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CHAPTER - 111

SUN WORSHIP IN THE EPIC AND THE PURANIC

LITERATURE

1

EPICS

The post-Vedic period was characterized by the growth of sects and sectarian
ideologies because of the resurgence of non-Aryan indigenous traditions and growth of
the hhakti movement. The religious life of the Epics,' therefore, came to be dominated by
sectarianism. In keeping with the changed ambiance. the Sun-cult also underwent very
important changes in its concept of the divinity and 1its ritual. The Sun came 1o be one of
the few important deities of the Epics who had a sectarian following.”

A Sun-sect known as Sauras tinds specitic reference for the first time in the
Mahabharata. It is said that in the camp of the Pandus. there were a thousand and eight
others who were Sun-worshippers.’ In the said Epic. there is a hymn? in praise of the Sun
god having 108 names. which was finally communicated to Yudhisthira by Dhaumya.”
All the characteristic features of a sectarian divinity can be traced in this legend of Sun
worship by Yudhisthira. He is the highest god, the lord of Manus and Manvantaras.” In
the list of 108 names, Brahma, Vispu, Rudra, Skanda, Yama, Varupa, Indra, Soma etc.
arc just other names of the Sun god that demonstrates his supremacy. In all the seven

worlds, there is none who can surpass him.” His names such as Aja, Kala, Adideva,
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Caracaratma, Suksatma and Vi$vakarma point to his superiority and recognition with the
highest metaphysical principle of the cosmos. In this context, mention is also made of the
grace of the god and submission to him. This shows that the Sun god was a deity of a sect
and the flow of bhakti was flooding the naturalistic concept of the Vedic tradition of the
Sun god. In the legend of Karna, there are references to the bhaktas of the Sun god.8 In
the same way, the legends of Samvan;lag represents Vasistha as praying to the Sun god in
a sectarian manner. He is the cause of creation, sustenance and dissolution. In the Aditya-
Ardaya Mantra of the Ramayana, " the Sun god has been identified with all the great
divinities 1n the typical sectarian way. He is the lord of even Brahma, Vispu and
Mahesa.'' He is the creator, sustainer and destroyer of all creatures.'” The development
of sectarian texts, which is a fundamental feature of a sect. is also traceable in the Epics.
A seeret Veda of the Sun’ has been specially mentioned in the Mahabharata that was
taught to Arvavasu'™. It is. therefore evident that the Suwras developed a Veda of their
own that was different from the traditional Vedas. The sectarian following of the Sun god
may also be (raced in some of the names of historical celebrities in the Mahabhdrata.
Such names are Siryadhvaja, Rocamana, Am$umana' and Suryadatta. In ancient India,
many persons used to take the name of their god because of intense devotion to him.
Thus, we find in the Epics the march of Sun worship towards sectarianism from the non-
exclusive and naturalistic tradition of the Vedic period.

Most probably, the solar sect originated as early as two-three centuries before the
Christian era as the evidences of the Epic data, Papini, Patafyjali, early Buddhist and Jaina

literatures combined with that of early images and coins disclose.'* The distant past of
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the Sun-sect may be pushed back to the 5th-4th cent. B.C. that is the upper limit of the
Mahabharata and that may be the era of Papini as well.

The solar sect seems to have been ideologically connected with the Vedic
thoughts. It is said that the Sun worshippers in the camp of the Papdus were experts in the
Vedic lore.'* Names such as Sirya, Savita, Pasa, Bhaga, Aryaman, Tvagla, Vivasvan, etc.
in the list of 108 names are Vedic survivals in the Epic pantheon. The method of Sun
worship in the Epics is also in many ways a survival of the Vedic tradition, The japa and
other constituents of the ritual such as the dcamana, the pranavama, the upasthdna, the
arghya, etc. are mentioned in them.'® In the Ramayana, a class of worshippers 1s referred
to as worshipping the Sun by means of the upasthana with their arms upstrtetched.’
Similarly, Samvarga adored the Sun god by asceticism with face towards the Sun.'® His
descriptions as the soul of the universe.'” the Time and the rain-giver are continuations of
the Vedic tradition.

The solar sect seems to have been developed by the indigenous traditions of
hhakti. 1t is said that various non-Aryan tribes such as Siddhas. the Carapas. the
Gandharvas, the Yakgas, the Guhyakas, the Nagas, the Asuras and the Raksasas adored
the Sun.”’ Bhakti finds direct mention several times in the Mahabharata in connection
with the Sun worship. He is adored by means of dhipa, dipa and naivedva. The worship
of the Sun god in the Epics integrated the indigenous traditions of bhakti and pija along
with the Vedic tradition.

The Mahabharata appears to have been familiar with the fire-Sun-worshipping
Maga priests from Sakadvipa, the advent of whom marked the beginning of new

traditions in solar cult.”’ They are mentioned for the first time in this work. Reference is
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also made to the four castes of $akadvipa one of which is the Magas - the Fire-
worshipping priests.”> The Irdnian tradition of Sun worship seems to have had its impact
on the solar sect of the Epics. Mihira - the Magian Sun god has been explicitly referred to
in the Mahabharata as one of the names of the deity and distinguished from its Indian
counterpart - Mitra in the same line.” In addition, the Magian tradition of providing
boots etc. to the Sun-images seems to have been mentioned in the legend of Jamadagni
referring to the offer of umbrella and boots to him by Sirya.®® It is evident that the
Mahabharata was familiar with the Magian tradition. However, there is no significant
influence of it in the Sun worship in the Mahabharata except in the adoption of the name
of Mihira and a few legends like those of Jamadagni and Mathara. In the Ramayana,
there is no reference to Mihira or the Magas in the Aditya-hrdaya hymn.

The solar sect found in the Epics s not referred by the Greek writers. Moreover, it
is not specifically mentioned either in the works of Panini or of Patafjali. In view of this,
it 1s reasonable to suggest that in the Epic period, the sect of the Sun was not very
popular. Most probably, it emerged under the impact of the indigenous tradition of bhakii
and the Magian tradition of Sun worship. The patronage given by the alien rulers like
Darius, Mihirakula, Kaniska. etc.” might have also been responsible for the growth of

the solar sect.

