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REFLECTIONS ON RG-VEDA X.129:
STIMULATED BY WALTER MAURER'’S PAPER

ALFRED COLLINS

University of Texas at Austin

Maurer’s interpretation of RV X.129, the “Hymn of Crea-
tion”, is very stimulating and, I believe, right in many points.
These notes will attempt to show, however, that he misses the
pivotal function of Auman thought in the structure of creation
in the hymn, and so loses the connection between the ‘primary’
creation described in stanzas 1-3 and what Renou (1956, p.254)
has called the ‘secondary creation’ (visrsti) of the two last
stanzas.

Stanza 1 As Maurer says, sdt and dsat are not abstract nouns —
‘being’ and ‘ non-being ’ as often translated. He suggests that
they are predicate adjectives to an unexpressed sdrvam iddm,
‘all this’ (i.e., the cosmos) which appears in stanza 3. I suggest
that they refer rather to tdd (stanza 2), the necuter ‘that’,
meaning the precosmic Being which evolves into the cosmos,
and which is referred to under the image of water in pada d.
Furthermore, I do not fcel that sdt and dsat arc adjectives. In
stanza 4 of this hymn, and in RV X.72.2-3 and X.5.7, we have
a substantive use of these words, and I suggest that this is the
case here also. sat and asdt may be translated as collectives:

‘what is and what is not a thing’ — i.e., what is manifest in this
world and what is not (remaining unmamfest or lndetermlnate)

1 As such, sdt and asdt would be similar to mrtyu and amrta in
verse 2, which although apparently abstract nouns ( ‘death’ and
¢ immortality ), actually signify collectivities: mortals and gods.
They are, I suggest, predicate nominatives to tdd, “that” of
stanza 2. In the beginning, the Being which would become this
cosmos was neither a thing (collection of things) nor not a
thing. But how could it be neither? Why was is not rather sim-

1. Cf. van Buitenen (1957b) esp. pp. 104-105.
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ply asat, an indeterminate quantity, as implied by RV X.72.2?
Maurer avoids this difficulty by interprcting sat and dsat as
existent/non-existent, and holds the pre-cosmic state to have
been indeterminate because neither existent nor non-existent.
But when the words appear again in stanza 4, Maurer interprets
asat as the ‘“unformed, unmanifested world”. Like all other
translators of whom I an aware, he does not face the difficulty:
if dsat is the unmanifest, unformed state from which a formed,
manifest world (sdt) arises, why is the unmanifest state called
neither sdt nor dsat in stanza 1? A solution is, however possi-
ble: perhaps the pre-cosmic Being is neither unmanifest nor
manifest because it is coming to be manifest (cf.@bhu in stanza
3 ). The cosmos (sat) is in statu nascendi from the unmanifest,
named by the profound waters of pada d.

This situation is suggested by the rest of the stanza, most
significantly by the verb a varival, which I take with Maurer to
be from vrt, ‘turn’, rather than vy, ‘cover’. auvrt, as Oldenberg
(1912, p. 346), Geldner (1951, pp. 359-360), and Renou (1967,
p- 168) demonstrate, refers to the primordial self-movedness of
the original Being; 2 the verb clsewhcrc names the movement
of breathing, or of blowmg wind3 " which fits very well the

“windless breathing” of stanza 2.4 Maurer’s * exists is too
vague and colorless. In addition, the absence of rS]as (“space,
atmosphere”) and vyoman (lit. “‘separate realm” “heaven’’)
suggests a common Vedic cosmogony in which Indra or Varuna
opens the originally constricted universe to create space in the
mlddle and heaven/earth on either side. I take the absence of
rajas and vyoman to signify that the primal Belng 1s not yet a
cosmos, but will become one. The words kdsya sirmann, “in
whose keepmg , seem to refer to the power of constrlctlon
against which the divine act of opening must push This en-

2. avrt is close in meaning to sam vrt, “‘evolve” in stanza 4.

