came there and 

36 Aloka-Parasher-Sen, Mlecchas in Early India, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publisher, 2001 
31Brahmiirfla Puriira, IV.7.34-37, p. 1046. 
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said, "Do not fight among you. Listen to my words. It was by means of theft that this Kiri.Ha 

constructed the bund sometime back. He shall be transformed to a gaseous state and move 

about alone till the death of the owner of wealth (i.e. Vijra). As for him (Vijra) since he has 

t:;tken away wealth from many (he too shall move about in a gaseous state) until all of them 

die." After hearing such words, all messengers went back. Dvijavarma assumed a gaseous 

state and moved about in space for a period of twelve years. Since, his wife has not 

committed any defect or sin, sage said to her, "With the meritorious acts committed by you, 

go to the· region of Brahma from this world." But she did not wish to go to the abode of 

Brahma, because her husband was transformed into gaseous form. She spoke to the sage, "I 

shall never go to the abode of Brahma without my husband. I shall stay here till my husband 

regains his body. Thereafter, I shall pursue the same goal as my husband. Or, is there any act 

of atonement and expiation to be performed by me or by him?"38 

The fight among messenger of Yama, Brahma, Vi~l)u and Rudra gives insight of the 

complex nature of the theoretical dispute over the actions of Kirata. Firstly the Pural)ic 

writers seem to accept him within the different brahmal)ical notions, such as notion of the 

Karma, life after death, rebirth etc. Yet despite some sacred work, he was finally seen as a 

sinner. Kirata's wife was rewarded for meritorious acts, but she refused and decided to stay 

with her husband. This represents the patriarchical value system that is the hallmark of the 

1Jrahmal)ical ideological structure. 

The ends of this narrative, sage replies to the Kirata's wife and says, "Your body that 

is capable of experiencing joy and sorrow can perform rites too. Atonement can be had 

through my influence. I shall mention it to you. He advised that before taking any food one 

must have his holy dip in the great tirtha every day. After devotedly worshipping Siva along 

38Ibid., IV.7.38-46, p. 1046. 
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with Ambika he must meditate on Mahesana (god Siva) in his heart and then repeat the 

Mantra called Satarudra Manu. (In the course of this period) he shall have only roots, fruits 

and bulbous roots for food. By repeating this Mantra one thousand and eight times even the 

slayer of a BrahmaQa becomes liberated from sins. There is no doubt at all that he will be 

liberated from all others sins as well." Then, the ascetic sage imparted Rudradhyaya to her 

and vanished. For the sake of her husband, she performed rites of meditation and the 

repetition of the Mantra. Liberated from the sin of theft, he regained his physical body. 

Thereafter, the thief named Vajra died. Others too to whom the wealth stolen by him 

l:>elonged passed away. Yama called them together and due to meritorious acts of 

Dvijavarman, send them to heaven along with their wives, sons and friends. 39 

The suggestion made by the sage is very important to understand the changing 

phenomenon of the brahmaQical ideology, which always tried to preserve its dominance. Yet 

it also creates possibilities of acculturation, as tirthas are recognized as the means of 

acculturation.40 The brahmaQical structure gives opportunity to the Kiratas to visit tirtha and 

recite Mantra. Interestingly, the PuraQic text is also silent about any consequences for 

accepting gifts, lands, and residing with the Kiratas. 

However, the narrative suggests that the hunting was not the only means of livelihood 

for Kiratas. But the norms created for them still exist, as wife of Kirata warned her husband 

Dvijavarman that the wealth does not stay for a long time amongst Bhillas, Kiratas and 

CaQc;lalas etc. It is clearly a question of right over the resources. But it is more complicated 

situation, because in the same narrative the brahmal).ical ideologist agreed on the point of 

acculturation at the ritual level. So the position of the Kiratas in this story becomes more 

complicated on account of their fractured status into the society. 

39Ibid., IV.7.47-59, p. 1047. 
40Vijay Nath, The Puriit~ic World: Environment, Gender, Ritual and Myth, New Delhi: Manohar, 2009, p. 191. 
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At another places, the PuraQ.ic texts also give contrasting images where they were 

accepted at various position into the brahmal)ical structure, which makes status Qf Kiratas a 

complex issue, The Brahmii1J~a Pur{j1Ja interestingly mentiqns the women of Kiratas along 

with the women of oil-mongers, fishermen, labourers and others.41 Here, mentioning of the 

Kiratas along with other social groups indicates the acceptance of their equal social status in 

the society. Interestingly on the other occasion, in the context of Sraddha ritual, the 

Brahmii~Jf/a Pura7Ja mentions that in the city of Kantipura (the ancient name of Kathmandu), 

there is a holy lotus ponq, which is protected by groups of Kiratas.42 Here the PuraQ.ic writers 

associate Kiratas with holy pond. 

This ambiguity on the part of PuraQ.ic authors is because of the fact that they did not 

have any clear formula for their acculturation. The concept of the anuloma and pratiloma, 

and var7Jasankara only can fix their position with regard to the social hierarchy, but their 

vario1,1s economical activities and ritual functions could not be controlled through these 

concepts. The one thing that the narrative clearly establishes is that there was definite change 

in the status of Kiratas at different levels. These complicated situations needs further minute 

stl,ldy by looking at different sources. 

The Forest Dwellers in The Kali Age 

The PuraQ.ic texts describe vividly about the forest dwellers along with Sudras, 

foreigners and Mlecchas within the notion of the Kali age. It mentions that in the Kali age, 

whole society will be surrounded by hunter like people and heretics of evil habits and 

conduct of life.43 The Matsya Pura7Ja states that during the Kali age, the men become flesh 

eater due to hunger. They all began to eat flesh of deer, boar, bull, etc., without caring about 

41 8rahmii1J(ia Purii!Ja, IV.8.9-10, p. 1051. 
42Ibid., 11.2.3.13.95-97, p. 532. 
43 1bid., 1.1.2.31.53, p. 306. 

76 



norms of food habit. Those living near the rivers and oceans sustained themselves by taking 

fish. After consuming all the flesh, fish, etc., they began to eat roots and fruits and covered 

themselves with barks of trees.44 Vijay Nath argues that the above description is the 

characteristic of mountain and forest dwelling groups and this has been invoked to describe 

the horrors of the kali age when upper var1Jas people will also behave like the outcaste and 

forest dwellers. The Pural)ic writers also state that at the end of the Kali age, a part of Vi~IJu 

born as Pramiti will maintain the righteousness and social order. Texts say that with the help 

of armed brahmal).as, he killed Mlecchas, unreligious and unrighteous persons, mixed castes, 

mountain dwellers (Parvatiyas), dwellers in Vindhya, the different tribes of Kiratas along 

with many other communities and groups.45 

Whatever the debate over the situating the Kali age into the historical period, but the 

notion of the Kali age definitely represent the sentiments of the brahmal)as whose authority 

was under threat. Thapar argue that the Kali age was symbolic of a time when the 

brahmal).ical normative order was reversed in practice and Mleccha rulers were frequent.46 

This can also be seen as the attempt to preserve the identities of the mainstream civilized 

society, "by reinforcing some of the age-old values and beliefs, at the same time also 

adopting a singularly syncretistic stance and postulating certain innovative redressal measures 

to tide over the difficult situations"47
. The important point is that the civilized societies are 

not only threatened by the Mlecchas, but also by the mountain and forest dwellers. The 

44 Matsya P.urii!Ja, Il.144. 73-87, p. 45. 
45 Vayu Purii!Ja, 1.58.75-83, p. 415; Brahmii~J~a PuriiiJa, 1.1.2.31. 74-84, p. 309. 
46Romila Thapar, 'The Tyranny of Labels' in Romila Thapar, Culturql Past, New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2000, p. I 004. 
47Vijay Nath, 'PuriiiJaS and Acculturation: A Historico-Anthropologica/ Perspective, Munshiram Manoharlal 
Publisher, New Delhi: 2001, p. 97. 
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necessities of the incorporation of Tantric elements int{) the brahmal)as beliefs repre!)ent the 

pressure created by these groups, which reflects in the Pural)ic traqition.48 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, analyzing the various representations of the forest dwellers in the 

Pw·a"(las, we see some patterns. We find that the early Pura"(las show limited knowledge 

about the different groups living in the forest. They mostly talk of them in generic sense and 

situate them in the conventional directions. However, with the increased knowledge of these 

gr0ups in the later period, the later Puriitzas give more detailed description of these groups. It 

!)eems that with the spread of the agrarian society into the hitherto forested regions, 

brahmaQas came into contact with forest dweller which accounts for their increase<l 

knowledge reflected in Puriitzas written after the v'i.~IJU Purana. As the Pural)ic stories 

su~gest, this expansion was not peaceful and the forest dwellers protested this onslaught. The 

story of NisacJas confrontation with the Parsurama possibly carries the memories of this 

tussle. 

In situation of confrontation, the response of the agrarian society was not always violent as 

they also use<l the brahmal)ical ideology to assimilate and appropriate these dissenting 

gr0ups. One of the Pural)ic stories discussed in this chapter shows this tendency that how a 

Kirata was incorporated into the brahmaQical fold and he was rather turned into the very 

agent of the brahmal)ical state system. However, this process of appropriation was not always 

simple, as fitting range of forest groups into the Vartza system was a challenging task. Thus 

48Ibic;l., p. 21. 
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we find instances, where one can spot clear confusion on the part of the Pural)ic author to 

situate them in changing socio-economic milieu. 
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Chapter 4 

Representations of the Forest..;dwellers: The Supernatural Social Groups 

BrahmaQical texts, normative or narrative, contain details about various supernatural 

sqcial categories associated with the forests. These categories· include Asuras, Oanavas, 

Rak~asas, Nagas, Vanaras, Garudas, Yak~as etc. Scholars believe that early Indian 

brahmaQical literature has this tendency to mythicize pre-literate social groups by 

representing them as Asuras, Nagas, Rak~asas, Vanaras and others. Romila Thapar argues 

that they were actually unknown forest dwellers 1• So we cannot categorize them only as 

supernatural, as there is an opinion among the anthropologist that they are real as the other 

social groups. Their representation was actually a result of 'the process of demonization of 

enemy'2 as most of these groups were considered hostile by the brahmal).ical society. 

However, their descriptions indicate a close interaction between the settled society and these 

forest-dwelling groups. There are various myths in the PuriiJJas that reflect on the various 

levels of interaction as well as acculturation of these groups. 

Origins of Supernatural Social Categories 

The origin of these supernatural social categories is given in the Pura'(las in details. 