The personality of Siirya has been fully humanized in the Epics.”® However, he is
still described as a disc, a bird, a horse, or a bull.”’. In the Makabhdarata, the Sun appears
in human form in connection with the legends of Arvavasu, Karpa. Kunti, Yudhisthira

and Jamadagni.”® The Sun was allegedly present in human form when Agastya instructed
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Rama to recite Aditya-hrdaya hymn.29 He possesses hands, hair etc., drinks, makes
speeches, gives knowledge, acts as witness and goes home.*

In keeping with the humanization of the Sun’s personality, there also developed a
family round him. Tvagtr1, daughter of Tvasta and also known as Samjiia and Saragyd, is
the wife of Vivasvat.’' Suvarcali is also mentioned as a devoted consort of him. Chaya,
the shadow of Sarapyi, though not referred to in the Epic proper, finds specific mention
in the Harivarsa as the wife of Strya. Asvins are his sons by Tvastri,”” and Sani$cara by
Chaya. Karna, and Yama are also his children.*® In addition, Sirya had also a few other
sons. Supraja, Sraddha Vaivasvat! and Savitri are referred to as his daughters.34 Most
probably some of his family-members such as Agvini-kumaras (Dasra and Nasatyas)™
came to be invoked along with him. Arupa is the charioteer of Sirva.™ Aruna. Mathara
and Danda are referred to as his attendants and worshipped along with the Sun.”

The Lpics refer to several old Sun gods such as Sarva, Savitr, Mitra, Pasan.
Asvins, Vivasvat, Vignu. Bhaga and T as;e’l.38 However, these once-separate gods are
now considered just as different names and forms of the Sun. Vibhavasu came to be
common name in the Epics.” Aditvas. sons of Aditi. are also referred to in the
Muahabharata. According to the scholars, they are twelve in number.”™ In accordance
with a list of the Mahabhdarata, the twelve Adinyas are Dhata. Mitra. Arvaman. Indra.
Varupa, Amsa, Bhaga, Vivasvan, Puga. Savita. Tvastd, and Vispu. Visnu. though
youngest, 1s said to be the greatest of the Adityas because of his qualitics.” The twelve
Aditvas have been identified with the twelve months of the year in the Epics too.” It is

clear that the Epics were following the tradition of the Brahmanas in respect of the

Adityas. The only difference is that Visnu emerges here as the chief of the Adityas.
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Under the name of Siirya or Aditya, the once-separated solar deities were merged into one
Sun god though his different aspects were represented by different old names and new
synonyms and epithets. The coming out of the Sun in Adizya or Siirya as the Supreme and
original solar divinity marks an exit from the past and may be considered as the Epic
innovation.

The primary function of the Sun god is to drive away darkness and demons.”
More prominent than his day-maker aspect is his role as the rain-giver and the corn-
producer. It is said that he draws up waters for eight months during his northern course
and in the remaining four months, he pours them down in the form of rain during his
southern course.”’. From the combination of heat and water, the plants and corns are pro-
duced. Thus, the Sun is ultimately responsible for the production of food on which men
subsist.*! That is why the food has been described as a form of Strya. Yudhisthira praved
to him specifically for food. which he gave to him for twelve years.” The rain-giving
aspect of Siarya 1s not fully developed in the Vedic tradition though it is known.
However, in the Epics this aspect is quite frequently emphasized and was taken up later
on by the Puragas.

He is identified with Time in an equal manner. This becomes evident from his
names such as Kala, Samvatsarakara. Kalucakrapravartaka. Kaladhaksya and Af(,sw;m.4h
The twelve Adityas who are regular Sun gods in the Epics are identitied with the twelfth
months of the year.”’ He is the lord of the planets” and also identical with all the
planets.* Thus the tradition of worshipping Sdrya in association with Navagrahas was

initiated in the Epics.
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In the Epics, the benevolent qualities of the Sun god are expressed by such
epithets as Maitreya, Karunanvita, Dhanvantari, Jivana, Kamada and Pranaadharaka. 4
However, the role of the Sun as a malevolent deity is also emphasized in both the Epics.
He is the destroyer of the universe™ and an evil planct.ﬂ Probably, the oppressive heat of
northern India, where the Epics were composed, had contributed towards this feature.
The Sun god is a great moral and ethical force in the Epics. He is the beholder of good
and bad deeds of men.> The identity of the worshipper and the worshipped is repeated
when it is said that the saint approaches to enter his disc at which Vivasvat welcomes

him. The glory of the saint and the glory of the Sun becomes one.™

Method of Sun worship:

The recitation of hymns sacred to the Sun god formed an essential feature of the
Epic worship oo. Yudhigthira worshipped the Sun by repeating hymns containing 108
names of the divinity as well as by hymns of praise and prayer.”* Karga resorted to the
method of jupa of hymns propitiatory to the Sun god. In the Ramayana, Rama invokes
the Sun by the japa of the Aditya-hrdaya hymn.™ Besides the japa, others constituents
of the ritual are the dcamana. the pranavama. the upasthana ¢tc.”® The concentration and
purity of mind and obscrvance of vows involving complete fasting also constituted the
ritual of Sun worship as Yudhisthira lived on air only while adoring the Sun god with
devoted mind.”” There is a reference in the Ramdayana to the munis who observe difficult
vows such as worshipping the Sun god by means of the upasthdna with their arms up
stretched.”® Similarly in the Mahabharata, Samvarana worshipped the Sun god by

asceticism with face towards the Sun. Kunti invoked the Sun by the power of a magic



formula. The posture at the time of the worship used to be standing with face towards the
Sun.”” The salutation®® to the Sun god is a frequent theme in the Mahabhdrata and the
Ramayana. However, the japa of the Epic tradition is slightly different from that of the
Vedic ritual. In the japa of the Epics, exclusive emphasis was laid upon the names of the
deity while in the Vedic school the repetition was of full hymn containing praise and
prayer.

