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Sle~a as a Means of Economy in the Bharadvaja Maf)~ala 
by 

G. V. Devasthali 

It is now generally accepted that an intimate acquaintance with style 
facilitates the problem of interpretation to a great extent. In fact sometimes 
it may be difficult, nay even impossible, to arrive at a correct interpretation in 
the absence of acquaintance with stylistic peculiarities of the author. And the 
]Jgveda is not an exception to this general rule. Several attempts have, there­
fore, been made to cultivate acquaintance with the stylistic peculiarities of 
the RV as a whole, and of the several families of seer.s to whom the several 
books have been attributed. Very recently Prof. VELANKAR1 has shown bow 
the Vedic seers ( or poets) were quite conscious of the principle of brevity or 
terseness and tried to bring it into practice by means of several devices. 
Word economy would thus appear to be a very prominent feature of the style 
of the Vedic poets ( or seers); and it may be interesting to study in details 
the various means and devices used by the seers of the various families. This 
topic is vast enough to form the subject o(/an independent thesis. · We shall 
here restrict ourselves to only one of these devices and that too as used by the 
Bharadvajas. It is proposed to study the use of sleja ( paronomasia) as a 
means of word economy in the Bharadvaja MatJtfala of the ]Jgveda. 

It may be seen that .He~a by its very nature is highly useful for word 
economy; for in one word or one set of words it has the capacity to yield 
more senses than one, so much so that the matter expressed in the ordinary 
manner in a particular space can be easily compressed into as much as half 
the space or even less than it by means of s/e~a. Moreover, sle~a itself can 
be used in a variety of ways. It may be either a sabdalamkiira, or an 
arthiilat'nkara; it may occur only in one word or expression or in more words 
than one, or in a whole sentence; it may, moreover, be used per se, or may 
be used to serve as a basis for some other figure of speech: It may be intere­
sting to see the use of s/e~a in all its varieties as found in the ~gveda and this is 
what we shall try to do here with particular reference to the Bhuradvaja Ma,.,ef ala 
thereof. 

Let us start with milpa spharl(1 payasa ma na 4 dhak ( 61. 14 ) which 
is addressed to SarasvatI. Now the expression apa sphari~ easily reminds u~ of 
adjectival expressions like anapasp/zur and anapQspurli which _are always :used 
in the RV in connection with the cow that does not thrust away the milk­
man. The reader of the line under reference may, therefore, easily recall the 
anapasplzura dhenu of RV. VI. 48. 11 and get the impression that here 

1. See his 'Word-Economy and ~gvedic Interpretation' read at the International 
Congress of Orientalists, New Delhi, lndia 1964; vide summaries of papers·, pp. 265-67. 
Also sec ABORI, Vol. XLV. p, 3 ff. . . . 
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Sarasvati is sugges~vely compared tp the anapasphurii dhenu of that passage . 
. This further leads to the suggestion that the expression payasa in our passage 
may have been used with a double entendre. so much so that with the river 
Sar~s\'.~tj ~t .should ~«?an wate~, _ t;,ut with_ the suggested dhenu it _should signify 
milk. n would thus appear that here is a case where the poet has used sugges­
tive and paronomastic expressions giving rise to the flgure called samasokti. 
For, while referring directly to the prak,:ta viz. Sarasvatl, he has at the same 
time suggested the aprk,:ta viz. dhenu by using paronomastic expressions 
applicable to both.2 

t , , Another instance we find at 37. 2 ab which reads: pro dro,;e harayalj. 
k.ariniigman punanilsa ,: jyanto abhuvan. Here the expressions punilnasal_i and 
rjyantal; deserve careful consideration. The former is primarily an epithet of 
soma pavamana; while the latter expression actually occurs in the following 
verse as an epithet of the horses yoked to Indra's chariot ( rathyaso MSval_i ). 
Actually, howev,er, both these expressions in the present case apply to the 
same substantive viz. harayalj. ( horses). But the expression harayal} itself in 
the RV means both the tawny soma juice as well as Indra's horses. So here 
again the poet appears to have used the expressions harayaf;, punanilsa[z and 
,: jyantal_i to suggest that the harayal_i ( soma juices ) themselves are the harayal_i 
( Indra's horses) whom the poet expects to bring Indra to him. The pheno­
menon here is again similar to what we have seen in the first passage discussed 
above; for, this passage also conveys two ideas ( one directly and the other 
only suggestively) by means of paronomastic expressions.3 