The PuraQic writers believed that they were the children of Kasyapa, from the daughter of the 

Dakya. The Pura'(las refer thirteen daughters of Dak~a, who were married to Kasyapa, as the 

mothers of these supernatural social groups. They were Aditi, Diti, Oanu, Arishta, Surasa, 

Surabhi, Vinata, Tamra, Krodhavasa, lga, khasa, Kadru and Muni3
. The Matsya PuriiJ:Za 

mentions Ira and Visva, at the place of Ida and Khasa respectively. Aditi was the mother of 

1Romila Thapar, 'Perceiving the Forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vol.I7. I (2001), p. 6. 
2Romila Thapar, 'The Tyranny of Labels' i~ Romila Thapar, Cultural Past, New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2000, p. I 002. 
3 Vi,~1;1u Purii1;1a, r. I 5, p. I 02, and Matsya Purana, T.6, p. 18. 
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gods, and the childrens of Diti and Dam~ were Daityas and Danavas respectively. Although at 

one place the Viiyu Puriir,ta states that the descendants of Oiti and Danu are commonly known 

as Asuras.4 Thus it seems that there is some fluidity in using the terms to denote Asuras, 

Daityas, Danavas and Rak~asa. Rest of the daughters of the Dalcya mothered serpents, 

monsters, gandharvas, feathered tribes etc. 

The Visr,tu puriir,ta5 states that the sons of Diti were Daityas. Their names were 

Hirat:tyak~a and Hirat:tyak~ipu. She had also a daughter Sinhika, the wife of Vipracitti. 

Hirl;lt:tyakasipu had four sons, named Prahlada, Anuhlada, Sarphlada and Hlada6
. At another 

place the Vi$1;1U Purii1;1a7 states that PrahUida had the following sons: Ayushmana, Shivi, 

Ba~kala and Virocana. Virocana's son was Bali, who had hundreds sons, among them the 

oldest was Sa1,1a. Another notable sons of Bali were Dhritara~tra, Siirya, Candra, 

Candrarpsutapana, Nikumbhanabha, Gurbak~a, Kuk~ibhima and Vibhi~a1,1a. 8 While the Viiyu9 

states that Vairocana had five sons, named Gave~thi, Kalanemi, Jaril.bha, Ba~kala and 

Sambhu. and other place mentioned Bali as his son. Sumbha, Nisumbha and Vi~vaksena were 

the sons of Gave~thi. Jarhbha's sons were Satadundubhi, Dak~a and Khat:t9a. Virodha, Manu, 

Vrk~ayu and Kusalimukha were the sons of Ba~kala. Kalanemi's sons were Brahmajit, 

K~atrajit, Devantaka and Narantaka. Dhanuka, Asiloman, Nabala, Gomukha, Gavak~a and 

Goman were the sons of Sarhbhu. While the Brahmiiru;ia Purii1;1a mentions Aja and Goma as 

the sons of Sarhbhu. 10 It also adds some other names in the list of Bali's son, like 

Kumbhanabha, Gardabhak~a, Kusi and others. Sakuni and Ptitana were the two daughters of 

Bali. The sons and grandsons of Bali constituted a group of demons known as Baligat:ta. 

4 Vayu Purii(la, 11.7.14, p. 523. 
5 Vi,v(l~ Purii(la, 1.15. 
6I(?id., mentions Hlada, but Vayu and BrahmiiiJ~a mentions Hrada and Hrada respectively. 
71bid., 1.21, p. 120. 
8MatsyaPurii(la, 1.6.11, p. 19. 
9 Viiyu Purii(la, 11.6. 76-85, pp. 517-518. 
10Brahmii1J~a PuriiiJa, 11.2.3.5.40-41, p.429. 
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The Vayu Pura!Ja states that HUida or Hrada had two sons, named Hrada and Nisunda. 

Sunda and Upasunda were the sons ofNisunda. Brahmaghna, Mahavirya and MUka became 

the successors of Hrada. Marica was son of Sunda, born of Ta9aka. Anuhlada's sons were 

Vayu and Sinivali. The descendants of Anuhlada constituted the group of demons known as 

Halahala. 11 But the Brahmao9a says different story. It says that Hrada's sons' name were 

Sunda and Nisunda. Muka too was an heir and successor of Hrada. It also states that 

Nivatakavacas were born in the family ofSarilhrada 12
• There were four leaders ofDaityas viz. 

Jambha, Satadundubhi, Dak~a and Cao<;la. These were the sons ofBa~kala. 13 

Hiraoyak~a also had many sons. Among them, the prominent were Jharjhara, Sakuni, 

Bhutasantapana, Mahanabha and Taraka. They were daityas of great prowess. 14 While the 

Matsya Purii!Ja also states that Hiraoyak~a had four sons but there is difference in their 

names here. It mentions Ulaka in the place of Jharjhara and did not mention Taraka. 15 But, 

the Vayu PuraiJa 16 says that Hiraoyak~a had five sons, named Utkura, Sakuni, Kalanabha, 

Mahanabha and Bhutasantapana. Their group was known as Ba<;leya, and they were killed in 

the battle ofTarakamaya. The Brahma~Jt;ia Purii~Ja 17also states that Hiraoyak~a had five sons, 

but mentioned different names. It mentions their names as Sambara, Sakuni, Kalanabha, 

Mahanabha and Surasantapana. The sister of Hiraoyakasipu and Hiraoyak~a, Saihika, the 

wife of Vipracitti, gave birth of thirteen demons known as Saihirpkeya. They were Vya111sa, 

Kalpa, Nala, Vatlipi, Ilvala, Naniuci, Svasripa, Ajana, Naraka, Kalanabha, Sarmlil).a, 

Kalavirya, Potaraoa18
• 

11 Viiyu PuriiiJii, 11.6. 71-75, p. 517. 
12Matsya PuriiiJa, 1.6.28, p. 20. 
13 Brahmo1J¢a Puriit~a, 11.2.3.5.34-39, p. 429. 
14 Vi$t~U Puro~;~a, 1.21, p. 121. 
15Matsya Pura~;~a, 1.6.14, p. 19. 
16 Viiyu Purot~a, Il.6.67-69, p. 516. 
17 Brahmii1;1f/a Puriit~a, 11.2.3.5.29-31, p. 428. 
18 Viiyu Purot~a, 1.6.26-28, p. 20. 
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The children of Danu were Danavas. They were hundreds in numbers. They were 

expert in Maya (illusive power) and unfavorable to brahmaJ:la~ and Yajfias. 19 Their names 

were "Dvimurddha, Sankara, Ayomukha, Sankusiras, Kapila, Samvara, Ekacakra, Taraka, 

Svarbhanu, Vrishaparvan, Puloman, anq Vipracitti"20
• Besiqes these, the Matsya Purii"(lt:l also 

adds others names. These are Vamana, Marici, Meghavana, Ira, Garbhasira, Vidraba1:1a, Ketu, 

Ketuvirya, $athrida, Indrajit, $aptajit, Sakuni, Kapisa, Vihranabha, Mahabahu, Vajrak~a, 

Asiloma, Vindu, Bal').a. Among them Vipracitti was the promonant.21 The list of sons of 

Danum is enlarged in the Viiyu purii"(la.22 It adds the following names: Niramaya, 

Sankukaftla, Mahavisva, Gave~thi, Dundubhi, Ajamukha, Sila, Vamanasa, Marici, Rak~aka, 

Mahagargya, Angiravrta, Vik~obhya, Suketu, Suvirya, Suhrda, Indrajit, Visvajit, 

Suravimardana, Subahu, Vaisvanara, Puloman, Pravii,la, Mahasiras, Svarbhanu, Mul,l<;iaka, 

Dhrtara~tra, SUrya, Candra, Indra, Tapina, Suk~ma, Nicandra, Drnanabha, Mahagiri, 

Asiloman, Sukesa, Sada, Balaka, Adasa, Gaganamiirdhan, Kurilbhanabha, Mahodara, 

Pramodaha, Kupatha, Hayagriva, Viriipaksa, Supatha, Aja, Hiral,lmaya, Satamayu, Sarabha 

a.nd S~labha. The Bramii"(lda purii"(li3 also adds some more in the list of the sons of Danu, 

like Sankuratha, Vibhu, Vipada, Maya, Asipa, Mahamaya, Asiras, Bhrsi, Satahvaya, Dvivida, 

Bhadra, Devajit, Prapal,la, Purul,l<;la, Miilakodara, Jambha, Adma, Asvagriva, Vaimrga, Hala, 

Ahala, Aksa, Satagriva. The Viiyu Purii"(la states. that Siirya (the Sun) and Candramas (the 

Moon) were the lords of Asuras earlier, but now they are the lords of Suras, while the 

Brahmii"(lda Purii"(la says that Sarabha and Salabha were regarded as the sun and the moon of 

Asuras. Interestingly this gives a glimpse of the tendency among the brahmal').ical writers to 

accommodate the non-brahmal').ical deities within the brahmal').ical belief system. 

19Ibid., II. 7.3, p. 522. 
20 Vi$~U Pura~a. 1.21. p. 121. 
21 Matsya Pura!Ja, 1.6, p. 19. 
22 Vayu Pura(I(J, II.7.4-13, p. 523. 
23 Brahma~{ia Pura!Ja, 11.2.3 .6.4-13,p. 435. 
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The qaughter of the Svarbhanu named Prabha and Sarmisitha was the daughter of 

Vrisaparvan. Both were known as Upadanvi and Hayasira respectively. While the Matsya 

Purcu:za 24 als<;> states that Puloma gave birth to Saci, Maya to Updanavi, Mandodari and 

KuhU, Vri~aparvan to Sarmi~tha, Sundari and Candra. Vaisvanara had two daughters, Puloma 

and Kalika, both were married to Kasyapa and their descendants were known as Pulomas and 

Kalakanjas.25 However, the Matsya Purcu:za said that they were married to the demon king 

Marrca.26 

The Vi.p:zu Purii1Ja also gives the details about the other wives of Kasyapa. Tamra, the 

wife of Kasyapa, had six daughters, named Sukr, Syenr, bhasr, Sugrrvr, Suci and Gridhrka. 