Departures that are more significant may be seen in the employment of flowers.
incense, garlands, lamps etc. in Sun worship in the Epics.® It is already mentioned that
Sun god was completely anthropomorphized and he used to appear in human form before
the worshipper. However, there is no specific mention of any image of the Sun god in the
I:lpics.(’3 On the other hand, usual images of the Sun dating as early as the 2nd century
B.C." are found. Further, terracotta-contamning figures ot the Sun of still earlier period
ie. Maurya-éuﬁga period are available.” Therefore. it can be said that the tradition of
Sun worship by means of images was known the Epic society” but it was not a popular
creed, as 1t 1s not directly mentioned. The worship of the Sun was done at two sandhyas
and seventh and sixth days were especially auspicious for his worship.®®

In reality, the Epics continue Sun worship of the Vedic tradition along with the
adaptation of non-Aryan and popular trends of the solar cult. In the Epics, Sun worship
assumed greater proportions and a sect came to be developed round him. The solar sect is
purely indigenous in nature though the Epics are aware of the Magian tradition. Further,
in the Epics, the Sun god witnessed a free and full humanization and there emerged a
fully developed family round him. He has been associated with various legends in which

may be traced the origin of the conception of halo and high boots, the latter under the
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Iranian influence. In spite of various names of the Sun god, there is a tendency to regard
these once-separate solar gods as different names and forms of one Sun god. There are
many traits of Vedic origin in Sun's personality while others presage Puragic trends of
solar worship. Sun worship appears to be popular among all sections of the Epic society.
The worship centers round the concept of bhakti with its paraphernalia, which is a

revolutionary change from the Vedic tradition.

i1

PURANIC LITERATURE

The Purapas present a composite religion, in which are blended the Vedic
tradition of sacrificial religion, the semi-Vedic stream of Vaignavism, Saivism and other
unorthodox cults and the non-Vedic thought of Saktism and Tantricism.”” Broadly
speaking, there arc two main stages in the development of the composite religion.™
Firstly, in the early Puranic works the Vedic and the Smarta traditions have been given
prominence though the semi-Vedic thought of bhakti, paja, vrata. firtha ete, are also
casually mentioned. Secondly. in the later Pur@nas. which originate from the 5th-6th
centuries A.D. emphasis is faid upon the glorification of the semi-Vedic and even non-
Vedic divinities in a scctarian fashion. The prevalence of bhakil, pija, vrata, tirtha. the
worship of images in temples and the influence ot Tantricism are special characteristics
of this stage.*”

We know very well that there had been a vigorous tradition of solar worship in
the Vedic period and an indigenous school of Sun worshipper existed from the pre-Aryan

times. From the first century A.D. onwards (if not earlier),” a foreign tradition of Sun
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worship appears to have been quite popular in the society. After the downfall of the
Vedic system and the prevalence of a foreign tradition of Sun-cult, the indigenous
thought of solar cult’' really presented a sort of challenge to orthodox Sun worshippers.

In response, they composed this system of composite Sun-cult, which are found in many

early and late Puragas.

SUN WORSHIP IN THE EARLY PURANAS

Impact of the Vedic and Epic Tradition:

The earlier Puranas carry on the Vedic and Smarta traditions of solar worship.
though minor changes and additions are found in keeping with the changed conditions.
The atmospheric aspect of the Sun as seen in the Vedic literature continues to be adhered
to. In the Vignu Purana. the Sun appears as the chief of the planetary system.”” His
descriptions as the arranger of the day. night. seasons etc. show his atmospheric aspect.”
He 1s worshipped by the Gavarri and nobody should neglect the Sar.ra"hyo;mfrsunvc?.74
According to the Markandeya Purdna. he abides in the Feda and his self is Vedic.” He
dwells in the sky.” [lis first form is luminous and can hardiv be gazed upon because of
its circle of splendour.”” The concept of the twelve Adinvas as the twelve months of the
year (as will be discussed in the following pages ) is popular in the early Purdpas.”
which is also Vedic in origin. Constituents of the solar ritual such as the arghyva, the
dcamana, the japa, the sanhdhyopasand’™ etc. are also Vedic survivals. References to
sacrificial oblations to the Sun god are occasionally found in the early Purapas.®

All  these are indicative of the fact that in the Sun-cult of the early
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Purdnas, the Vedic tradition was given a prominent place, though non-Vedic elements
such as sectarianism, bhakti, pija eic. are also traceable therein.

Epic sectarianism had its impact upon the early Puranic world. The legends of
Yajfavalkya,®' Satrdjit,*? Brahma,® Aditi® and Rﬁjyavardhanass reveal the acquaintance
of the early Purdpas with the ideologies of a Sun-sect. Most probably, this trend was
inspired and nourished by the non-Aryan tradition. Significantly, the picture of solar
sectarianism drawn based on early Purdgic accounts is corroborated by the Gupta
inscriptionsg6 and iconography. Many Sun-images of the Gupta period had been found
from all over northern India®’ that clearly demonstrate that Sun worship had developed

itself into a cult-form.

In the early Purdnas, Aditya appear as the most popular name of the Sun. In the
Favu and the Brahmanda Puridnas. this term is enumerated along with other names of

* In the Matsye Purana, prayer is given to the Sun god under the name of

Siirya.®
Adirva® Yajnavalkya invoked the Sun god in the name of Aditva too. The emergence of
Aditya as the popular name of the Sun is really an achievement of the Epte-Purdna
tradition. because the etymological derivation of Aditva in the Puranas is based upon the
semantic principles™ while in the Vedas it was derived from the name of their mother -
4diri”" The Adityas represent a group of Sun gods in the early Puranas. Generally. their
number has come to be fixed as twelve. In many early Purinas.” the list of the names of
these twelve Adityas is given. A comparative study of these lists’* will reveal that Vispu,

Indra, Dhata, Tvag{d, Posa, Vivasavn, Mitra, Varuga, Amsa (its variants are Amsu,

Amsuman) and Bhaga are common to all lists. The other two Adityas are taken among
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from these Sun gods - Savita, Aryaman, Paganya, Yama, Vispu and Indra. One
significant omission in these lists is Marttanda. However, he finds a definite mention as a
Sun god in the Matsya Purana.® The twelve Adityas reside in the Sﬁrya—maagialags and
are identified with the twelve months of the year. The concept of the Adityas as the Time
is more prominent than their being simply the Sun gods.

Many Adityas such as Vispu, Piisan, Savita, Aryaman, Vivasvan and Bhaga are
invoked independently of this group. Savity, Bhaskara, Strya, Vivasvat and Aditya are
some of the names of the Sun god% under whom Yajiiavalkya prayed him.” In the
Markapdeya Purana, the names of the Sun-deity are mentioned as Aditya, Bhaskara,
Bhanu, Savity, Divakara, Plisan, Aryama and Svarabhanu. In all these references, we do
not find the name of Mihira - the Iranian name of the Sun god - most probably due to the
orthodoxy of the early Puranic world.

