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The Purusa-Sukta (RY 10.90) in the Vedic Literature

by
N. J. Shende

1 Introduction :

The Purusa-Sukta (RV 10.90 ) is one of the late hymns in the Reveda-
Samhitd. It has attracted the attention of many scholars owing to its
philosophical, sacrificial, religious, linguistic and sociological importance.
The object of this paper is to trace this familiar hymn in the Vedic

Literature.

2 Occurrence of the hymn :

With some changes, fully or partially the hymn is found in the
following places in the Vedic and post-Vedic Literature :

[} ]

(1) RV 10.90; (2) AV 19.6; (3 ) VS 31. 1-16; (4) KS (Kanva)

35. 1-16; (5) SV 617-621; (6.4.3-7); (6) TA 3.12

It is referred to at

(f) SB 13.6.2.12 in Purusamedha

(i1) Apastamba-Srauta-Sitra 16,28.3; 20.20.2; 24.10.

(i) Vaitana 37.19 in the Purusamedha to accompany the
release of human victim.

(V) Rgvidhdna in kamya rite by ome disiring progeny
(13.34-148); in Visnu worship ( 3. 149-173 ); in a rite for
obtaining the highest bliss and all benefits ( 3.186-223 ).

(v) Bhagavata Purana 2.5.34-37; 3.22.2-3; 3.6.30-34. The

account of this Purana is identical with that in RV
10.90,

3 Variations in the Text :
(a) RV 10.90. 1 = AV 19.6.1 reads sahasrabahuk for sahasrasirsa.

Sahasra does not mean exact thousand, but innume-
rable. Hence 1000 heads or 1000 arms need not
present difficulty. SV 617 has sahasrasirsah. RV
viSvatak reads as sarvatah in VS and KS. In addition,
they read prtva for vrtva. All others read vrtva.

RV 10.90. 2 = AV 19.6.4, for bhavyam in 2b of RV and TA

all others read bhavyam, <What is caused to be.’
2cd = AV 19.6.4 cd =SV 620 cd. AV alone reads

i§vara for I$Gna; and yadanyenabhavat saha for yadan-
nenatirohati in all others, meaning ¢ which had grown
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RV 10.90.

with some one else * for ¢ that which grows with food.’
The reading of AV is obscure.

3= AV 19.6.3 = SV 620 ab and 619 cd. AV reads
tavantah asya mahimanah tatah etc. for etavan asya

' mahima atah etc. in all others. “So many are his

RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.
RV 10:90.

RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.
RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.

RV 10.90.

greatnesses and Purusa is greater than those, ” in AV.
SV alone reads tavan for etavan and sarva for visva
in all others.

4 = AV 19.6.2; in ab AV reads fafit: afiquiaie-
WITEAGINTT I | for AT SIegET: GrEY s @A,
3? | in all others, except TA which differs from RV
in reading in d abhavat. The commentator explains 1t
as if the reading is abhavat.

= SV 618; reads in cd tatha for tatah, also SV 618;
and whole cd in AV reads as 9T sTHAfgsTSAATTNA
T | SV 618 cd follows AV, except abhi for anu at
the end. RV and others read, @d1 faeas=qFmEmIT-
@d af¥ | Accent is the same in all readings.

5=AV 19.6.9, reads in a viradagre samabhavat for
tasmadvirdlajayata in all others, which except RV read
tatah for tasmat.

6 = AV 19.6.10; = VS 31.14; = KS 35.14; = TA 3.
7=VS 319; =KS 359; = AV 19.6.11.

AV reads pravrsa for barhisi in all others; and agraSak
for agratak in all others, and vasavak for sadhyak in all
others. AV reading is better as it goes well with
prauksan. PPP reads sadhyak like RV.

9=VS 31.7; =KS 35.7; =TA 4; = AV 19.6.13. AV
reads quite ungrammatically chando ha ( which must
be corrupt ) for chandamsi in all others.

8=VS 31.6; = KS 35.6; = TA 4; = AV 19.6.14.
10=VS 31.8; = KS 358; = TA 5; = AV 19.6.12.
AV alone in b adds one more ca after ye.

11=VS 31.10; = KS 35.10; = TA5; = AV 19.6.5.
RV and TA alone agree in all respects. AV, VS, KS
read in cd A@ fFaea & :1g fruw q@r 99 for - #Y
g T & etc.

12=VS 31.11; = KS 35.11; = TA 6; = AV 19.6.6.
AV alone reads abhavat for krtah in b; and madhyam
for urtt in ¢ in all others.

13=VS 31.12; = KS 35.12; = TA 6; = AV 19.6.7.