Among them Suki gave birth to parrots, owls and crows, Syeni to hawks, Bhasi to kites, 

Grdhrka to vultures, Suci to water-fowl, Sugrivi to horses, camels and asses. Vinata gave 

birth to sons, Garuda and ArUJ;a. Gariida also known as Supama. He was the king of the 

feathered tribes and the enemies of the serpent race. Surasa was the mother of many headed 

serpents. Kadru was also the mother of many headed serpents. The chief among them were 

Se~a. Vasuki, Tak~aka, Sankha, Sweta, Mahapadma, Kambala, Asvatara, Elapatra, Naga, 

Karkkota, Dhanaiijaya, and many others. Krodhavasa was the mother of monsters and they 

were devourers of flesh. Surabhi was the mother of cows and buffaloes, Ira, of trees and 

creeping plants and shrubs and every kind of grass; kha8a, of the Rak~asas and Yak~as; Muni, 

of Apsarasas <md Arishta of the illustrious Gandharbas.27 However, the Matsya Purii1Ja 28 

states that Ari~ta gave birth to Kinnaras and Gandharvas. 

24 Matsya Purii!Ja, 1.6.21-22, p. 19. 
25 Vi$1JU PuriiiJa, 1.21, p. 12 I. 
26 Matsya Purii!Ja, L6.23, p. 19. 
21 Vi$1JU PuriiiJa, 1.21, pp. 122-123. 
28 Matsya PuriiiJii, 1.6.44-45, p. 21. 
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Regarding Tamara, the Matsya PuriiJJ,a gives almost the same details. But the Viiyu 

Purcu:za 29 states something different. It states that Tamara had many well-known daughters. 

Among them important are Syeni, Bhasi, Kraufici, Dh.rtara~tri and Suki. Syeni was the wife 

of ArtJQa (,lnd gave l)irth to two excellent birds of great strength and prowess, named Sampati 

and Jatay4. Sampati had one son and one daughter. Jatayu's sons were crows, vultures and 

Asvakafl)ins (a variety of vultures). Bhasi, Kraufici, $uki, Dhrt:ara~tri andBhadra were the 

wives of Garutman (Garu9a). Suki gave birth to six sons, named Trisira, Bala, Pr~tha, 

Trisailkhanetra, Susukha and Surasa. The sons and grandsons of these ruthless descendants of 

Garu<;la, the noble-souled serpent-eaters, were fourteen thousand in numbers. It also gives the 

names of places where the descendants of Garu<;la live. These were the whole of Salmali 

dvipa, the mountain DevakUta, mountain MaiJ.iman, Sahasra-sikhara, Pamamala, Sukesa, 

Satasp'lga, Kauraja, Paiicasikhara and HemakUta. While Bhasas (the bird vulture), UlUkas 

(owls), crows, cocks, peococks, Kalaviilkas (sparrows), doves and Lavas and Tittiris were the 

sons of BhasT. Kraufici gave birth to VardhiQasa birds ( black birds with red legs, head and 

eyes). Syeni gave birth to ospreys, Sarasas (a kind of crane) and cranes. Dhrtara~tri gave birth 

to Harhsas (swans), and Kalaharhsas, Cakravakas and other types of (acquatic) birds too. 

The Brahmcu:u;la Purii'(la30 adds some more details about Tamara. It also adds Grdhri 

as the well known daughter of her. From AruQa, she gave birth to two sons named Sampati 

and Jatayu. Sampati had three sons named Vijayas, Dvirasyas and Prasahas. Jatayu's sons 

were the herons, Vultures, Kafl)ikas. The wives of Garu<;la were Bhasi, Kraufici, Suki, 

Dhrtara~tri and Syeni. Suki gave birth to six sons, viz. Sukha, Sunetra, Visikha, SurUpa, 

Surasa and Bala. Their sons and grandsons number fourteen thousand. They were great 

devourers of snakes. They lived at the whole Salmali dvipa, mountain DevakUta, MaQimanta, 

29 Viiyu Purii!Ja, II.8.316-329, pp. 551-552. 
30/)rahmiiJJ(ia Purii~;w, 11.2.3.7.444-458, pp. 474-475. 
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Vall)amala, Sukesa, Kaurara and Hemakuta. The sons of ehasi were Bhasas (vq.ltl.}.res), owls, 

crows, cocks, peacocks, doves, patridges, different types of pirds of prey such as Vadhrioasa, 

Krauiicc:l, Syena, sp"rrows (;\nd cranes and also others birds that eat flesh. I)ln,tara~tri gave 

birth to swans of VC:trious types, the ruddy geese and all types of aquatic birds. It did not give 

the names of Syeni' s sons. We see that regarding Tamara progeny the Viiyu Purii!Ja and the 

BrahmiiiJf:ia Purii!Ja gives almost same description, although some names are changed. 

Regarding VInita, the Matsya Purii1Ja31 gave almost the same details, but also adds 

something. It states that despite the two sons, Aruoa and Garu<;la, Vrnita(Vinata) had also a 

daughter S:::n.,tdamini. However, N. N. Bhattacharyya writes that Vinata was the granddaughter 

of Tamara, as referring to the same Pural)a.32 Sampati and Jatayu were the sons of Aruoa, and 

Vabhru and Sighragha were the sons of Sarppati. Jatayu's sons were Kall)ikara, Satagami, 

Sarasa, Rajjuvala and Bheruo<;la. The Vayu Purii~:ta 33 said that VInita had thirty-six 

daughters. The Brahma~:tf:la Purii~:ta 34 says that only Arut;ta and Garu<;la were the sons of 

Vinata. 

Surasa and Kadru was the mother of serpents. Again, Bhattacharyya35 wrongly says 

that both, Surasa and Kadru, are the granddaughters of Tamara, referring the Matsya Purii~;a. 

But as we know that Vinata, Surasa and Kadru were among the thirteen wives of Kasyapa, a 

fact clearly mentioned in all the four Puraoas. The Matsya PuriiiJa 36 adds many other names 

in the list of Kadru's sons, given in the Vi~ou Puraoa, like Airavata, Karpbala, Mahanila, 

Padma, Asvatara, Balahaka, Dhritar~tra, Sankhapala, Mahasankha, Puspadan~tra, 

Subhanaua, Sankuroma, Bahula, Vamana, Paoina, Kapila, Durmukha and Patanjali. The 

31 Matsyq Purii~a. 1.6.33-37, p. 20. 
32N.N.Bhattacharyya, Indian Demonology: The Inverted Pantheon, New Delhi: Manohar, 2002, p. 154. 
:n VQ,yu Purii~a. 11.8.63, p. 530. 
348rahmii~~a Purii~a. 11.2.3.7.26-29, p. 440. 
35N.N.Bhattacharyya, Indian Demonology: The Inverted Pantheon, New Delhi: Manohar, 2002, p. 154. 
36 Matsya Purii'(la, 1.6.38-41, p. 20. 
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Vayu37 adds some more names in this list, like Ka.IVira, Jarp.bha, Aftjana, Mahaka.IVa, 

Kumara, Pu~padanta, Sumukha, Silrmukha, Dadhimukha, Kaliya, SalipiQ.9aka, Bindupada, 

PuQ.9an""ka, ApiiraQ.a, Ambarr~a, Dhrtapada, Kacchapa, Prahlada, Padmacitra, Gandharva, 

Manasvika, Nahu1;>a, Khararoman and MaQ.i. The BrahmtiiJ,~a PurliiJ,a 38 also adds few names 

like Akarl)a, Hastikarl)a, Pifijara, Karvira, Siinamukha, AlipiQ.gaka, Ambari~a, Akriira, 

Kapitthaka, Prahrada born of Brahman Gandharva, MaQ.i1;>thaka. 

The Matsya Purii~J,a 39 states that Krodhvasa gave birth of Krodhavasa demons, killed 

by Bhimasena. But the Vayu PuraiJ,a 40 gives confused description about Surasa and 

Krodhava8a.It states that Surasa gave birth to a hundreds serpents with nectar in their heads. 

The king of Sarpas is Tak1;>aka and of the snakes is Vasuki. This group belongs to the family 

of Krodhavasa. But the Vi$1JU PurtiiJ,a 41 and the BrahmtiiJ,~a Purli~J,a 42 said that Tak1;>aka and 

Vasuki were the sons of Kadru. 

The Matsya Purii1Ja 43 says that Surabhi gave birth to the attendants of Rudras, cows, 

buffaloes, while MunT gave birth to the class of Munis and Apsaras, but the Vayu Purli'(la and 

the Brahmli'(l~a Purii'(la notes that the childrens of Muni were the holy Gandharvas and 

Apsaras and mentions names of sixteen Gandharvas. The names given in the Vayu PuriiiJ,a 44 

are: Citrasena, Ugrasena, Url)ayu, Anagha, Dhrtara1;)tra, Puloman, Siiryavarcas, Yugapat, 

Tmapat, Kali, Diti, Citraratha, Bhramisiras, Parjanya, Kali and Narada. The Brahma1J~a45 

also mentioned sixteen names, but there is difference in names. Like, it mentions Bhimasena, 

Suparl)a, VaruQ.a, Goman, Patravan, Arkaparl)a, Prayuta, Bhima. They were the divine 

31 Viiyu Purlil)a, II.8.66-71, p. 530. 
38 Brahmiil){ia Puriil)a, 11.2.3.7.31-37, p. 440. 
39Matsya Purii1Ja, 1.6.43, p. 21. 
40 Viiyu Puriil)a, II.8.315, p. 551. 
41 Vi$1JU Puriitza, 1.21, p. 551. 
42Brahmiitz{ia Puriitza, 11.2.3.7.31-37, p. 440. 
43 Matsya Purii~;~a, 1.6.44-45, p. 21. 
44 Viiyu Puriil)a, I1.8.1-3, p. 525. 
45 Brahmiitz{ia Puriil)a, 11.2.3.7.1-9, p. 438. 

87 



Gandharvas. Beside them, it also mentions other four Gandharvas viz. Subahu, Haha, Hiihii 

and Tumburu. At other place it further mentions nine more G~ndharvas. Their names given as 

Harhsa, Jyoti~tama, Acara, Darul}a, Variitha, VareQya, Vasu11Jci, Suruci and Visvavasu.46 

Rtigarding Apsaras, the Vayu Purcu:za 47 says that they were thirty-four, but mentioned 

only thirty-three names. The names were Antara, Daravatya, Priyamukhya, Surottama, 

MisrakesT, SacT, Parl)inT, Alarhbu~a, MarTca, MarTel, Putrika, Vidy~d, Varl)a, Tilottama, 

Adrika, Lak~al)a, Devi, Rarhbha, Manorama, Suvara, Subahu, Piirl)ita, Suprati~thita, 

PuQc;larTka, S~gandha, Sudanta, Surasa, Hemasara, Sutr, S~vrtta, Kamala, Subhuja, 

Harhsapada. These were the worldly Apsaras. However, the BrahmaQc;la48 says that there 

were twenty-four Apsaras, named, Arul}a, Anapaya, Vimanu~ya, Varambara, Misrakesi, 

Asiparl)ini, Alumbu~a, Maner, $ucika, Vidyutpafl}a, Tilottama, Adrika, Lak~maQa, K~ema, 

Rambha, Manobhava, Asita, Subahii, Supriya, Subhuja, PuQc;larTka, Ajagandha, Sudati and 

Surasa. Besides these, it further mentioned Laukiki (Earthy) Apsaras named Harhsa, 

Sarasvati, Siita, Kamala, Abhaya, Sumukhi and Harhsapadi. 