It 1s mainly the benevolent aspect of the Sun god. which is worshipped in the
early Puripic period.”™ He draws water for the cight months and pours them down during
the next four months. Due to the rain and heat produced by the Sun, the corn grows and
the world subsists. Therefore, he is called Jivana and Brahmasatkria.” As noticed earlier
in representing the Sun in the Epic period, we again come across the story relating to the
Sun as the source of Jivana and Brahmasatkrta. He is responsible for long life as is
revealed by the Jegend of Réjyavardhana found in the Markandeyu Puraga.'™ The
malevolent aspect of the Sun also finds mention in the Markandeva Purana . To avoid
the creation-destroying, ficry glory of the Sun, Brahma prayed to him and persuaded him
to  contract his supreme glory.””"  Visvakarma's paring of the Sun's  rays'™

probably symbolizes the curtailment of the excessive heat and the destructive power of
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the Sun as well. The emphasis was laid upon the benevolent aspect of the Sun in the early
Purapas because the Puranic religion centered round the concept of a loving god whose

grace is sought for by the devotees.'”

There is also a development in his personality towards humanization in the early
Piirapas. The legends of Satrdjit,'™ Aditi,'” Yajiavalkya'® and Rajyavardhana'®’  are
important in this regard. In all these legends, the Sun appeared at first in his natural form.
However, he displayed his human form when the worshipper requested for the same.
With humanization, there emerged a family round the Sun god. In the early Purapas, the
story of Samjiia and her shadow Chaya as wives of Sirva is referred to. % Strya has
many children -Yama, Manu and Yami by Samjfa; two Advins - Dasra and Nasatya and
Revanta from Samjia in mare's form ; Manu, Sanaiécara and Tapati from Chaya. In some

""" the attendants of the Sun god - Dapda and Pifigala -

late passages of the early Puragas,
also tind mention.

From the references to human form of the Sun it appears that the early Puranas
were aware of the iconic tradition of the Sun god that was in vogue in the contemporary
Snciety.mJ However, no direct reference occur to the image of the Sun in them. Some
passages of the Vayu, the Matsya and the Markandeya Puranas. which refer to the Sun-
image, are regarded as later interpolations.

According (o the Vayu Purapa. Yajfiavalkya and his pupils, having been inflicted
with the sin of Brahmahatya and advised by Brahma, worshipped the god Valukesvara of

twelve beams in the city of Vayupur, took bath in the tanks including the Siryakunda and

merged them into the world of Sirya (Surya-mapdalam).  Ten Raksasas named
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Yatudhdnas who were probably indigenous tribes of India are said to have been the
followers of Siirya and roamed with the deity.!'' The reference to the Raksasas
wandering along with the god can refer only to the icon of the Sun. Similarly, the
reference to the worship of the god Valukesvara of twelve beams in the city of Vayupur
may clearly mean to refer to the worship of a Sun-image in a temple. Further, from the
presence of a Sﬁryakug;.da, which became quite common in classical and mediaeval
Hindu India''"? and was an integral part of the Sun-temple complex, it appears that there
cxisted the image and temple of the Sun at this place. The legend of Yajitavalkya occurs
in many early Puripas, which do not mention the worship of Valukesvara or Saryakunda.
It may, therefore, be said that these additions were interpolated in the original story in the

113

later period. In the Véayu Purapa, they were added after the 5th cent. A.D. " to meet the

popular demands for image and temple. These passages seem to have been influenced by

" which refers to the twelfth form of the Sun that is similar to

the Samba Purana,'
Valukesvara of twelve beams. The god Valukesvara who was no other than the Sun god
is specifically mentioned as of twelve beams. This is very much in conformity with the
Magian tradition of worshipping the Sun in his twelfth form. All these lead us to presume
that therc were some foreign elements in the Sun-cult as referred to in these passages of
the Vavu Purana.

"> for the construction of

Detailed instructions are found in the Mafsya Purana
Sun-images. It indicates that the practice of making Sun-images was already an
established fact. There is no reference to Irdnian features such as northerner's dress, high

boots etc., which came to be incorporated in the orthodox literature from the 6th-7th cent.

A.D. as is evident from the Samba Purana.''® Therefore, the Matsya Pirana passages
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cannot be later than the sixth cent. A.D. As noticed earlier, no mention is made of Sun-
images in earlier Purapas like the Vayu and the Brahmanda that were composed between
the 3rd-5th cent. AD.!'" Therefore, these passages may be placed between 500-600
A.D."® Similarly, Sun-images are referred to in connection with several solar vows but
these passages cannot be earlier than the sixth cent. A.D.'"” However, there prevailed the
custom of making Sun-tmages in society from first cent. A.D. onwards as is evidenced by
the iconography.'® The early Puragas ignored it out of their orthodoxy, as the tradition of

Sun-images seems to have been alien to the Vedic tradition."”!

The development of vows on an organized scale as the part of a particular
religious faith is essentially a Puranic concept.'™ In the Visau. the Vayu, the Brahmanda
and the Markandeva Puranas, there are no references to solar vows. However, penances
and austerities, fasting in honour of the Sun god etc. are referred'™ to several times.
Sauravratas are mentioned for the first time in certain late chapters of the Muatsya
Purana. The worship of the Sun god by means of lotus as displayed in these vraras
definitely points to a period, which is earlier than the time of the adoption of the Magian
forms of Sun worship by means of images with Iranian features. S. N. Roy'™* and
Srivastava'™ have Justifiably placed those chapters on the Sauravratas in between 500-
550 A.D. Thus, the solar vows came to be developed and incorporated in the Sun-cult at
the end (500-550 A.D.) of the early Purapic age. The main solar vows are the
Kalyanasaptami, Visokasaptami, Phalasaptami, ﬁarkar&sapramf, Kamalasaptami,

Mandarasaptami, Subhasapiamz‘ % and Siryasankranti'?’ in the early Purapas.
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The Kalyanasaptami vrata is to be performed on Sunday of the 7th day of a bright
fortnight. It centers round the worship of the Sun with flowers, sandals, white clothes,
incense, eatables, raw sugar, salt and fruits. Eight pictures of the Sun god drawn on the
eight petals of a lotus should be worshipped by the recitation of a mantra having eight
names of the Sun deity. One who observes this vrata attains freedom from diseases,
liberation from all sins, prosperity and long life.'?