3. Cf. Geldner and Renou, op. cit.

4.  The birth of sat from dsat in X.72.2-3 likewise results from breath: Brahma-
naspati ‘“blowing like a bellows™.

5. Cf. Renou (1967) p. 92.

6. sarman is usually a positively valenced concept: *“‘protection’ rather than
“bondage’’ Nevertheless, these concepts are interchangable, depending on who does
the protecting, and from whom. Thus at 1.174.2, Indra breaks open the sérman-s of
the (cosmic) enemy to release the waters. For the enemy, sérman is a protection; for
the singer (and Indra) an obstacle to be broken apart. Likewise, the word gopa,
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closing power will later be described as “‘darkness” and “‘vacui-
ty”’ (stanza 3).

But the cosmogony described in this hymn does not depend
on a divine dragon-slayer (Indra) or propper-apart of heaven and
earth (Varuna) to release the constriction. Creation is the au-
tonomous self-manifestation of the primal Being, at least on the
“objective” level. As we shall see, the part of dragon-slayer/
propper-apart is played by the minds of the human poets (stan-
za b).

The relatively autonomous cosmogony of this hymn is met
with in earlier parts of the RV dssouated with the fatherless
birth of the fire god (principle) Agni.” Thus in I1.35 Agni as the
Son of the Waters (Apam Napat) scems to be spontancously
generated by the feminine waters, and only then becomes their
husband, with them generating other creatures. A distinction
between this hymn and the Agni-waters mythology is that here
the primordial waters seem to be neuter in conception as well as
grammatical gender (ambhas), although they do take on a
feminine character later in the hymn.

Stanza 2. Amrta/mrtyi, as Maurer rightly interprets, mean
“mortals” and “‘immortals”. Together with “day and night” in
pada b, they represent the duality of the created world (sat),
and in contrast with tad ¢kam, “That One” or “‘that alone”,
again suggest a state of cosmic nascence. The “windless breath”
of the primal Being refers back to the atmospheric space (rdjas)
and ‘“breathing”-like movement of stanza 1. Breathing is nor-
mally a function of the atmosphere, but here seems to create it.
The pre-cosmic waters may be imagined to swell outward like a
self-inflated balloon, thus opening an atmospheric space in their
midst, which will later make possible the hcaven/earth (male/
female) opposition of stanza 5.

Stanza 3. Again the seclf-swelling of the primordial waters:
Salilam, although grammatically neuter, perhaps represents a
morc feminine, fructifying stage than the dmbhal of stanza 1.8
The *‘darkness hidden by darkness’ is explained as a “‘coming to

“‘guardian” becomes negative when it refers to the serpent “‘guarding” the cosmic wa-
ters (1.32.11: ahigopa).

7. E.g., VL.8.4, VI. 16.35; cf. also X.121.7, X.82.6, X.45.3,5.

8. Cf. Renou (1956) p. 254; also Gonda (1966) p. 682: see Maurer’s Note 21.
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be” (abhu) “covered by emptiness (vacuity)” (tuchyd). Perhaps
the sense is that the primordial Being which was coming into
manifestation was restrained in this movement by the absence
of an entity outside itself. The difficulties inherent in a self-
evolved or ‘‘autochthonous’ creation may be implicit.9 An-
other possibility is that the evolution was initially hidden from
the eyes of the kavi-s (inspired poets) of stanza 4. At any event,
the primal Being gives birth to itself (i.e., emanates a part of it-
self) after gestating or brooding over ltself in tapas, or “inward
brooding” to modlfy Maurer’s evocative rendering of the word.
The self to which it gives birth will be seen to be both masculine
and intelligent in the next stanza.

Stanza 4. As Maurer says, this stanza is the high-point of the
poem; I also agree that the connection of the two hemistiches
is of crucial importance. However, I cannot accept his 1nterpre~
tation of the stanza. Specifically, I do not agree that rétas is the
evolved product (“offshoot’) of madnas, “thought’, although it
clearly s the product of the “inward brooding” (tapas) of the
previous stanza. retas ordinarlly denotes the masculine creative
potency (concretely, “semen”: cf. X.61.7), and is here identi-
fied with the “desire” (kdma) which evolved through the “in-
ward brooding” of the primal Being. Maurer interprets this as
the desire to create a manifest, differentiated world, and consi-
ders that it is just this desire which the sages discover to be the
link between the unmanifest and manifest world in the second
half of the stanza. Although this explanation agrees well with
some later cosmogonies, I am not convinced that it is appropri-
ate here. On the contrary, I feel that it obscures the significance
of the human thought which appears in this stanza and takes up
a crucial role in the futher development of the cosmos. This role
is clear in stanza 5 where the male energies (retodha, prayati) of
the later creation (visrsti) were distinguished from the feminine

energies (svadhd, mahimdn) by the “line” (rasmi) of the kavi-s'

thought: it is this act of setting apart which makes possible a
dualistic, bisexual creation.
But an analogue to the seers’ “line”” appears already in stanza