Another place the Vayu Purii'(la 49 states that Vari~tha gave birth to eight Apsaras. 

Their name~ were Harhsa, Haha, Huhii, Dhi~aQa, Vasiruci, Tumburu, Visvavasu. It did not 

mention eighth name. These Apsaras were divine and of auspicious characteristics. Ari~ta 

gave birth to eight daughters, but Puranas mention only seven names. Their names were 

Anavadya, Anavasa, Anvata, Madanapriya, Arii~a, Subhaga and BhasT. Manovati and Sukesa 

were the daughters of Tumburu. Regarding Ari~ta. the Brahmal)c;la Pur8.l}a mentions that Ri~ta 

gave birth to three daughters, named Ariipa, Subhaga and Bhasi. 

461\?id., 2.3.7.11-12a, p. 439. 
41 Viiyu PuriiiJa, 11.8.4-8, p. 525. 
481Jrahmii1J~a Purii!Ja, 11.2.3.7.5-10, pp. 438-439. 
49 Viiyu Puriitw, 11.~.46-50, p. 528. 
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Both the Viiyu Purii1Ja and the Brahmiif)(ia Purii1Ja also mentioned ten divine Apsaras 

knQwn as Pai'icacii9as. Their names were Menaka, Sahajanya, Pai'Q.ini, Pai'ijikasthala, 

Glrr,tasthala, Ohrtacr, Visvacr, Purvacr, Pramloca and Anumlocantr. Urva5I was the eleventh. 

Men(l.ka was the daughter of Mena. All were expounders of Brahman (vedas) and great 

Y oginis. 50 Both Purii"(las also mentioned the groups of fourteen holy Apsaras. But the Viiyu 

Purii"(la 51 mentions only first and last name as Ahiitas and Sobhayantrs. But the Brahmii"(l(ia 

Purii"(la 
52 mentioned all fourteen names. Their were: Ahrtis (Ahiitas), Sobhavatrs, Vegavatrs, 

Drjas, Yuvatis, Sruks, Kurus, Barhis, Amrtas, Mudas, Mrgus, Ruks, Bhirus and Sobhayantis. 

The Ahrtis (Ahutas) were the mental daughters ofBrahma, the Sobhavatis ofMaruts*, 

Vegavatrs of Ri~ta(Ari~ta), Drjas of Agni(fire-god)*, Yuvatis* of rays of the sun, Sruks of 

Y~jfia(sacrifice), Kurus of the rays of the moon, Barhrs of Kusavati, Amrtas of Amrta, Mudas 

of Vayu(wind), Mrgus* of the earth, Ruks of the lightning, Bhirus* of MrtYu and 

Sobhayantis of Kama. The Viiyu Purii"(la 53 also gives some other names like the divine lady 

Tilottama, the celestial damsel Prabhavatr and Vedavatr, and Hema. 

The Viiyu PuriiiJa 54 also mentions the daughters of Gandharvas. Their names were: 

Suyasa, Gandharvi, Vidyavatr, Carumukhi and Sumukhi. The sons of Suyasa were very 

powerful and valorous. Yak~as were the sons of Pracetas. Karp.bala, Harikesa, Kapila, 

Kaficana and Meghamalr constitute the group of Yak~as. Suyasa's four daughters, named 

Loheyr, Bharata, Krsangr and Visala, were remembered as Apsaras. From them other four 

groups of Yak~as were procreated by Visala. These four groups were known as Loheya, 

Bharateya, Krsangeya and Visaleya. The Gandharvas known as Valeyas were procreated by 

Vikrant1;1.. They were the leaders of great Gandharvas. They were Citrangada, Citravarma, 

501bi<;l., 11.8.49-52, p. 528 and Brahmat:~~a PurafJa, 11.2.3.7.14-16, p. 439. 
51 1bid., 11.8.53, p. 529. 
52Brahmat:~~a PurafJa, II.2.3.7.18-24, pp. 439-440. 
53 Viiyu Purat:~a, 11.8.58-60, pp. 529-530. 
541bid., II.8.9-29, pp. 526-527. 
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Citraketu and Somadatta. There were also three daughters, named Agnika, Karhbala and 

Vasumatr. Three other important groups of the Gandharvas were offspring of Kumara. They 

were: Agneyas, Karhbal~yas and sons of Vasumati. They possessed learning and were 

procreated !Jy Vikranta. HiraQyaroman, Kapila, Suloman, Magadha, Candraketu, Ganga and 

Goda w~re the noble-soulecJ Gandharvas of distinctive prowess. These were the first among 

the groups who were ascetics, valorous and pure on account of deep learning. There were 

also two daughters, named Siva and· Sumanas. They were mothers of the groups $aiveya and 

Saumanasas. These two groups along with the group procreated by Vikranta were known as 

VicJyadharas. They were known as the practitioner of learning. 

Thtt Viiyu Purii"(la 55 also states that horse-faced Kinnaras were offspring qf the same 

Vikranta. They were called Asvamukhas and Kinnaras. Samudra, Sena, Kalinda, Mahanetra, 

Mahabala, Suvafl)agho~a. Sugriva, Mahagho~a and others were the noble-soul Kinnaras with 

the fa¥es of horse. Human-faced kinnaras were also procreated by Vikranta. Hari~eQa, 

Su~eQa, Vari~eQa, Rudradatta, Indradatta, Candradruma, Mahadruma, Bindu and Bindusara 

were the kinnaras of lunar race. 

From Ira56 originated reeds, trees, creepers, & etc. The Viiyu Purii"(la 57 states that 

from Ira Kasyapa got three daughters named Lata, Valli and VIrudha. Lata gave birth to 

Vanaspatis i.e. the non-flowering plants growing on the banks of rivers etc. She herself gave 

birth to V rk~as or trees with flowers and fruits. V alii gave birth to hedges, grasses and 

bamboo etc. of same species. VIrudha gave birth to Virudhas i.e. creepers spreading all 

arounds. The Brahmat:~9a5R gives same details but puts Alata in the place Valli. 

55Ibid., H.8.31-36, p. 527. 
56Matsya PuriiiJa, 1.6.46, p. 21. 
57 Viiyu PuriiiJa, Il.8.330-333, p. 552. 
58Brahmii1Jf/a PuriiiJa, H.2.3.7.457-462, p. 475. 
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From Visva, Kasyapa begot numerous Yak~as and demons59
• Regarding kha8a(Visva), 

the Vayu Purli1Ja gives very cietails ciescriptions. Khasa gave birth to two sons, who were 

well-known as man-ec:tters: Yak~a and Rak~asa60 • The physical description of the elder son 

Yak~a is as follows: "He had excessively reci in colour anci qevoici of ears ... fotJr arms, four 

feet, two head and two folci gait. He ha<:l hair all over the body. He had a huge bo<:ly with a 

raised-up nose and a big belly. The head was big, the ears large and the hair like Mufija grass 

in accordance with his desire. The lips were like those of a horse. The chin was huge; the 

tongue red and the eyes had matted hair. The mouth was huge and the nose long. He was a 

Guhyaka. The ears were variegated in colour. He was extremely delighted and had a great 

face."61 

The features of younger brother Rak~asa was: "He had three heads, three feet and 

three hands. His eyes were black. The hair stood upright. The moustache was green in colour. 

His body was as firm as a rock. He had a huge body (short in stature). His arms were mighty 

~nd of great strength. His mouth was slit up to the ears. The eyebrows were suspended and 

the nose was stout. The lips were big. He had eight fangs and two tongues. He was pike-

eared. His eyes were red and tawny-coloured. His complexion was tawny. He had matted 

hair. He had huge ears and broad chest. He was devoid of hips and the belly was 

slender ... had claws and whose neck was red. "62 

The Brahmli~Jt;ia Purli1Ja provides some additional features of them. It says about 

elder son Yak~a that "one of his ears was very red ... he was faltering and unsteady while 

walking, swaying on either side (Dvidhagatim). .. his limbs were stout. .. nose was 

splendid ... head was very clean ... mouth was very small but the tongue was long. He had 

59 Matsya Purafla, I .6.46, p. 21. 
60 Viryu PuraJJa, 11.8.97-98, p. 533 and Brahmafl¢a Purii1Ja, 11.2.3.7.60-61, p. 443. The name of the two sons of 
Khasa was given by Kasyapa according to their behaviors. 
61 1bid., II.8.73-76, p. 531. 
62Jbid., 11.8.77-80, p. 531. 
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many curved fang-like teeth ... thick eye-brows and a large nose ... his neck had a bluish tinge. 

His feet were long and his face was big ... "63 About the Rak~asa it states, " .... his voice was 

loud ... lips was thick ... face was irregular in shape ... he had twin globular (masses of flesh). 

His shoulders were big and broad .... his penis and scrotum remained hanging down ... "64 

Immediately after the birth, both increased in size and became capable of sensual 

enjoyment. The elder was distressed with hunger, tried to eat his mother. The younger brother 

saved her. At this time their father sage kasyapa came and asked to his wife Khasa about their 

misbehavior. He also said that both have taken their maternal uncle's character and activities. 