The Visokasaptami vrata'™ is to be kept on the sixth and the seventh days of the
bright fortnight in the month of Magha. On the sixth day, the observer of the vrata should
take bath with black sesame and observe fast and celibacy. Afier taking bath and
performing the japa in the moming, he should worship the golden lotus as Arka. On the
seventh day, he should observe silence, cat food without oil and salt and give away the
lotus, clothes etc. in charity. This makes the observer free from all sorrows and diseases
for a period of ten padmas. The observer of this vrata with no particular desire attains
unification with Brahma.

The Pharlcmc:pzfmnt’1 0 is to be celebrated on the seventh day of the bright fortnight
in the month of Margasirsa. The vow requires the worship of the Sun with a golden
image and golden lotus under various names. The rewards of this vow arc the attainment
of endless fruits, prosperity and the tfreedom from diseases and ultimately the attainment
of the Suryaloka 1n this vrara, the Sun god has been identified with Brahma. Indra,
Vispu, Siva and Varupa, which shows that he was regarded as the highest. The
Sarkardsaptami' is to be observed on the seventh day of a bright fortnight in the month

of Vaisakha. The Sun is to be worshipped by drawing a lotus on an altar, reciting hymn

propitiatory for Savitr and employing incense etc. One who celebrates it attains sons,
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grandsons and final emancipation. The Kamalasaptami vrata'® is to be celebrated on the
7th day of bright fortnight in the spring. The Sun is worshipped here in the form of a
golden lotus by means of flowers, incense etc. and recitation of mantra sacred to the Sun
under various names - Kamala, Prabhakara etc. The observer should then give away
gifts and food to the Brahmagas. This enables one to possess inexhaustible wealth and to
go to the Sarya-mandalam .

The Mandarasaptami vrata'> is to be observed on the seventh day in the month
of Magha Here the Sun is to be worshipped by means of a golden image along with an
eight-petalled lotus. The god 1s invoked here in the name of Bhaskara, Surya, Arka,
Aryama, Vedadharma, Candabhanu, Pisan and Ananda. The employment of mandara
flowers in this vow forms a special feature of it."** In the he Subkasaptami ™ the Sun is
worshiped by means of the golden ox and golden cow as born from him and also by
flowers, incense ete. In addition. mantra is recited to Arvama privam. The Suaryasavkranti

6. . . . - ,
" is to be observed on the day of equinoxes or solstices. The Sun should be

1?rutal
worshipped by drawing an eight-petalied lotus under eight different names in the pericarp
of the lotus. The arghya of water, sandal and flowers is 1o be given on the floor to the
Sun. This entitles the observer to be honoured by the gods in the kingdom of Indra.

These vratas display a fixed procedure of the worship. the supremacy of the
diviaity and exclusive devotion to him. Thus. they appear to be connected with sectarian
Sun worship but their nature is essentially domestic. There is no reference to any regular

image or public worship. However, the references to the making of golden man on the

lotus as the solar symbol clearly show the foreshadowing of the iconic tradition.
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Besides these occasions, Sun worship is prescribed in general on Sundays by
drawing a twelve-petalied lotus with red sandal.’®’ In the fore part of the lotus, the horses
of the Sun should be inscribed. Here he has been described as the soul of the universe, the

basis of the Rk-, the Yajus- and the Sama- Vedas. One who observes this ritual attains

freedom from all sins and goes to the Sirya-mandalam. In the Visnu Pur&l;la,n 8 it is
prescribed for every householder to perform this form of Sun worship as one of the daily
obligations. It involves the dcamana, arghya of water and recitation of a hymn, which
invokes the Sun god under various names such as Vivasvat, Bhasvat, Savity and Visnu
etc. It is stated that the Saryavrata is one of the sixty ordinances explained by Siva.'*®
The existence of various types of Sun worshippers 1s well revealed by the
Markandeya Purana. The subjects of Rajyavardhana who worshipped the Sun god
included variety of Sun worshippers.'™ Some of them paid adoration by presenting to
him the arghya. presents and other oblations. The second class maintained silence, while
the third repeated the Vedic hymns. The fourth lay down on river sandbanks without
taking food and the fifth offered oblations to the fire and repeated solar hymns day and
night. The sixth cast their eyes on him standing there and the seventh worshipped him by
presenting incense, Hlowers, oblations. unguent prayers, food. lamps and other offerings.
The pija form of worship was getting popular though persons also resorted (o older

traditions.
It is said in the Vigpu Purdana'®' and other carly Puranas that the cakra of Visnu,

the trident of Siva, vimana of Kubera and Sukti of Karttikeya were made by Vi$vakarma

out of the pared glory of the Sun. This is undoubtedly indicative of the superiority of the
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Sun over Visnu and other gods. According to Markandeya Purdna, Brahma prayed to the
Sun god for the continuance of his creation. Evidently, the power of Siirya was greater
than that of Brahma.'”? The prominent place of the Sun god in the legends of
Yajiiavalkya, Rajyavardhana, Brahma and Aditi and the reference to Sauradarsana"*®
may tend to show that the Sun was occupying an important position. The equality of
Brahma, Vispu, Siva and Siirya is indicated when these four gods are regarded as
indistinguishable.'* Further, the Vaisnava, the Saiva and the Saura vows are treated on
equal terms in the early Purapas.'" Siirya has been identified with Siva in the Matsya
Pur:?u,la.144
SUN WORSHIP IN THE LATE PURANAS

The late Puranas and the Upa-puranas throw a flood of light on the Sun-cult as

developed between the 6th century A1), and the 12th-13th centuries A.D.

A vast Saura literature came to be developed in this period. However, most of
these works such as the Sarva Purdna. cte. have been lost except the Samba Purdna. Of
all the extant Puranas. the Samba Purana appears to be the carliest work of the Sauras.
The verses in the Skunda, the Brahma, the Varaha, the Agni and the Garuda Puranas
show that sectarian form of Sun worship have certainly heen borrowed from the Samba
Purana.'® The Bhavisya Purdana also appears 1o have been the borrower from the same
Purana.m The Bhaviyya Purana and the Samba Purana are the most comprehensive and
complete documents of the Sun-cult of the Magian tradition.