Yet another instance is to be found in sa no mandriibnir adhvare 
jihvabhir yajii mahal_i / il deviin vak~i yak~i ca ( I 6. 2 ). Here tb~ poet 
1s requesting Agni to invoke and sacrifice to the gods with his jihvaf;. 
It must be noted here first of all that the idea in the expression 
yaja is made clearer by the expressions ii vak~i and yak~i; and further 
that all this is to be done by jihvabhil_i. It is, therefore, obvious that the 
expression jihvilbhil_i has been used to convey a two-fold capacity, that of 
avahana and the other for l,avana. In this connection it must be observed tha1 
in the RV the expression jihva is used mor$ in connection with the idea of 
enjoying food or eatables than that of speaking 4• But the use of jihvil as an 
organ of speech is not altogether foreign to the RV; and it is quite possible 
to suggest in cases like the one under consideration that the expression iihviibhil_i 
must have been deliberately used in view of the double capacity wielded 
by it. The verse under consideration may, therefore, be easily seen to evince 
a deliberate attempt on the part of the Vedic poet to achieve word economy by 
using an expression presenting a phenomenon that is very much akin to sle~a-

2. Samusokti is defined as: 

«111IDfe@': ~l{l{'lf rfip:rf~~~ q'Qf: I 
s~r~q-: Sl'RS;:la=z:r <R-Tf: 11 

3. See note 15 below. 
Snhityadarpa7Ja X. 

4. See GRASSMANN, Wonerbuch zum /jgveda, under jihvii. 
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. Let us now tum to anothen e)(ample which is · even ·m~·: inte:restin.B• 
RV VI. 23. IOcd reads : . asad yathii jaritra uta surir indro rayo- vfhtniira&ytz 
diitil. Neither GELDNER nor GRASSMANN have · any suggestion to make about· 
(b.ese lines and they render them word for. word as. they stand. But the use 
and the position o~ the expression .uta after suri(z does not appea,;- t~ . gel full 
justice attheir hands . . For they would-interpret the expression as a conjanc•: 
tion joining the second and the third padas ofthe rk. . But the more natural 
interpretation of this expression as it stands here ( i. e. after jaritre ) v.,rould 
make us expect something that the poet wants to add to jaritre itself, rather 
than to the preceding clause as it is generally supposed to be. But what can 
this thing be? This question can be answered without much difficulty if we 
give a deeper thought to the expression suri~ that has occurred immediately 
after it. In this connection it must first of all be remembered that the 
expression surih is often used in the RV as an epithet of Indra. Even the 
Bharadvajas h~ve so used it more than once 5, so much so that there should be 
no doubt regarding the construction of this expression with irzdralj as -it is 
accepted by all. But as has been suggested above, difficulty crops up when 
we come to the expression uta which means' More-over, and also'. Now since 
this expression comes after the word jaritre, it is more natural than not to 
expect that the poet wants to add something to the idea conveyed by that 
expression. But what can it be? Now· when we read the whole rk it is 
evident that it is aimed at seeking some blessings for the singer (jaritre ) and 
( uta ) some one else who is left unmentioned. Now if we remember the 
fact that the Rgvedic poets ( and Bharadvajas are no exception to this) often 
invoke blessings not only for themselves but also for their patrons along with 
themselves 6, the case under consideration should present no very serious 
difficulty; and without much hesitation we may presume that here also 
blessings are invoked by the poet for himself and also for his patron as usual. 
But, it may be asked, where is the expression for ' patron ' ? This question 
can be answered on the assumption of slefa on the expression siiri~ and 
suggesting further that the expression suri1 here stands for itself directly 
and for suraye suggestively. Uta coming immediately after jaritre, it may be 
argued, suggests that it must be followed by an expression in the dative; and 
the expression ( i. e. the priltipadika itself) of which the dative may be expe­
cted here, is suggested by the expression suri~ that has occurred immediately 
after uta. It may be remembered that the expression suri in the RV is used 
not only in connection with fndra ( as in the present case it obviously stands), 
but also in the sense of ' rich patron ' for whom the poet is often found to 
invoke the blessings of deities along with himself. Thus the expression siit1 
in the RV has a double entendre which can never be lost sight of. On the 
strength of this doubie entendre it should not be very difficult in the present 
case to have the expression suraye after uta, which may be said to have been 
dropped for the sake of word economy particularly because it could be easily 

5. cf. 1i t1i siiril} pp;ati mt11j'i'.inal}, RV.VI.29.Sc and 37.Sd. 
6. cf. RV. VI.10.S; 26.7; 54.6; 63.11; 68.7. 
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$\i-ppltet!( · Bitch dr~pping, of expression is not an uncommon phenomenon in 
· th(i RV•7;-- , and-may; therefore, be admitted in the present case without much 
hesitation. 