But the Brahmii~;u;la Puriifla quotes Ka.Syapa as saying, "a son or a daughter will be like the 

mother, at the time of their birth. A son will have the same (character and habit) as his 

mother."65 After knowing the truth, the sage gave them name according to their act. He gave 

the name Yak~a to the son who tried to seize and eat his mother and Rak~asa to the other who 

saved her. Seeing their hunger, the Prajapati66 assigned them blood and fat as their diet. Their 

father granted them this boon, "Only at night can your hands feel the touch of anything. You 

will move about and take your food during the night. In the daytime you will be inactive and 

will enjoy sleep. But they behaved opposite to their father's direction. They were eating 

anything they pleased, and harassing living beings. They possessed the illusive (maya) 

power. The Viiyu Purii1Ja also states that for food they were seizing Devas, Asuras, Sages, 

Gandharvas, Kinnaras, PiMicas, human beings, serpents, birds and animals.67 

At another place Viiyu Purii1Ji8 mentions the seven groups of the Rak~asas, divided 

into two groups as Divacaras (those who move during the day) and Nisacaras (those who 

63Brahmiir:J¢a Puriif)a, II.2.3. 7.39-42, p. 441. 
64Ibid., II.2.3.7.43-47, pp. 441-442. 
65Ibid., II.2.3.7.55, p. 442. 
66Ibid., mentioned Kasyapa at the place ofPrajapati. 
67 Viiyu Puriit~a, 11.8.1 06-107, p. 533 and Brahmii1J¢a Puriif)a, II.2.3. 7.68-72, pp. 443-444. 
68Ibid., II.52-56, p. 558. 
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wander during the night). Yajfiamukhas, 8rahmadhanas and Vartas belong to Divacaras 

group and Paulastyas, Nairrtas, Agastyas and Kausikas constitl,Jte the Ni$acaras grol,lp. It also 

states that all the Yak~as and all the Rak~asas pelonging to the family of Pulastya, the cruel 

8rahmarak~asas of the families of Agastya anq Visvamitra, were engagec;l in the study of the 

Vedas and performeq penance and holy rites. 

The Vayu Purcu;i9 also gives the general features of all these Rak$asas, as follow: 

they had rounded eyes. They were yellowish in colour. They had huge bodies and bellies. 

They had eight fangs; pike like ears and hairs standing upright. They had their mouths 

extending (as if) upto the ears. Some had hair like the Mafija grass. Some had smoke­

colol,lred upright hair. Some had stout heads shedding white luster. Some were short-statured, 

some: had long arms, and some had copper-coloured faces. Some had long (dangling down) 

tong\,les and lips, and eyebrows and stout noses. Some were blue-bodied with red necks and 

majestic eyes. They were excessively terrible-voiced and hideous. They went in groups. They 

were stout with prominent protruding noses. Their bodies were sturdy like rocks. They had 

terrible kinsmen and generally they were cruel, indulging in painful activities. They wore 

(ornaments like) ear-rings, bracelets and coronets. They wore garlands of variegated flowers. 

They applied fragrant scents and unguents. Some were flesh eaters and some ate cooked food. 

They are remembered as man-eaters. These attributes of Rak~asas, common to many of them, 

have been enunciated by scholars. The full extent of their strength is not known because it is 

affected by Maya. The above attributes have been given to the Rak$asas, were very close to 

human physical appearance. 

Despite mentioning that the sage Kasyapa was the father of all beings, the Purli1)as 

also give 8rahma credit of their creation. It is mentioned that when Brahma decided to create 

69Ibic}., II.9.57-63, p. 558-559. 
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gods, demons, progenitors and men, he first created demons (Asuras) through the quality of 

darkness from his thigh. From mouth, he created the gods and through hunger created 

Rak~asas and Yak~as; and the serpents were created from the hairs of Brahma. When he got 

incensed, created fierce being dominated by goblins, Bhiitas, malignant fiends and eaters of 

flesh, and Gandharbas were created after that. Then he went on to form Birds from his vital 

vigour, sheep from his breast, goats from his mouth, kine from his belly and sides, and 

horses, elephants, Sarabhas, Gayals, deer, camels, mules, antelopes, and other animals from 

his feet70
• There is a detailed description of this the Vayu Purii1Ja with some variations and 

also some extra features. For example, Asuras were born from Brahma's lions and vital 

breath with the Tamas quality, the gods were born from his shining face with predominant 

Sattva quality; Pitrs were born from his two sides with pure Sattva quality and the Human 

beings were born from his mind with the Rajas quality. The Asuras were unbearable during 

the night and the Devas were powerful during the day. Interestingly this description includes 

men in the category of the rural domestic animals71
• G. V. Tagare commenting on this argued 

that "it seems to be the social memory of ancient human sacrifices that man is included in the 

list of 'domestic animals' ."72 It is interesting that at one point the PuraQas give authorship of 

creation to Brahma; and at another place credit goes to human beings. This is may be the 

attempt to give human face to the process of creation of living being by the PuriiQic texts. 

The genealogy of super-natural being that we find here is "neither comprehensive nor 

adequately classified."73 However, one can see a clear attempt on the part of the PuraQic 

writers to hierarchise these supernatural social categories. For instance, the Vayu Purii1Ja 

states that the Asuras were equal to the Devas and all Guhyakas were inferior to Gandharvas 

by three-fourth. Similarly, it counts Rak~asas as equal to the Yak~as and Pisacas as three 

70 Vi$~U Purii~a, 1.5, pp. 35-3 7. 
71 Viiyu Puriit~a, 1.9.3-43, pp. 76-80. 
72lbid., L9, p. 80. 
73N. N. Bhattacharyya, Indian Demonology: The Inverted Pantheon, New Delhi: Manohar, 2000, p. 153. 
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times less than the Yak~as. The process of hierarchisation is typical a brahmaQical 

phenomenon and the PuraQic writers tried to bring even supernatural social categories into 

this fold. 

The importance of listing the occurrences of all these different supernatural categories 

together, right from the Vistzu Puriitza to the !Jrahmiitzda Puriitza, is to show that their 

Qescription continuously increased especially Daityas, Danavas and Rak~asas (see table 1). 

This is not just a numerical increase, but these texts bring more information regarding their 

features. Importantly, the above long descriptions clearly show that there is lack of 

information about the women-folk. So, the PuraQic writers enlarging the knowledge about the 

supernatlJral groups are remarkably silent about woman folk, if we leave isolated example of 

Putana for the moment. This conspicuous absence of the other gender from the narrative 

seeks explanation. Are they not worthy of making a presence imagination of supernatural 

social categories? Or they are not fit in the patriarchic structure of the brahmru:;tical system. 

The another question is about the necessity of these increasing information about Asuras, 

Rak~asas, Pisacas etc. and this point is very important because after a certain time the details 

about them becomes less . 
.i 

Table 1 

t The Viiyu mentions lndra and Tapina separately but The BrahmiiJJda mentioned 

lndratapana 

*These names occur in the concerned Puriitzas in different manners such as: 

Ajamukha = Ayomukha, Asiloman= Asiloma, Candra=Candramas, Dvimurdha = 

Dvimurdhan, Gave~thi = Gave~thi, Mahodara = Mahodaka, Maghavan = Meghavan, 

Pramodaha= Pramada, Puloman = Puloma, UrQanabha = CiirQanabha, Sada = Satha, 
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Sankusirodhara = Sankusira$, Vamanasa = Vamana, Vik~obhya=Vik$obha, 

Vr$aparvan= Vri$aparvan 

Visi}U Matsya Vayu Brahmal}da 

Adasa • 

Adma • 

Ahala • 

Aja • 

Ajamukha* • • • • 

Ak$a • 

Ailgiravrta • 

Asiloman* • • • 

Asipa • 

Asiras • 

AsvagrTva • 

Balaka • 

Bat:ta • 

Bhadra • 

Bhrsr • 

Candra* • • 

Devajit • 

Dhrtarii$tra • • 

Dundubhi • • 
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Visr.m Matsya Viyu Brahmil}da 

Dvimfirdha • • • • 

Dvivrda • 

Ekacakra • • • • 

Gaganamurdhan • 

Garb has ira • 

Gave~thi* • • 

Hal a • 

Hayagriva • 

Hirat;~maya • • 

Indrat • • 

Indrajit • • 

Ira • 

Jambha • 

Kapila • • 

Kapisa • 

Ketu • 

Ketuvirya • 

Kumbhanabha • • 

Kupatha • 

Maghavan* • • 

Mahabhahu • • 

Mahagarya • 

Mahagiri • • 
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Visi}U Matsya Vayu ~rahmiil}da 

Mahamaya • 

Maha$iras ' • • 

Mahavisva • 

Mahodara* • • 

Marici • • • 

Maya • 

MUlakodara • 

Mm:H;laka • 

Nicandra • • 

Niramaya • 

Pramodaha* • • 

PrapalJ.a • 

Puloman* • • • • 

PuraviQ.a • 

PuruQ.Qa • 

Rak~aka • 

Sada* • • 

Saptajit • 

Subahu • 

Suhrda • 

Suketu • • 

Sukesa • • 

Spatha • • 
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Visi}U Matsya Vayu Brahmal}da 

Suravimardana • 

Suvlrya • • 

Surya • • 

Suk~ma • • 

Svarbhanu • • • • 

Sakuni • 

Salabha • • 

Sarhbara • • • • 

Sankara • 

Sailku • 

Sailkukail)a • • 

Sailkuratha • 

Sailkusirodhara * • • 

SailkuvallJ.a • 

Sarabha • • 

Satagrlva • 

Satamayu • 

Satahvaya • 

Sathvida • 

Sila • 

Tar aka • • • • 

Tapinat • • 

Uil)anabha* • • 
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Vis1;,1u Matsya Vayu Brahmal}da 

Vajranabha • 

Vajrak~a • 

Vaimrga • 

Vaisvanara • • 

Vamanasa* • • • 

Vibhu • 

Vidrabat:J.a • 

Vindu • 

Vik~ol:?hya* • • 

Vipada • 

Viprachittti • • • • 

Vitiipak~a • • 

Visvajit • 

Vr~aparvan* • • • • 

Total-1 02 12 29 62 65 

All children were procreated by the same KaSyapa, but despite being sons of same 

father they possessed different qualities and characters. Their different qualities and 

characters were due to the different nature of their mothers, as Kasyapa said," ... a son adopts 

the traits of his maternal uncle and a daughter those of the paternal ancestors. A son adopts 

the same conduct of life as that of his mother ...... your (kasyapa's wives) sons have taken 

after their (maternal) uncle in their character and activities".74 This shows influence of the 

tribal belief system, which was matrilineal in its outlook. Vayu Pural). mentions Rak~asas and 

74 Viiyu Pureu;a, 11.8.87-94, p. 532. 
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Pisaca along with StJpa11Ja, Yak~a. Gandharvas, Uraga (Reptiles), Pitrs and Asvinikumaras as 

the eight groups of demi-gods 75
. Here, we can see that how all these different categories were 

brought together through these two origin myths and this way the authoritative brahmaQ.ical 

ideologists integrated them successfully. 76 

Relationship Among the Supernatural Groups 

The forest functioned as a common ground for the various actions to unfold. This 

commonalty brought together different actors together and provided a fertile ground for 

puranic writers. We find interactions l;>etween Demons, sages and the members of settled 

society in the forest space, happening at various levels. The love story of Devayanr, Yayati 

and Sarmi~tha developed and took many turns in the forest. Because of the forest as a 

background for this story, it became possible to bring Sarmi~tha (a daughter of demon's 

king), D~vayani (a daughter of sage) and Yayati (a royal king), together. Due to the typical 

nature ascribeq to the forest, there was no restriction between such kind of interaction, which 

was unimaginable in the settled society. Forest seems to have been the interacting point for 

different communities, but as the interactions developed the stories moved from jangalas to 

k~etras, as in the above story, after marriage of Devayani, Y ayati and Sarmi~tha went to 

Y ayati' s royal palace. According to one story, once Kr~IJ.a went to forest in search of Prasena 

and Syamtaka jewel and there he had fight with the king of boars Jambavanta. But 

eventually, Jambavnta pleased Kr~IJ.a and expressed his wish to be killed by him also, he 

requested Kr~IJ.a to accept his daughter Jambavanti as wife. Here, Jambavanta possibly 

represents such a tribe who was somehow related with boars; and this relationship at the cost 

of Jambavanta' s life indicates submersion of a weaker group by the powerful. 