A full-fledged Sun-sect developed in the later Purinic times on an unprecedented
scale along with all the paraphernalia. The indisputable supremacy of the god, the

exclusive devotion, the fixed procedure of worship and other sectarian features are found



in the Samba, the Bhavigya, the Varaha, the Skanda and other late Purdpas. The Samba
Purana at its very outset describes the Sun god as the cause of creation, protection and
destruction of the universe and also as the soul of Brahma, Narayaga and §af1kara.”7 He
creates the universe and various kinds of creatures in the form and capacity of Brahma'**
and pervades it as well. He is the only god to deserve devotion and worship.'"* He is
attended by the gods, the Yaksas, the Gandharvas, the Apsaras, the three Vedas incarnate,
the three Sandhyas incarnate, the Adityas, the Vasus, the Maruts, the Advins, Brahma,
Visnu, Rudra and many other lesser gods. The reference to Indra, Varuna, Rudra etc. as
attendants of the solar divimity points to his supremacy. He is eulogized by Brahma,
Rudra"™ and other important gods. Thus. the concept of the Sun god as developed 1n the
later Puranas is that of a sectarian deity.

The sectaran character of the solar cult is evidenced by these phenomena:
presence of a band of its followers known as the Saryabhakias,”' emergence of a special
class of priests known as the Magas and the Bhojkas or the Yajakas.'™* and development
of a sectarian Saura literature. The reference 1o the Strya-Siddhanta as distinguished
from the Traividva-Siddhanta'® clearly reveals that the system of Sun worship had
developed an exclusiveness that is quite suitable for a sect. Lmployment of flags and
flag-staffs for the Sun god,"”™ fixed methods and procedures for his worship,'™ evolution
of a code of conduct for his worshippers.'™ use of a sectarian manira.'” elaborate rules
and regulations for making his images and temples and for other constituents of the solar
ritual'™* were actually products of a sectarian Sun-cult. Bhakti, which is the basis of a

sect, 1s referred to several times in the late Puragas.'” The late Puranic records on Sun-

sect are corroborated by the epigraphy of the period. The Maliya copper plate inscription
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(571-72 A. D.) describes Maharaja Dharapatta of the Maitraka dynasty as a
Paramadityabhakta.'® The Sonepat copper seal inscription informs us that
Harsavardhana was a Paramadityabhakta.'®® The Pratihara kings - Ramabhadra and
Vinayakapala are also mentioned as the Paramadityabhakta in Barah copper plate and
Pratapagarh inscription respectively.'®® Visvavariipasena and Siiryasena of the Sena
dynasty (12th cent. A.D.) are described as the Paramasaura.'®' The sectarian nature of
the solar cult as propounded by the late Puranas is also corroborated by the secular

literature of the period as well. '

[n the Samba and other late Purdanas, the Sun god is of greatly a metaphysical
nature. Samba Purana describes Sarya as the cause of creation, protection and
destruction, whose manifestations are the three Vedas.'™ which appears to have been ins-
pired by the Vedic concept. The influence of Vedantic philosophy may be seen in the
Vasigtha’s praise of the Sun god as the highest. At several occasions. the Sun has been
described simply as the luminary'™ that is in line with the Vedic tradition. Savity, Surya,
Aditya. Mitra, Vivasvat etc. are Vedic survivals in the later Puranic pantheon of the Sun
god. That the twelve Adityas- Pagan. Mitra. Vigpu, Vivasvat, Dhata, Bhaga. indra.
Varupa, Aryaman. Amsumat, Tvagti. and Parjanya are identical with the twelve
months'® s also Vedic survival

Mihira is one of the twelve common names of the Sun in the later Puranas.'®
According to Sdmba and other late Puranas, the Sun should be worshipped in his twelfth
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form, which is that of Mihira.'®’ All these show that the Magian tradition was also

accepted in these Purdnas. Thus, the sectarian concept of the Sun god synthesized the
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Vedic and Magian concepts of the Sun god. In between these two, there had been the
indigenous tradition of bhakti'® centering round a human Sun god who had a large

family also.'®’

In the late Purdnas, we find that Sun worship came to be formally associated with
a foreign priesthood known as Maga. Many of them refer to a legend about the coming of
the Magas in India from Sakadvipa and their association with the Sun-cult. The relevant
part of the legend in brief is as follows: Samba, the son of Krsna by Jambavatl, was
cursed by his father to suffer leprosy for his undesirable relations with the wives of
Vasudeva Kryna. To be cured ot the disease S@mba, on the advice of Narada, constructed
a Sun-temple at Candrabhaga (modern Chenab in the Punjab) for the worship of the god.
Unfortunately. no Brahmapa was ready 0 accept the office of a regular priest in this
temple. Therefore, he sought the help of Gauramukha, the priest of Ugrasena who
advised him to get the Magas, the special Sun worshipping priests from Sakadvipa.
Accordingly, Samba went to Sakadvipa, brought eighteen families of the Magas and

installed them into the oftice of the priest of his temple.'”

-

/

The late Purdpic data on the Magas are corroborated by Varahamihira'' who
clearly instructs that the installation and consecration of Sun-images should be caused to
be made by the Magas. The legend is repeated in an inscription at Govindapuy in Gaya
district dated the Saka year 1059 corresponding to 1137-38 A.D. In its opentng stanza,
the Magas are said to have been brought into the country by Samba. Their existence in
India is again indicated by many lranian features such as avyanga, udicyavesa and
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upanatpinaddha.’ '~ All these evidences conclusively prove that a certain class of priests
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known as the Magas with exclusive devotion to the Sun was brought into India from
Sakadvipa.

It has been held!”™ that the Magas of the Purapas were the Sun worshipping Magi
priests of Iran. Originally, they were a priestly tribe of Medea'™* and a section of them
worked their way into Zoroastrianism. Compromise between the way of life of the Magi
priests and that of the Persians' " led to the growth of Mithraism not later than the Sth-
4th cent B.C.."™ The chief features of the Magi-cuit were the worship of the Sun god and
Fire-god under the name of Mithra, the use of ‘barsom ' and a belief in the division of the
world between good and evil powers represented by light and darkness'"”’ respectively.
They were famed for magic and occult power. Sikadvipa must have been situated in Itan.
most probably in eastern [ran' " since the Saka occupation of western India where the
temple of Milasthana is said to have been built by the Magas. was principally the work
of the Sakas of eastern Iran.