·· Let us riow tum to ii .siiryo na bhiinumadbhir arkair agne tatantha 
rodasi vi bhiisii ( 4. 6ab ) which presents a slightly different case. It 
inay · be noted · here first of all that the present hemistich is almost 
synonymous with ( or a sort of amplification of) ii yas tatantha 
rodasl · vi bhiisii sravobhis ca sravasyas tarutra~ ( 1. I lab. ). Such 
phenomenon again, it may be observed, is not quite unusual in the 
Bhiirad1•iija malJ!fala; and we have several cases where a close parallellism is 
noticeable between the passages which would thus appear to be nothing short 
of a paraphrase of each other 8• It should not, therefore, be difficult to see 
that arkailJ of our passage corresponds to sravobhilJ of the other and further 
.that like sravobhilJ sravasyalJ of that passage our passage should have arkailJ 

- a,caniyalJ. It would thus appear that our passage ( 4. 6ab) is only a re-state­
ment of the other passage ( I. 11 ab) with the simile ' siiryo na ' added to it. 
If this is accepted then we have to see how arkair arcanlyalJ ( which evidently 
will form the common property ) applies to both agni as well as siirya. And 
here we see s/e~a. Arkaf!J taken with surya may apply to his rays; while with 
agni it may stand· for sravas ( i. e. stotra ) of VI, l. l lab, a meaning that 
can be supported by several passages. 9 

Vijehamanal} parasur na jihvam ( 3. 4c) is yet another instance. The 
more usual expression of the RV is jehamunalJ ( without vi) which has 
occurred four times 10 in the RV whereas vijehamana(1 has occurred only once. 
A _perusal of ou~ poss.age clearly shows that parasu is the upamiina for · agni. 
Now the phenomenon referred to is obviously 'fire spreading out the jihva 
and he is said to do it like a parasu. But evidently parasu can't be said to 
spread out its jihvii, which means that jihviiin vijehamuna(1 can't be said to 

· form the common property. What can then be the common property meant 
ih this case'! To my mind it appears that the common property is couched 
in the expression vijchamanalJ only, and further that the expression has to be 
differently understood with the upameya and with the upamiina. It should be· 
observed that y' jeh is both transitive as well as intransitive ( or reflexive ). 
With agni it is to be understood transitively ( with jihvam as its object) 
while with parasu it is to be construed the other way. Thus the simile when 
-----------'---- - -- --------

7. This often is the case when a deity is addressed. In such cases the expression is 
· put in the . Voe. only, which then is meant to serve the purpose of the Voe. as also 

the Noi:n. , For illutsrations see Professor VELANKAR, ABORI, Vo). XLV, PP 3 ff • 
. Prof«rssor VEI-ANKAR also has mentioned passages where a word actually employed with 
one· ~ase-termination leads to the implication of the same word with another case­
f~i mination ( as is the ease here), the latter being required for the completion of the 
:terise·of the sentence. 

8. See RV. VI.1.9 and 2.4; 4.6 and 1.1 I; 5.5 and 1.9; 7.5 and 8.2; 11.4 and 48.6: 
ll-1 and 6.6; . 6.4 and 8.2; etc. 

9. See GRASSMANN, ibid, under arka. 

10. cf. J.110.5; 163.6 ( jehamanam) : X.3.6 ( jehama11asya); 15.9 ( jehamii11ulz). 
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drawn out would be; 1•ijehqmiina'J paratur iva jihvafn _vije~miinq.~ agn_i!z· 
( i. e .. Agni, like a stretching out parasu, spreading his tongue). For other-: 
wise it would be impossible· ( at least very difficult) to explain the simile · as 
it actually stands. 

Kratvii. hi drone ajyase ' gne viijl na k,:tvyal; ( 2.8ab ) presents a · 
sJightly different case: For there we have an · expression'( afydse) that · is to 
be derived from two totally different roots whereas in the last illustration we 
had the same root used in two different ways ( i. e. transitively and intransi­
tively. ) GELDNER has already suggested that here ajyase should be traced 
back to v aj or to v aiij according as we construe it with agni or vajl. It 
must, however, be observed · that the k,:tvya vii.jin or atya appears as 
upamana for soma in RV. IX 11 : and from there the simile seems to have, 
been transferred to Agni. Soma is actually pressed and poured forth into the 
wooden vessel just as a charger is also groomed and l_et looc;e in a race. In a 
way, therefore, the expression ajyase in both its senses (- as derived from the 
two roots as stated above ) can very well go with Soma as well as the 
vajin, thus making the simile quite perfect in every respect. But the same 
can't be said in connection with Agni. For Agni has to be rubbed ( produced 
by attrition ) in the woods ( dro~za = samidh ). But the idea of letting loose 
can't apply to him, particularly when it is said to have been done in the 
dror;ia. Hence it may be seen that in the vefse under consideration we must 
take ajyase as a form of v' aiij only in the case of Agni, though with referenc;e 
to vajin it may be traced back to both the roots and thus suggest both the 
senses. 