VS and KS read ST ST w@nafmwsrag for
:g(arrf‘ar—ﬁmfww JIMEIETNAT | in all others,
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RV 10.90. 14=VS 31.13; = KS 35.13; = TA 6; = AV 19.6.8.

RV 10.90. 15=VS 31.15; = KS 35.15; = TA 6; = AV 19.6.15.
No change.

RV 10.90. 16=VS 31.16; = KS 35.16; = TA 7.

The last rc in AV 19.6 is, * Seven times seventy rays were born from
the head of the great god, king Soma, when born out of Purusa.” Soma
is a plant and moon and has 490 rays as distinguished from 1000 rays of the
sun. This rc in AV 19.6.16 is not found any where else.

[}

RV 10.90.16 is an appendage to the hymn in a different metre. It is
found at RV 1.164.50 and AV 7.5.1.

(b) SV 6.4.3-7 are found in RV 10.90. SV 6.4 has 12 verses of which
five are found in the RV and remaining seven verses are not found
in the RV.

(¢) VS 31 contains 22 verses of which 1~16 are common with RV 10.
90.1-16. Verses 17-22 describe the further creation from the
Purusa. VS 31.18 describes the Purusa as the great one,
possessed of the complexion of the sun and as beyond darkness.
Knowing him one goes beyond death; there is no other path.
This Purusa has two wives Sri and Laksmi ( VS 31.22).

(d) KS 35.1-16 forms one unit, althoughin KS 35 there are other
three more hymns, making 55 verses in KS 35. .

(e) TA 3.12 has seven subsections and consists of 1-18 verses, of

which 1-16 are RV 10.90.1-16. TA 3.12.16 and 17 describe the

'’ Purusa as lustrous like the sun and as beyond darkness. He

creates all forms of beings and gives them different names. By
knowing him one becomes immortal and there is no other way.

(f) SB 13.6.2.12 refers RV 10.90, calls it Purusa Narayana hymn of
sixteen rcs and gives its pratika as ggeFEt gRV: GEEATE:
SECRIGH

SB 13.6.2.20 refers to the Uttara Narayana hymn with its equivalance
as, VS 31, 17-22,

4 Interpretation :
(i) RV 10.90.

The hymn refers to Purusa as the lord and creator with anthropo-'
morphic features. TPe'Purusa has a human form, he is the lord ( Isana or
idvara of the AV ), timeless and immortal; he is over and above the earth
and is possessed of mahiman. The Purusa is the creator. He created Viraj
( the shining one ) and as the first product of Viraj, Purusa was born. This
second Purusa has the same all-pervading nature as the first one. Viraj is
like Hiranyagarbba. This second Purusa was offered in the sacrifice by the
devas, sadhyas and rgis. This Purusa was bound at the stake and was
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sprinkled over on the barhis. Along with him, the three seasons were
offered as ajya, idhma and havis. So the timeless Purusa assumed the
form of a person limited in time. This was a complete sacrifice. From
him came out all animals, the Vedas, four castes, Sarya, Candramas, Indra,
Agni and Vayu.

The second Purusa has mouth, arms, thighes (or waist according
to AV), feet, eyes, navel, head, ears and mind. His body constitutes the
creation. -

This Purusa has a very great similarity with Lord Vasudeva in the
Gita in his being Tsvara and creator, being possessed of greatness, dxstrlbuted
among the beings and yet being one and above them.

(ii) AV 19.6. The distribution of the rcs in the hymn changes the
order of the creation, although their import remains the same. The AV
makes the Purusa ISvara, the lord of the immortality. The Purusa is bound
and is sprinkled over with pravrs (rain). The AV considers that Purusa is
the same as Viraj, from whom Purusa is born. This second Purusa is bound
and offered in the total sacrifice. From him were produced horses, goats,
sheep, three Vedas, metres and all animals.

(iii) VS 31.1-22. In the second part of this hymn in the VS 31.17-22,
Purusa is brought forth from the waters and sap of the earth. His personal
form is stressed in the VS. His wives are Sti and Laksmi; his sides are day and
night, his form is the naksatras. His open mouth is the Asévins.

(iv) SB 13.6.2.12. By means of the Purusa Narayana hymn the
Brahman priest seated to the right praises the men bound to the stake in the
Purusamedha for obtaining and securing every thing. The victims round which
fire is carried are not yet slaughtered. A voice said to him ( Brahman ), ¢ Do
not kill these human victims; for otherwise man would eat man.’ Accord-
ingly the sacrificer sets the victims free. According to SB 13.6.2.20 after the
Purusamedha sacrifice, the sacrificer having taken up the two fires within
himself and worshipped the sun with the Uttara Narayana hymn (VS
31.17-22) goes to a forest without looking round. That place is away from
men. If, however, he wishes to live in the village he should worship the sun
with the Uttara Narayana hymn, Let him live at his home and offer sacrifices.