It has been suggested'” that the Magas entered into India for the first time in the
wake of the Achaemenid invasion of the 6th-5th cent. B.C. The first wave of them
appears to have been confined to the north-west borders of India where the Achaemenian
influence had been paramount. In this very region. the Magas started their activities.'*"
They continued coming in waves in the trains of foreign invaders. The second significant
wave of the Maga came in the wake of foreign invaders in the post-Maurya period. The
advent of the Magas in waves is indicated by the Sambu Puranu.'*' 1t appears that a third
wave of the Magas who were the followers of Zoroaster must have left Iran for india

because of the spread of Islam after the sixth cent. A.D. The Magas of this wave came to

be known as the Y3ajakas.'®
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It is difficult to say as to how far these Maga-priests could influence the
indigenous tradition of Sun worship in ancient India. Many Puragas'® do not mention the
role of Magian priests at all and continue the indigenous and national tradition of Sun
worship that is found in the Vedas, the Brdhmanas, the Upanigads, the Satras and the
Epics. Puragas like the Kiarma describe the Sun just as a heavenly body, which is in
conformity with the Vedic account of the Sun god. The Vispu, Vayu, Brahmanda and
Matsya Puranas reveal that the orthodox tradition of Sun worship actually developed on
the lines of the Satapatha Brahmana's '* prescription of a golden disc to represent the
solar orb and the Upanisadic'®® doctrine of the golden Purusa in the Sun who was
identified with the Ultimate Being. The prevalence of this tradition even after the spread
of the Magian tradition is also attested by the Kirma Purana. Even in the Sambu
Purdng.'® the Vedic tradition has not been forgotten. Moreover, the name of the sect of
which the Magas became priests is Saura - a Sanskritised form. Further. the whole
theology'* of this system is a reflex of the teachings of the Vedas, the Upanisads and the
Epics.

The fundamentals of the Maga-cult could not make much headway in India
probably because of the assimilative and absorbing capacity of the Indian culture.
Besides, there was hardly anything new for Maga-priests to propagate in India. India had
already most of the features of the Maga-cult (especially its Irdnianised form that reached
India) such as the worship of the Sun under the name of Mithra in the Reveda.™ the
Atharvaveda,'® the Upanisads,"™ %nd the Epics,'” close connection of the fire worship

with the Sun right from the times and dualist view of the world in ancient Indian

60



mythology.'®! Therefore, it is evident that the influence of the Magas was negligible as
far as the mythology, theology and philosophy of the solar cult were concerned.

The Magas, however, appear to have exerted powerful influence in iconography
and temples. Most probably, the images and temples of the Sun-deity were not known. If
known, they were not popular in India before the advent of the Magas as is evidenced by
the Purapas.'”> The solar orb was worshipped by the general masses.'”® Further, it is
mentioned in the Puripas'® that the masses adored the Sun god not in its
anthropomorphic but in the symbolic forms of disc, wheel, lotus. svastika, etc.

However, features such as northern dress, girdle round the waist and high boots
occur in solar iconography of the Kusaga, the Gupta and the post-Gupta periods, which
are definitely Persian.'”® They are also referred to in the literary texts'™ of India. These
features are confined to north Indian tradition while they are conspicuous by their
absence in images of South Indian tradition. The existence of a large number of Sun-
temples in western India where the Magas tirst established a Sun-temple at Mulasthana
(modern Multan),'” also points out that it was the Maga-priests who started this new
tradition in the Sun-cult. The Magian tradition of image making and temple building
played the key role in propagating and diffusing the sectarian form of Sun worship. The
imaginary and atmospheric conception of the Sun as found in the Vedas. the Epics and
the Purapas was given a concrete and lithic representation.

The Magas are not referred to in the orthodox literature until the 5th-6th century
A.D. This shows that for centuries they remained neglected by the orthodox Hindu
society. However, Sun-images with Irdnian features begin to occur trom the Kusaga

period onwards. This is indicative of their popularity particularly among the foreigners
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and among unorthodox sections of Hindu society. Because of their immense popularity in
the pre-Gupta society, the orthodox sections of Hindu society probably accepted them by
the 4th-5th cent. A.D. Their absorption in the orthodox Hindu society by the middle of
the sixth cent. A.D is evidenced by the prescription of Magianised Sun worship in the
Samba Purana whose lower limit goes back to 500 A.D."® In a manuscript dated 550
A.D. found in Nepal the Brahmagas and the Magas are given equal status.'” The
mstruction of Vardhamihira (550 A.D.) for making sun-tmages according to Irinian
tradition also proves that they were absorped in Hindu society by the middle of the sixth
century A.D.

The Magas, no doubt, commanded wide popularity in the later Puranic period.
The factors for their temporary success may be as follows: their proselytizing spirit.w<J
support of the [ndo-Greek, the Scythian and the Kusapa rulers,”' the propaganda of the
benefits of Sun worship especially its curative properties. their contribution towards
image-making and temple-building of Sirya and their allowance to extend religious
privileges to women and men of lower castes.””> However. in due course they lost their
individuality in absence of anything distinctive about them.

The Magas were divided in course of time into two groups: Magas and Bhojakas
(tater on degraded as the Yajakas).”' The Magas meditated on the syllable ‘M' and the
Yajakas adored the Sun by burning incense. offering garlands and various other articles
and muttering mantras. The aim of both was, of course, the same i.e. the attainment of
final emancipation through Karmayoga. It appears that the Bhojakas or the Y3jakas or the
Sevakas were native priests of the solar cult as they chanted Vedic mantras ete 2™

However, in the later period, they established matrimonial relations with foreigners like
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the Magas and came to be degraded as low or apafkteya™ or Devalaka-Brahmapas™®

{temple-priests).

The later Puranas elaborately describe the family and attendants the Sun god. His

07
27 and

two wives are Rajiil and Niksubha. Rajfii’s another name was Samjia or Sarenu
the Sun had two sons with her - Vaivasvata Manu and Yama Sraddhadeya and a daughter
named Yami or Kalindi. The shadow of Samjfia was Chaya who is said to be the same as
Niksubhd and is identified with Prthvi. From Chayda the Sun got Srutasravas.
Srutakarman, and a daughter known as Tapati. The other sons of the Sun god were two
Advins named Nasatya and Dasra (from Samjia in Kuru country) and Revanta with the
body of a horse having bow and arrows.