In all the cases discussed so far it may be seen that the -paronomastic 
expression has served as an economic measure in the hands of the poets of 
Ma119ala VI. Cases of words used in more senses than one, but not used as 
a means of word economy also are not wanting in this ma1J¢ala. We may 
note ii vivase ( 51. 8ab ) as an illustration. In a it is used in the sense of 
paricaratJa while in d the sense intended to be conveyed thereby is varjanam 
as Sayapa has well brought it out. We are not, however, hyre concerned 
with such expressions; and hence we leave all such cases out of consideration 
and pass on to our next point. 

Agnir na su~ka,n vanam indra hetl rak~o ni dhak~y asanir na bhlmii 
( 18.l0ab) presents a peculiar case. In this hemistich clearly we have two_ 
similes; and the two upamiinas are agnil_t and asani~ Sayapa resorting to 
adhyiihara takes lzeW1 as the upameya of agni and afoni as the u.pamuna for 
Indra. But the obvious li,igavyatyaya12 between the upamima and the upameya 
can be easily avoided if Indra and heti are construed as upameyas of agni and 
asani respectively. Thus it would mean: Indra, tvam asanir na su'skam vanam· 
heti (Instr.) rak~o ni dhak~i'; and further ( s:i hetir) asanir na bl;lma ( asti ). 

' . 
ll. cf. atyasa~. k;-tvya iva ( RV. IX.46.lb ); i11dur as1•0 na krtvya~ ( RV. IX.J01.2G ). 

12. Not that /i,i.gavyatyaya is foreign to the RV ( cf. e.g. VI. -24.40 ). But there can 
be no two opinions that irregularity shuld not be taken for granted as far as possible. 
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Su~h a 'tbtisfflfciron; ·tn,wever, Yequires uno ·have two·expressions J,eti and 
heii~, whi~h it is ·not altogether impossible to have. For, in the samhitapatha 
we have the •expression hetl. rak~o, which has been rendered in the padapa(ha 
as heit~ rakfa~ ; but may also be rendered as hetl rakfa~ ( according to the rules 
of euphonic combination). If this suggestion is accepted, here we shaJl have 
a case of what may be said to correspond to the sabha1iga slefa of the later 
days. It must be noted here that Ma~pala VI of the RV is not altogether 
innocent of artificialities of style as can be realised when we see the various 
ways in which the poets have used acrobatics comparable on a smaller scale, 
of course, to the later highly artificial sabdalamktiras 13• 

( Jatavedti~] usrri~ piteva jtirayayi yajiiai~ ( 12 . 4 ) presents a peculiar 
case where slefa has been utilised for presenting a simile. Thus the expres­
sion jtirayiiyi ('like the expression ajyase · discussed above ) is to be derived 
from two different roots and understood in two different ways. Once it is to 

, be derived from J Jr. (jaraya ) to sing; and secondly it is to be derived 
from the Denom. ..; jaraya ( from jtira) to act as a paramour. GELDNER has 
pointed out that here a reference is made to the incident referred to in RV 
1.7l.5d (sviiytim devo duhitari tvi~im dhtit) in the expression jaraytiyi; and 
on that basis Agni here is to be compared with usra~ pita, both of whom are 
( or can be said to be ) jaraytiyi, though in quite different senses. Now this 
explanation offered by GELDNER appears to be too artificial, no doubt. But it 
is indeed worth considering and at least provisionally acceptable for want of 
any better interpretation 14 and also in view of the fact that artificiality is not 
altogether absent in the Bhtiradvoja Ma1J<Jaia of the RV. 

" 'Finally we may turn once again to 37. 2ab already discussed above. We 
have already seen there how haraya!:z is a punning expression; and conveys the 
senses of the tawny drops of Soma and the tawny horses of Indra. The 
hemistich, therefore, conveys two pictures; one directly and the other 
indirectly by suggestion as the later rhetoricians would describe it; and hence 
we visualise here the figures samtisokti, or aprastutaprasamsa1S or perhaps mere 
slefa, according to the view we take a~out the two pictures conveyed by it. 

It may thus be seen that in the hands of the Bharadvajas, slera with its 
varieties has served as a good means or word economy; for as we have seen 
so far, in several cases they have actually conveyed more artha in fewer sabdas 
by employing paronomastic expressions in a variety of manners. 

13. cf. e.g. RV. VI. 2.1'1; 6.7 ( play on the expressions citra and candra ); 14.6; etc. 
14. YliSka, Durga and Sn:yal)a have offered other interpretations, for which the 

reader is referred to the Nirukta VI.15, Durga's commentary on the ~'llirukta Vl.15 
and Sliyal}a's commentary on '[Jgveda VI.12.4 respectively. 

IS. Both these figures have two arathas viz. prakrta and aprakrta, of which one 
is expressed and the other implied. lo aprastutaprada1i1sa, the aprakrta artha is 
expressed to imply the prakrta artha; while just reverse is the case in samasokti. Io Sle~a, 
on the other hand, both arthas are prakrta as also viicya. In the verse under consideration, 
for want of any deciding factor, the figure may be sandehasamkara. 
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