75 1bid., 1.31.12, p. 219. 
76Romi1a Thapar, 'Society and Historical Consciousness' in Romila Thapar, Cultural Past, Oxford University 
Press: New Delhi, 2000, p. 127. 
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The Purcu:zas presents many such accounts of supernatural social groups and their 

submersion into the representative categories of the brahmal)ical ideology. The narrative 

related to the serpent Kaliya was not different. The narrative states that Kaliya had his abode 

in the river Yamuoa and the surrounding was feared due to his presence. As the story goes 

lord Kr~oa perished him and ordered him to leave from that place along with family and 

followers to the sea. Very interestingly, Kr~Q.a also assured that Garii<;la would not harm them 

when he sees the impression of his feet upon Kaliya's brow. This narrative gives an important 

insight into the process of submersion. Here serpent community was not only suppressed, but 

was also compelled to leave their original habitat and moved to other space, while staying 

there also not independently but under the authority and supervision of the suppressor. 

Belief System Among the Supernatural Beings 

It is generally believed that all societies require one or more ideology to function77
• In 

this section, attempt is to look for any possible ideological structure that regulated these 

forest dwelling supernatural social groups. The narrative of rak~asa HiraQyakasipu and his 

son Prahlada78 gives interesting information in this regard. It hints that their believe system 

was antithetical to the BrahmaQical believe system, if we see the ideology manifested through 

the king HiraQyakasipu's point of view. It is clear that he was desperate to protect his own 

cultural identity against the brahmaQical onslaught represented by his son Prahlada. When, 

first time PrahHida praises Vi~Qu, he was sent back to the house of his guru, to learn his own 

values and come out his alleged ignorance. The most important thing is the exclamation by 

Hiral)yakasipu. He exclaimed, " ... what evil spirit has entered into the breast of this silly boy, 

that thus, like one possessed, he utters such profanity?" 

77Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious Process: The Purii!Jas and the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi, 
Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 8. 
78 Vi$1JU Purii!Ja, I. I 7 and I 8 chapters. 
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The narrative continues and Prahlada goes on to declare, " ... kill the wretch, he is not 

fit to live, who is a traitor to his frienqs, a burning branq to his own race." F~rther he also 

exclaimed, " ... it is thus often our progeny are ot1r destruction, as fire consumes the wood 

from which it springs ...... my vile and unprincipleq son is now teaching others his impious 

doctrines ...... repeateqly prohibited by tiS, he still persists in the praise of our enemies." The 

above exclamations show the fear and sorrow, due to his own son PrahHida's continuous 

~ttachment with other (brahmaQical) cultures, because HiraQyakasipu saw brahmaQical 

ideology as harmful for his own culture. Here the brahmaQical culture is constituted as 'the 

other· for the Rak~asas. Wendy Ooniger O'flaherty argues that HiraiJ.yakasipu was furious, 

not because Prahlada was virtuous but merely because he had no respect for his father, in 

other words, because he was violating his svadharma, a matter of partisan loyalties rather 

than ethic$79
. However, deviation from the Svadharma was wrong and it could be dangerous 

for that particular person. But in the case of Prahlada, the situation was totally different and 

his life was saved by Vi~QU, the very upholder of the brahmaQical culture. 

The affection for their own belief systems and ideology is also evident from another 

puranic story. The Vi.~tzu Puriitza80 states that once upon the occurrence of a war between the 

demons and the gods, both parties inquired from Brahma that which one would be victorious. 

Brahma said that the side with which king Raji shall align, would be victorious. Accordingly 

the daityas immediately met Raji, to secure his alliance. The king Raji agreed to lead them, 

but also made a condition that they would make them their Indra after defeating the gods. But 

the daityas did not accept this and said to Raji, "we cannot profess one thing and mean 

another; our Indra is Prahlada, and it is for him that we wage war." After their departure, the 

gods come to him for same purpose. Raji again proposed the same condition to them and 

79Wendy Doniger O'flaherty, The Origins qf Evil in Hindu Mythology, New Delhi: Moltilal Banarsidass, 1988 
(reprint}, p. 134. 
80

Vi$1JU PuriiiJa, IV.9, p. 329. 
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they agreed. Then Raji joined the gods and destroyed the armies of the daityas. Interestingly 

in both the above case~, what is the believe system of the daityas is not clearly stated. Despite 

the different characterization of the Prahlada in the above two stories, it is cleared that 

whatever the ideological framework among them, it was against the brahmru,ical systems and 

brahmm:Iical gods. Also, so called "others" had a high regard for their Svadharma and did not 

want any compromise. The above stories indicate some kind of conflict of interest between 

two different ideologies. 

The functioning of ideology depends on lots of things and preceptor constituted a 

basic and fundamental pillar of any ideological framework. Brhaspati and Sukra were the 

preceptors of the gods, and the demons respectively. In most of the cases, both were 

responsible for their success against each other in the battle. For example Brhaspati played a 

crucial role in retaining the Indra's status when his throne and position was forcibly occupied 

by the sons of Raji. He performed sacrifice and misled the sons of Raji; and thus devoid of 

morality and religion, they were killed by lndra. The Vi$1JU Purii1Ja clearly states that by the 

assistance of the priest of the gods, Indra resumed his place in heaven81
• Once his son Kaca 

was sends to learn Safiijfvanfknowledgefrom Sukra on the request ofthe gods82
• 

As the preceptor of Devas, Brhaspati defended the interests of the Devas, and for this 

he could do anything including deceitful activities. Once sage Kavya!Sukra went to 

Mahiideva for acquiring mantras for the sake of Asuras's victory against the gods; and 

suggested Asuras to perform penance. All gods were afraid. The king of Indra sends his 

daughter Jayanti to pleased Kavya with her auspicious services. Jayanti followed her father's 

order. After getting boon from Mahiideva, Kavya spend ten years with Jayanti. Knowing that 

development, Brhaspati assumed the form of Kavya, and went to the Asuras and started 

81 Ibid., IV.9, pp. 329-330. 
82Matsya Purii'(la, 1.25.15-19, p. 80. 
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teaching them. After ten years Kavya came back and saw that the Asuras were deceived by 

\he preceptor of the ])evas, Brhaspati. He warned the Asuras, but deluded Asuras insulted 

Kavya C~.ncJ dicJ not believe that he was the real one. In a rage kavya cursed that they woulcJ be 

defeated by the Devas. Brhaspati' s intension was fulfilled through that curse and he vanished 

from there83
• Here, not only Brhaspati deceived the Asuras, but he along with the Devas also 

used Jayanti for this purpose. 

The role of Sukra was quite different as compare to Brhaspati, because he formed 'a 

transitional bridge between gods and demons' 84
• The demons were always guarded and 

~uggested by him. Earlier only Sukra knew the knowledge of Saiijivani, and with this 

knowledge he restored Asuras who were killeq by the gods in the war. However, later the 

gods also acquired this knowledge through Kaca, who was sencJ by the gods to Sukra on this 

hidden mission85
. Once when the daityas were getting killed by the Devas, Sukra himself 

went to acquire the spell of victory from Siva and make them victorious against the Devas86
. 

Thus both preceptors were doing their duties very well and tried everything but in different 

ways. Brhaspati seems like a con man, who acts in decisive manner. While Sukra, was 

strai&ht in his actions and never believed in cheating. 

The way of both preceptors, Brhaspati and Sukra, was remarkably similar to their 

followers. The demons performed great penances; and the gods granted boons to the demons, 

but with such condition, which ultimately caused their fall. The classic example is the story 

of asura Gayasura87
. He was most powerful asura; and great devotee ofVi~l)u. His height was 

125 yojanas and width 60 yojanas. He performed a very terrible penance on the mountain 

83 Vayu Purar:w. 11.35 & 36 chapter, pp. 768-782, and Matsya Puriitra, 1.47.79-205, pp. 128-136. 
84Wendy Doniger O'flaherty, The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology, Moltilal Banarsidass, New Delhi, 1988 
(reprint), p. 98. 
85Matsya Purara, 1.25 chapter, pp. 80-83. 
861bid., 1.47. 71-75, p. 128., Vayu Puriitra. 11.35.1 06, p. 769. 
87 Vayu Puriitra. 11.44.4-63, pp. 916-922. 
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KoHihala. The gods became afraid and agitated que to his penance. They went to Brahma to 

put him under control. Brahma, along with the gocls went to Siva for help, but he suggested 

that we all should go to Vi~IJlJ. Vi~IJu along with the them went to Gayasura and asked about 

his wish. Gayasura wanted to become the pqrest among all the Devas, Sages, BrahmQas, 

renouncers, Karmins (the performers of holy rites), Dharmins (pious ones), Jiiijnins (wise 

ones and knowers), Yajiias, mantras, yogins, holy mountains and rivers. The boon was 

granted by Vi~Qu. But due to this boon, the cosmic order was becoming disturbed; and 

worrie<;ll3rahma an<;l other devas complained to Vi~IJU that all the people are going to heaven 

by merely looking at Gayasura an<;l all the three worlds have become void. On the suggestion 

of Vi~IJU, they went to Gayasura an<;l Brahma asked his body for Yajna as in the whole world, 

there was not any place which was suitable for divine sacrifice. The asura Gayasura became 

overwhelmeq on that proposal and fell on the ground, keeping his head in the north and the 

feet in the south on the mountain Kolahala. On that body Brahma performed his sacrifice, but 

~sa resijlt, Gayasura's body began to tremble. A stone-slab from the Yama's house was put 

on his head; and later all gods stood on his body, but that did not stop him from trembling. At 

last Vi~l)U came and put his weight on him; and made him steady. At this Gayasura said, 

"Why have I been deceived? The pure body was given unto Brahma by me for the purpose of 

Y ajiia. Wol).ld not have I been steady at the sheer instance of Vi~Qu? Why have I been 

harassed l;>y Suras and Hari by means of the club? May Devas be delighted for ever now that I 

have been tortured?" But all gods including Vi~IJU became pleased and said to him, "speak 

out (choose) a boon. We are all very delighted." Here the demon Gayasura said that he was 

deceiveq, but the gods did not show any regret as they had cheated one of their great devotee 

and now wanted to compensate. 