Fighteen attendants of the sun™™ are also refesred 0. Agm known as Pihgalaz(’q
on the right side of the Sun was engaged tn checking the good and bad deeds ot all
creatures. [ndra under the name of Dat;gianéyakam on the lett side of the Sun was
engaged by the latter 1o rule over the world with his danda and wii. Karttikeva and Hara
stood at the eastern gate under the name of Rapa and Stosa respectively. Yama (ic.
Kalmasa) and Garuda (i.c. Paksin) stood with two asses at the gate. The two Advins stood
on two sides of the god. On the south stood Citragupta and Kila under the names of
Jandakara and Mithara, on the west stood Varuna and Sagara under the names of
Prapnuyana and Ksutapa respectively. on the north stood Kubera and Vindvaka and on
the east stood Revanta and Rudra, the latter under the name of Dindi ' and also Sri,

Mahdsveta and Mats. In addition to these chiel eighteen attendants, Soma also figures as



an attendant deity of the Sun at one place and there were fourteen other attendants. These

attendants of the god Siirya are represented in the art of the period.?"”

Method of Sun Worship:

The later Puragas demonstrate many influences in the evolution of the
methodology of Sun worship, which are those of the Vedic tradition, indigenous system,
as developed in the Epic period, Iranian system, Tantric practices and Saiva theology.
The most important feature in the solar cult was the introduction of image and temple of
the Sun god. which is expressly brought out in the later Puranas.”" The rules for the
construction of the Sun-temples and images are also described.”" References are also
made to six mediums ot Sun worship viz. fire. water, air, holy place. image and pedestal
tor the tmage of a deity.

‘The later Puranas give prominence to the Vedic tradition in their carlier chapters.
[ranian elements were. however. already present in the Sun-cult of this period. The Vedice
homa forms an important part of the worship and the mantras to be used are either Vedic
or Purdgic or both.”” The hvmns in praise of the Sun are called edokta or Fedu-
Vedanga-summita. The aemhotragrha (the house tor the oblations to the fire) is an
integral part of the Sun-temples.”® There is no reference o Tantric symbols like vanrra
or mundala in the earlier chapters.

The Tantric cult was becoming quite popular particularly in castern India trom
7th-8th centuries onward®"" from which the solar cult could not remain untouched. Samba
Puranpa refers to many Tantric elements in the Sun-cult. The method of initiation. which

is full of Tantric influence. involves the selection and preparation of the ground, selection
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of spiritual preceptors and disciples, offer of arghya to the Sun with the Mahamantra,
drawing of a mandala with the figure of a twelve-petalled lotus in it, performance of
homa and of tattvanyasa and mantranyasa, worship of the quarter-guardians to whom
fish, meat etc. are offered.”'® The mantras with Tantric symbolism are employed at every
step. Mandala is drawn and various kinds of mudras and nyasas are performed in
keeping with the Tantric philosophy. The methods of performing abhicdra rites and bijas
in mantras and practice of yoga have also been described and vastkarana, akarsana,
marapa, uccafana, vidvesana and stambhana etc’'” are also referred to.

Sun worship, however, remained free from some fundamental principles of
Tantricism. The concept of a female principle as the cause of the universe™ is
conspicuous by its absence in the later Purdnas in the Sun-cult. No such concept as of
Prajia of Tantric Buddhism and Umi ol [antric Hinduism came 10 be developed round
the name of Sarhjiida or Chaya - wives of the Sun god - by the solar sectarians. No image
of the Sun along with the female consort in Tantric sense has also been discovered. Thus,
the Sun-cult appears to have been influenced by Tantricism outwardly because these
practices were in keeping with the Yogic practices. which were prevalent in the Sun-cult
as early as the Upanisads.””!

The Sun was worshiped at sunrise. mid-day and sunset.” The later Puranas also
describe the method of performing annual worship (Samvarsar? pija) and annual car-
festival (Rathayatra) of the Sun with the use of Vedic and Purdnic mantras’® as well as
the methods of the use of incense and other materials in pajd. Elaborate methods and

results of observing seven different saptami tithis as well as twelve sukla-saptamis™* are

also described.
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Centres of Solar Cuit:

From the later Purdpas we come to know of three centers of Magian type of solar
worship. The first place is Milasthana or Maitravana®> on the Candrabhaga River, which
is identified with Multan in Punjab. Hiuven -Tsang who visited this place in the seventh
century A.D., testifies to its great popularity as a centre of the Sun-cult.”*® Alberuni, Al
Edrisi, Abu Ishak al Ishtakhri etc. also give an account of this temple. The Bhaviysa
Purdna as well as the Samba Purana refers 1o this place as Adyasthana.”***According to
the legend of Samba, it was here that a Sun-temple was established for the first time.*”’
‘The fact that Western India where Multan is situated was a strong hold of the Sun-cult, is
also attested by epigraphy.”*"

The second centre of solar worship is Kalapriya identified with modern Kalpi on
the southern bank of Yamuna.™™ Some scholars identify the Kalapriya-temple of the Sun
at Kalpt with Kalapriyvanatha at whose fairs all the three plays of Bhavabhiiti were staged
while others identify Kalapriya with Mahakala of Uijjayini ™™ The third place of Sun
worship is mentioned as Sutira, or Mundira or Udayicala also known as Siiryakanana.
Raviksetra, Saryaksetra and Mitravana™’ while the Brahma Purana expressly calls 1t
Kogaditya or Kogarka in Utkala (O(_Jradesia)23 "1t is identified hy some scholars with
modern Konarka near Puri in Orissa.™ Though some schofars believe that the eastern
abode of the Sun was Konpaditya or Konarka in Orissa, but on the basis of the evidences
at our disposal there is little difficulty in identifying the place with Gangasagara.

Thus, it is evident that the Magian type of the solar cult was developing in the

whole of northern India. Further, it was gradually extending towards the eastern India as
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is evidenced by the recasting of the Samba Purana and further growth in volume of the

text >

Religious syncretism:

Religious syncretism reaches its climax in later Purapas and is best illustrated in
the Pancayatana Pﬁj&.234 Samba Purana speaks of the spirit of rapprochement among
different sectarian deities. 'The Sun is said to have been worshipped as Vispu In
Svetadvipa, as Mahe$vara in Ku$a-dvipa, as Brahma in Pugkara-dvipa and as Bhaskara in
Sakadvipa.™ A compromise between the sects of Siirya and Brahma®*® is revealed by the
Ms. Puskara-Mahatmya of the Padma Purana. The trend of rapprochement between
different sects is best represented by the syneretic images of the Sun.”” The cult-
syneretism 1n the later Puranas s corroborated by carly mediacval inscriptions ot the

Pratihara. Pala. Chauhan and many other Rajput kings who patronized more than one

- . 2\]
deity and the same at one time.”™
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