Thus according to SB, VS 31.1-22 is the Purusa Narayana hymn, and
the one part of it (VS 31.1-16) is to be used for the Purusamedha and the
other ( VS 31.17-22) is to be used for taking recourse to a forest or remain-
ing at home. It is to be noted that SB records that the first Purusa hymn has
sixteen and the second six verses and that the Purusa Narayana is the deity
of the hymn,

S Commentators® interpretation and employment :
(a) Sayana

Sayana has commented on the hymn occurring in the RV, AV and TA.
It is useful to record his views on the meaning and use of the hymn.
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(i) RV 10.90. The seer of this hymn is Narayana. The deity of this
hymn is Purusa, who is referred to as the sentient one, different in nature
from Prakrti as mentioned in Vedanta Sutra 1.4.1, and who is well known in
the Vedanta as, © There is nothing higher than Purusa’ ( Katha Upanisad and
others). So Purusa is the Highest Reality, the Brahman.

. This Purusa is the same as Viraj. He is all-pervading ( RV 10.90.1).
He is the lord of the divinity. He assumes the role of the creator, but itis
not his original nature (RV 10.90.2). All this world is his miraculous form.
It is not his real nature ¢ RV 10.90.3). He is not affected by the qualities of
the world. With his one-fourth part he creates, sustzins and destroys the
world (RV 10.90.5)., Purusa born as Viraj is jiva, who is the same as the
Purusa, the Paramatman (RV 10.90.5) Having created the bodies of
beings, the Devas performed a mental sacrifice (mdnasa yajrna) and offered
Purusa as a victim (RV 10.90.6 ). The last rc summarizes the topic of the
hymn. The Devas are the pranas of Prajapati, who with the mental sacrifice
(yajfia) worshipped Prajapati (yajaa). In this sacrifice the effects in the
form of the world were the principal supporters ( dharmani, RV 10.90.16).

Thus according to Sayana this is a creation hymn, in which Purusa is

the Highest Reality and he with his maya creates the Universe through the
Devas who resort to mental sacrifice for that purpose and offer Purusa in
the sacrifice.
_ (ii) AV 19.6. Sayana while commenting on this hymn considers
AV 19.6.1-5 as one hymn and res 6-16 as forming another hymn ( AV 19.7).
He referg to these two hymns (AV 19.6-7) as used in Purusamedha sacrifice
to be recited over the human victims. He also refers to their use in pacificatory
sacrifice to the Planet Saturn ( $anaiscara). He further points out that this
hymn is called Purusasiikta, because in this hymn Purusa called Narayana,
who is the Universal Self, is said to have offered the Purusamedha; or it is so
called because it deals with the first Puruga called Narayana as the cause of
the Universe. Thus the hymn has a twofold import: one sacrificial and the
other philosophical. Purusa Narayana’s Purusamedha is referred to in SB:
Purusa Narayana desired, May I surpass all beings ! May I be all this! He
saw this Purusamedha sacrifice of five nights ( pancaratra). He performed it
and became all this (SB 13.6.1-1). So the Purusamedha is performed by
Narayana for surpassing all and becoming all. ’

A.ccordin.gly Sayana gives two interpretations, one sacrificial and the
other philosophical. The latter agrees with his commentary on RV 10.90.

He cmp10Y§ fh? res qf AV 19.6.6-16 (RV 10.90.6-16, AV 19.7) as quite
another hymn begm_mng w_lth brdhmazvo’sya mukham asit far the same pur-
pose, Sayana c'on31ders Viraj as'the mind of Purusa and describes the further
creation from mind. He refers to the yajna as a mental sacrifice for creation.

At no stage in his commentary on the AV 19.6 does he refer to RV 10.90,
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- (iii) TA 3.12. Sayana comments on this hymn and gives its employ-
ment according to Apastamba in piling up a figure of a man and praising it
with thehymn. Bharadvaja uses it in the Brahimamedha for praying at the time
of the cremation of a dead body.

There are two hymns of this name. The first consists of 1-18 and"
the second of 1-5 verses. :

Both are called Narayana hymns, because they are seen by sage Nara-
yana and also because Purusa, called Narayana, is mentioned to be_the cause
of the universe,

The commentary of Sayana, although worded differently, has the same

import. , '
TA 10 is the Narayana-Upanisad. Sayana refers to it as ydjaiki
upanisad. It identifies Purusa with Visnu, Narayana and Vasudeva; he is
atso said to be the same as Aditya. It refers to the thousand heads and eyes
of Narayanpa, who is the same as Purusa. Purusa Narayana is the Universal
Self and the lord of all. He is all-pervading and resides in the heart of beings.
He is the highest Brahman. Thus the identification of Purusa with Narayana,
Visnu and Vasudeva becomes complete in TA. .