There were also other instances when the Devas showed their deceptive characters. 

The churning of the ocean and the fight for the acquisition over the Amrta also shows their 
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deceptive nature. At the churning of the ocean, which was done with the sole intension to 

strengthen the Devas; they needed the help of Asuras. To secure the assistance of the Asuras, 

Vi~I).U suggested to all gods that they must be at peace with them and assured them that they 

will get equal portion of the benefit for assistance. He also suggested that the gods, should 

also promise them that by drinking the Amrta all will became mighty and immortal. Vi~l)u 

promised to the gods that he will ensure that the demons did not get any drop of the Amrta. 

So all gods were pre-decided that they will deceive the Asuras, and they did so. Asuras after 

observing that they are not going to get the Amrta, forcibly seized it. But Vi~I).U assumed a 

female form, fascinated and deluded them and recovered the Amrta from demons88
• 

Killing the enemy is not the only way to keep self safe, but making alliance or 

assimilating them is also an important strategy. The birth story of Marut and his getting status 

of god is one of the examples of assimilation of a powerful enemy for Indra' s self protection. 

Diti, wife of Kasyapa, wanted such a progeny, who would be able to kill Indra and conquer 

all the gods. Kasyapa promised her for such son. After knowing that, Indra left his kingdom 

and come to Diti and began to serve her; and was hoping that she might give him an 

opportunity of causing an abortion. She did not know the intention of Indra. One day, due to 

irregularities she gave a chance to Indra to kill the child. lndra entered into womb of Diti and 

divided the child into seven parts. But each part developed into a child due to Diti's 

observance of the Dvadasi fast and the worship of Kama. He again divided them into forty-

nine. As Devas could not destroy them, so he thought that it would be safer to make them 

Devas. All forty-nine children known as Maruts were included by lndra among Devas and 

entitled them share in the sacrificial offerings, like the other Devas89
. Importantly, Diti was 

88 Vi.~11u Purii11a, 1.9, pp. 64-66. 
89 Matsya Purii11a, 1.7.30-63, pp. 24-26. 
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also happy with that qevelopment. She qi<,l n9t make any objection as her son became one of 

the Devas and was no more able t9 kill lndra, th~ killer of her sons. , 

Interestingly, it appears that what began as the contrast l?etween forest dwellers and 

the settled folk has turned into between god and <,lemon; and the question is what symbolises 

this god-demon conflict. We know that in the texts there are these supernatural beings who 

constantly opposed the authority of the gods; and at the some point it is the question of 

authority over the resources. This is also evident that the Rak~asas were never stopped to 

perform asceticism and penances; and the fight occurred over the outcome of their asceticism 

and penances. 

Conflict of Interest between the Supernatural Groups 

The Purii1Jas talk about the great twelve wars between the demons and the gods, 

which can be very important to understand the nature of relationship between them. The 

Matsya PuriiiJa says that there twelve great wars were fought between the gods and demons. 

Starting from the Varaha (Boar) incarnation and ending with Sar:u;la and Marka times, there 

were incarnations on the occasion of each war. Although, we know that the avtars of Vi~Q.u 

are ten which <,lid not fit into such framework. However, the text Matsya Purii1Ja states that 

the first war was to kill the Daityas king Hiral).yakasyapu by Nrisirpha, the second of Vamana 

to make the Daityas king Bali a captive; third Varaha to kill Hiral).yak~a, the fourth 

incarnation was at the occasion of the churning of the ocean for nectar, the fifth incarnation 

was took place on the occasion of the Tarakamaya war, the sixth was at the time of A{lrvaka 

war, the seventh was on the Traipura war, the eighth was on the Andhaka war, the ninth 

incarnation was to kill Vritrasura, the tenth Dhatri war; the eleventh was Halahala war and 

the twelfth war was Kolahala war. The relationship between the incarnation of Vi~Q.U and the 

wars indicate that there were some kind of disturbances within the brahmaQ.ical social order, 
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becal,lse most of the time demons tried to get equal or superior status as compare to the gods. 

At the Same time, the incarnations of the Vi~:QU or other deities were als<,> representation of 

the rising power of the demons, the representative of the forest dwellers communities in a 

supernatural ways, as 'they were the main opponents to the brahma:Qical encroachment' 90
• 

The battles did not happen only between the demons and the gods. Sometime the 

demons also fought for the gods against the other gods. On the issue of the possession of 

Tara, the wife of Brhaspati, there was a war between Moon and Siva. In that war, various 

demons, V etalas, Yak~as, serpents and others supported and fought for Moon91
• And at the 

other occasion human beings also took part and made a difference in the result of the war 

between the gods and the demons. A good example is the king Raji' s story which is earlier 

cited. 

However, the wars have their own consequences. Victory and defeat brings various 

changes for both the parties. Besides political and economical changes, wars also affect social 

structure. At the social level, women-folk of defeated side are the prime victims. We know 

that the great Mauryan king Asoka forcefully deported 150,000 people from Kalinga to clear 

wasteland and established new settlement, after the victory over kalinga.92 But the Pura:Qic 

texts give other important consequence of war. The Matsya Purcu:za states that once upon a 

time thousands of demons (Danavas, Asuras, Daityas and Rak~asas) were killed in the war 

between the Devas and the demons. Indra told their numberless widows and those women 

who were forcibly seized and enjoined, to lead the life of prostitutes and remain devoted to 

the kings and Devas.93 The texts here clearly indicate that the women-folk were treated as 

property which as a war booty belonged to the victorious. At another level, forcing these 

90Romila Thapar, Perceiving the Forest: Early India, Studies in History, vol., 16,2001, p. 9. 
91 Matsya Purii(la, 1.23.39-40, p. 75. 
92 Romila Thapar, Early India, Penguin Books: New Delhi, 2002, p. 186. 
93 Matsya Purii(la, 1.70.26~28, p. 211. 
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Ralq;asas women into prostitution is clearly an attempt made by the brahmal)ical ideology to 

subjugate the Rak~asas as gender-violence has always }?een used as a subversive force by 

brahmal)ical patriarchy. 94 

A vivid example of this process can be seen in a passage of the Matsya PurliJJ,a. Here 

after the winning the war Indra instructed to the Rak~as women, "You should look upon, with 

eql.lal eye, the kings your masters and on Sudra. All of you will attain prosperity, according to 

your fate. You should satisfy those who would come to you with adequate sum of money to 

enjoy your company, even they be poor. But you should not give pleasure to proud men. You 

should give away cow, land, grain and gold, according to your means, in charity on the sacred 

day of worshiping the Devas or the ancestors. You shoulq act a~ the brahmal)as will say. "95 

Indra also told them about a vrata called Anangadauvrata, by that they would cross the sea of 

the evils of life without suffering and injury like those learned in the Vedas. For this, firstly, 

the women folk should bathe with various Mantras and recite the different names of the gods 

and goddesses mentioned by Indra. And then the brahmal)a should be well fed and be 

devoutly looked upon as cupid, for the sake of sexual enjoyment. Each and every desire of 

that brahmal)a should be satisfied by the women devotee. She should, with all heart and soul 

and with a smile on her face, yield herself up to him. This rite should be observed on every 

Sunday. Despite giving various things by the devotee, if any brahmal)a come to them for the 

sake of sexual enjoyment on a Sunday, should be respected and honoured. In this way, the 

good brahmal).as should be kept satisfied for a period of thirteen months; but if they go 

abroad, their course of action will be different. If with the permission of that brahmal)a, 

another handsome person came to them, these women should with love and affection and to 

the best of their ability, perform all the fifty-eight kinds of observances of love, favourite of 

94 Uma Chakravarti, Gendering Caste: Through a Feminist Lens, New Delhi: Stree, 2003. 
95 Matsya Puriira. 1.70.29-32, p. 211. 
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man and goqs. This would then l~ad to pregnancy and which is not harmful to their SOlJl's 

welfare. 8y performing this varta regularly the prostitution never becomes sinful.96 

Despite having the contrasting nature towards the brahmaQical structure, the demons 

also worshiped gods and were granted boons. As Matsya Puriil)a states that by worshiping 

the Parvati, Pururava became Rajarsi, Y ayati begot progeny and Parasurama obtain wealth. 

Similarly, many Devas, Daityas, l3rahrnaQa, K~atriyas, Vaisyas and Sudras obtained 

supematvral faculties97
• It is important to note that the performing asceticism ancl penances 

by the demqns clo not mean a distancing from their own culture. They dicl asceticism and 

penances to strengthen themselves against the brahmaQical ideology; and this is quite 

different from performance of the sages and other human beings. For instances, after defeated 

by the gods, the demon Maya practised several austerities with two assistants, Vidyunmalr 

and Tarakasura to create an impregnable fort so that the gods could not harm them.98 The 

exceptional case among the demons may be Prahlada in some sense. 

Battle between the Gods and the Raksasas: Religious Ramifications 

Once there was a battle between the gods and demons, in which the gods were 

defeated by the clemons under the leadership of Hrada, son of HiraQyakasipu99
• The defeated 

gods went to the god Vi~QU for protection. They said, "They have seized upon the three 

worlds, and appropriate the offering which are our portion, taking care not to transgress the 

precepts of the Veda. Although we, as well as they, are parts of thee, of whom all beings 

consist, yet we behold the world impressed by the ignorance of unity, with the belief of its 

separate existence. Engaged in the duties of their respective orders, and following the paths 

961bid., 1.70.33-61, pp. 211-213. 
97Ibid., 1.13.60-64, p. 43. 
98l)?id., 11.129.3-25, pp. 1-2. 
99 Vi$tiU Puriit~a, Ill. 17 and 18 chapters. 
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prescribed by holy writ, practicing also religious penance, it is impossible, for us to destroy 

them". 100 To help them, Vi~Qu emitted an illusory form from his body and gave to the gods. 

The illusory form proceeded to the earth in the semblance of a naked mendicant, with 

head shaven, and carrying a bunch of a peacock's feathers (named 'Arhatas'), he approached 

the daityas, who were engaged in ascetic penances upon the bank of the Narmada river, "to 

obtain a reward hereafter" 101
• He convinced them if they follow his words, they will obtain 

"either heaven or exemption from future existence"102
• But due to his teaching, the daityas 

were seduced from their proper path and declined from the path of the Vedas and deviated 

from their religious duties. Later they were killed by the Devas, and their desire to go heaven 

did not fulfil. The story sharpened the opposite nature of the brahrnaQism and Jainism; and 

superiority of the brahmal)ism over the Jainism as the description of the nacked mendicant 

and used the word 'Arhatas' for them by the Pural)ic writers, conform that they are 

representing Jainas. Kunal Chakrabarti argues that the brahrnaQical system does not permit 

it ...... permanent residence in heaven is a privilege exclusive to the gods; the demons are not 

entitled 103
• The above narrative also shows that in the brahmaQical structure, everyone had his 

place, duties and obligations, and they were not allowed to break the system. 

There are also other stories which relate Rak~asas with the Jainism. In the story of the 

king Raji and his sons104
, philosophy of the Buddhism was used to show the cause of their 

degradation and their lost of lives. The sons of Raji demanded their hereditary right over the 

thrown of Indra, but he refused. Then they forcibly dethroned Indra, took his position, and 

usurped all the kingdom and share of sacrifice from him. In this case, sage Brihaspati came to 

100lbid., III.17, p. 269. 
101 lbid., III.l8, p. 270. 
102 lbid., 111.18, p. 270. 
101Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious process: The Puriil}as and the Making of a Regional Tradition, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 200 I, pp. 151-152. 
104 Vi~IJU Puriitza, IV.9, pp. 329-330. 
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help Indra. Brihaspati performeg a sacrifice for the purpose of increasing the might c;>f Indra 

C;U1d misled the sons of Raji 105
• l)ue to the 8rhaspati's act, and "misled by their metal 

fascination, they became enemies of the brahma~as, regardless of their duties, and 

qontemnors' of the precepts of the Vedas; and devc;>id of morality and religion" and were 

slain qy Indra. 

Some stories in the Purlil;as treated Buddhism in the same degraded manner. It is said 

that the ninth incarnation of Vi~~u in the form of Buddha was for the establishment of 

righteotJ.sness a11<;l the cj.estruction of the Asuras through asceticism 106
• The method to 

deteriorate both Buddhism and Jainism are same, and that has been done through Vi~~u, who 

is the prime face of brahma~ical ideology. Vi~~u created illusionary form of Jaina and 

himself incarnate as Buddha to destruct the ideological structure of Asuras. But the question 

exists that what was be the possible ideological structure of the Asuras as we have no evident 

answers. The same brahma~ical ways of sacrifice, penances Asuras also indulged into and 

since they were getting the share of the gods, there were continuous efforts by the gods and 

brahma~as to keep them away. 

The PurtitJ.aS also talk about the process of making of heretics groups. It says that 

formerly in the battle the Asuras were defeated by the Devas. The Asuras were defeated and 

they created the heretics groups like Vrddhasravakis, Nirgranthas (nude Jainas), Sakyas 

(Buddhists), Jivaskas and Karpatas 107
. The necessity to add heretics groups with the Asuras 

qan be understood, as situating them within the Varna system would have associated them 

with Sudras, something possibly not liked by the brahmanas. After the Sudras, the remaining 

outcaste groups which are untoucha"Qles can not be connected with the heretics, because they 

105 Matsya Puriitza says that Brhaspati perform Graha Santi rite and taught the sons of Raji the Jinadharma or 
Jain religi<;>n. 
106lbid., L47.247, p.138. 
107 Brahmii~;~r;la Purii~;~a, 11.2.3.14.38b-42, p.541. 
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are demarcated untouchables with the brahmaoical groups, did not leave any other option for 

the brahmaoas. So they related the heretics groups with the unknown forest dwellers who had 

been victimise<;! since the very long time. 

The projections of the Buddhism and Jainism in degracled status show the 

consciousness of the Puraoic writers about the changes occurring into the contemporary 

societies. The relationship between the demons and the heretics groups developed in the 

Puriir;as was a theoretical response to the threat coming from the Buddhism and Jainism and 

to establish the earlier glory of the Brahmaoical past. 

Conclusion 

Here, an attempt has been made to analyze the different supernatural social groups 

and the relationship among them. The relationship amongst the sages, human beings, 

Rak~asas, gods and other groups can be seen at various levels. The important questions to ask 

are, why did the briihmaoical thinkers create such supernatural social categories, what was 

the need for the representation of these relationships, and for whom such narratives were 

created and preserved? Thapar argues that they are projections of forest people resisting 

encroachment and therefore fantasized as demons in order to legitimize their 

extermination. 108 

This chapter discusses that the development of these narratives has a pattern and it 

tended to reflect the existing contradiction of that society. From the origin to the later phases, 

these supernatural social categories were continuously at odds with the established 

brahmaoical ideologies and this explains the demonization of these groups. 

108 RQmila Thapar, 'Perceiving the Forest: Early India', Studies in History, New Series, vo1.17.1 (2001), pp. 9-
10. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

This study has attempted to explore the representations of the forest and forest­

dwellers in early India focussing on the early Purcu:zas. Although, forests are always visible 

throughout human history, their visibility was subject to change with changing material 

cultures. The forest-dwelling communities had also undergone the same process. The main 

impetus for these changes in early India can be seen in the form of expansion of agriculture, 

encroachment of forest for new settlements, and emergence of institutions of state. One of the 

most important aspects of these transformations took place in early India was the 

simultane.ous process of subordination and acculturation of marginal groups by the dominant 

power. Their habitational spaces were continuously encroached upon, compelling them to 

move deeper inside the forested and hilly regions. The present study is basically aimed at 

understanding the reflection of these changes through the early Puranic myths and stories. 

The first chapter discusses various forms of representation of the forest in the early 

Purarzas. PuraJ;tic writers composed very detailed descriptions of the cosmology; and divided 

the earth into four as well as seven divisions/dvipas. Along with the mountains and rivers, 

they situated a forest in every division. The PuraJ;tic texts describe four forests which are 

situated in the four cardinal's directions of the mountain Meru; simultaneously, these texts 

also talk about the four landmark trees along with four mountains on the same directions. 

Evidently, the Purai;tic writers were not very particular while talking about forests and 

mountains in general terms. There are frequent overlaps between them and at times they are 

represented as identical. 

115 



Purat)ic descriptions of fore~ts vary from context to context. So, while in the context 

of Parasurama's excursions, the description appears to be very close to reality, generally it is 

stereo typical and ambiguous. The Purii1JaS also provides narratives of the personalised 

spaces within the vast forests - hermitages and residences of the defeated kings. It was also 

seen as the place which provided a background for romantic relationships. 

In the Purii1Jas forests are shown as repositories of enormous wealth and resources, 

which are used by various groups in various ways. Forest-dwellers were totally dependent on 

the forest for their survival whereas civilised society needed various products for their daily 

consumption and ritual purposes, The first chapter of my work provides detailed descriptions 

of the~e resources and the context of their consumption. Interestingly, the Purii1Jas 

continuously see the forest as the hiding place of the defeated kings, who later regain their 

kingdom~. These show the resourceful nature of the forests, which had enough for everyone 

to live in and survive. 

The question of authority over the forests, as it emerges from the Purii1Jas is a 

complex one. Sages, hunter-gatherers and kings, all asserted their over these authority. The 

PuriiiJaS suggest that all the three sections had different kinds of authority on different 

sections of the forest. However, this was not neatly defined as we see instances of conflict 

between the various claimants. The different voices we hear on the question of authority over 

forestland indicate that these were open spaces to be conquered and exploited. 

I have discussed the narratives on the forest-dwellers in the second chapter. Some 

forest dwellers perpetually remained at the margin, such as the Ni~adas. However, the Kiratas 

were incorporated into the brahmaQical order at various levels. In the Puriinas one can see the 

gradual change in their status from hunter-gatherers to vriita/cyatriyas. This, I have argued, 

was a reflection of their changing economic functions. However, the Puriinas increasingly 
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mention names of some new tribes. This possibly indicates the process of assimilation of 

newer forest-dwelling groups. It also suggests further expansion of the brahmai)ical society 

into forest, because without adequate resources it would not have been possible for any group 

to establish themselves in such a region. However, the overall landscape of forests did not 

change much as forest-dwellers were mostly shown as living in the hilly and forested regions. 

The process of assimilation of the forest-dwelling groups into the brahmai)ical 

structure depended on various factors. The stories in the Purcu;zas show that the responses of 

forest-dwellers towards settled society was manifold and that decided the level of their 

acculturation. Some of the forest-dwellers like the Kiratas, were largely influenced by this 

process of acculturation and at times they seemed to have acted as brahmat)ical agents. 

Despite creating different tools for acculturation such as tirtha, vrata etc., it was still a 

complex process as hinted in the Purcu;as. 

The third chapter is about the representation of the supernatural social categories like 

the Rak~asas, the Asuras and the Nagas. It has been argued that the knowledge about these 

groups gradually increased in the Purii!JOS. These mythical social groups were possibly the 

demonised forest-dwellers, unknown to the state society. The necessity for this demonization 

was to legitimise the exploitation and assimilation of these people carried out by the settled 

societies. I have argued that these forest-dwellers had their own ideologies and belief 

systems. Although it is not very clear in the Puriinas, but it is obvious that these mythical 

forest-dwellers always tried to protect their cultures and ways of life. 

Further, the relationship of these mythical groups with Buddhism and Jainism has 

been highlighted by the Puiinas. It reaffirms the contemporary perception of the brahmai)as 

about these heretic groups. On the one hand, Purat;1ic narrations show the process of 

assimilation of the Buddha and Mahavira into the brahmaQical fold; on the other hand, they 
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were given a lower position than the brahamal)s. These narratives also hint the necessity of 

control and suppression of these mythical groups. This was necessary because they possessed 

the resources of the forest. So, the mythical communities are always shown as inferior to the 

brahmaQical society. 

Overall, I have trieq to qiscuss the representations of forests and forest-dwellers in the 

early PuriiiJas, an<;l discussed what a crucial role they played in shaping the brahmaQical state 

society. 
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