(b) Mahidhara
Mahidhara, in his introduction to the commentry on VS 31.12,

says that in the previous section (VS 31.11) all limbs of the Purusamedha
( by which he understands Purusa ) are mentioned, and now in this section
(VS 31.12), in sixteen rcs, Purusa, whose limbs these are, is praised.
Their deity is Purusa who is the very seed of the Universe.

Mahidhara considers all victims of the Purusamedha to be the limbs of
Purusa. Purusa’s sacrifice is a mental sacrifice of the Devas.

(lc ) Rgvidhana

Saunaka, in his Rgvidhana, gives the traditional employment of RV
10.90. It is used in a k@mya rite for one desiring progeny ( 3. 134-148). A
couple desiring a son is to offer caru to Visnu, with his twelve names,
that is to say, Kesava, Narayana, Madhava, Govinda, Visau, Madhustdana,
Trivikrama, Vamana, Sridhara, Hrsikesa, Padmanabha, and Damodara, in
twelve months beginning with Margarsirsa. Then again the couple is to
offer samidhs of Asvattha tree in the fire with the recitation ¢f each re.
Visnu is to be worshipped in water, fire, heart, sun, altar, and image. Visnu
is Narayana because his former abode was water. The hymn is also
to be muttered (japa). In the worship of Visnu, first there are sixteen
nyasas (touching of one’s limbs ) with the sixteen rcs. The proper worship
of Visnu then begins ( sodaSopacarapuja ) : invocation, giving seat, offering
Watfl‘, respectful offer (arghya), sipping of water, bathing, offering garment,
yajropavita, and unguents, offering flowers and incense, lighting lamp,
offering eatables, salutation, going round the deity, and offering of daksina,
with the recitation of the sixteen rcs. These are the sixteen modes of worship.
Then a sacrifice is to be offered to Visnu with the recitation of the hymn.
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Its japa leads one to the heaven; it brings success and fame and imparts the
knowledge of the Atman and Yoga. Meditation of Visnu with this hymn
brings to the Yogin the identification with the Lord ( 3. 149-231). Thus
Purusa in the hymn is Narayana, Visnu, who is the same as Vasudeva.

6

The following points emerge from the occurrence of RV 10.90 in

the Vedic Literature:

( 1 ) The creator is Purusa ( endowed with a human form ).

( ii ) Purusa is Isana or Isvara. He is the lord of gods and of the
whole Universe. He is all-pervading.

( iii ) He creates Viraj (mind, metre, Hiranyagarbha ), who in turn
creates Purusa, who is equal to the first Purusa.

( iv ) Purusa’s creation is an act of sacrifice in which his whole
body is transformed into ( becomes ) the world.

( v ) This sacrifice is a mental or a symbolical one.

( vi ) The hymn is found in all the Samhitas, the Brahmana of the
White Yajurveda (SB), TA, and the Rgvidhana.

( vii ) Itis not completely found at all places. There seem to be
the following parts of the hymn : rcs 1-5; res 6-15; rc 16;
res 17-22.  The hymn of sixteen rcs is however the standard
one as it is referred to in SB.

(viii) Purusa is the deity and Narayana is the seer.

(ix ) In SB and TA, Narayana and Purusa are indentified.

( x ) TA has the Narayana-Upanisad which identifies Narayana,
Purusa, and Visnu with Vasudeva. He is said to be the same
as the Highest Brahman. In the Nardayaniyadharma-Parvan
of the Mbh., this Aranyaka seems to be referred to ( 12.323.10,
326.8, 330.34).

( xi ) Sayapa gives a twofold interpretation of this hymn : sacri-
ficial and philosophical. In sacrifice, the hymn is used in the
Purusamedha which is the pafcaratra sacrifice performed by
Purusa for securing every thing. The human victims are not
killed. It is supriéing that the human sacrifice, which is the
first in the evolution of the idea of sacrifice, should be
connected with the Purusa-Stukta, which is one of the late
h-ymns in the Rgveda Samhita. In the philosophical explana-
tion, tvyo trends are noticeable: One according to which
Purusa is described as the Brahman, and the other according
to which Purusa is described as the highest lord ( Isvara ) and
the creator; The former is the Advaita Vedantic and the
latter. is the Bhakti view. This Bhakti view is preserved in the
traditional employment of RV 10.90 in the Rgvidhana, which
refers to Purusa as being the same as Narayana, Vasudeva.
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