9. For the source of my use of the word “autochthonous”, cf. C. Levi-Strauss’
discussion of the Oedipus myth in Structural Anthropology: “The Structural Study
of Myth”, esp. p. 216 of the Harper Torchbooks edition. Of course, the *“‘earth” in
autochthonous is represented in my use by the primal Being.

T
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4 as a “family tie”, a-bond of kinship or descent (ba’ndhu) 10
This genealogical tie, which they find by eager search in their
heart, connects manifest being with the unmanifest.11 In effect,
the kavi-s discover that this world arises, is born, autochtho-
nously from the unmanifest Being: this birth is precisely the
subject of the first three stanzas.

It is clear that this discovery results from a desire to uncover
the origin (bandhu) of the manifest world (sdt). This is indeed
the motive for the entire hymn: beginning with the given, every-
day world, the kavi-s try to find out its origin Now, I take the

“search” (pratzsya) of the kavi’s for the orlgm of the sdt to re-
sult from the kama, ““desire”, which arises in the primal Being as
the “seed” (in the sense of producer) of thought This ‘thought’
(manas) is closely related to the manisd (“poetic activity”’?) by
which the kavi-s' search is carried on. But I have said that kima
evolved from the primal Being’s “inward brooding”, while the
kavi-s’ search apparently originates in the subjective sphere of
the human mind. How to reconcile these differing origins of
what I take to be the same impulse?

The answer can only be that the *“desire” of the primal Being
was expressed through the kavi’s in the form of thought seeking
the origins of the world.12 But we have seen that the “‘desire”’
was the self-emanation of the primal Being when it was “born”
through tdpas in stanza 3: it is thus an entity with the quality of
sdt, a thing in the manifest world. Since thought (mdnas) is the
immediate result of desire, it too is a constituent of the sdt, and
the kavi-s' thinking is a case of sdt reflecting on its own ori-
gins.l?’

10. Cf. Renou (1953) pp. 171-175.

11. ibid, p. 173.

12. The role of human thought in completing creation in the RV is widely reco-
gnized, albeit in different ways: cf., e.g., Thieme (1952) pp. 110-112; Renou (1968)
pp- 17-18; Schmidt (1968) pp. 42-52.

13. It may be appropriate to discuss briefly here two patterns of late Vedic cos-
mogony. The one present in SB X.5.3, cited by Maurer as the earliest commentary on
our hymn, begms, in a sacrificial context, with primordial “mind’’ (mdnas), and pro-
ceeds through tdpas to increased definition (néruktatva) and solidity (mirtatva). This
is an autochthonous process, involving no second member. The other pattern of crea-
tion I wish to point to, and which I feel continues the thought of X.129, occurs when
“a primordial being becomes conscious of himself”” (van Buitenen (1957a) p. 19). In
this case, thought arises as the second member of a progenitive pair. A transparent
instance is BAU 1.4.10: brahma va idam agra asit/tad atmanam cvivet — aham brah-
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Stanza 5. The evolved desire of the primal Being which resulted
in men seeking and finding the origin of the world in stanza 4
here shows its masculine creativity as retodhd, “placer of the
seed”. (prdyati, the other “male” element, is obscure.) This
masculine desire is paired in bisexual complementarity with the
primal Being which has now become feminine (both svadha and
mahiman, which seem to represent the female creative powers,
appeared earlier (stanzas 2 and 3) as qualifications of the pre-
sexual, self-generative stage of the Being). As a result of the
pairing of the male and female energies, the manifest world of
sat (now called visrst?) is present in stanzas 6 and 7.

The question can now be raised, what is the relationship bet-
ween the creativity of kdma (rétas, retodhd) and its motivation
of the kavi-s' search? First, it seems clear that a search for the
origins of the sdt presupposes that sdt already exists: yet the
masculine, impregnating activity of the kdma (retodha) seems to
generate the world. But this generation is secondary: bisexual
creation depends on the search for origins. The sexual opposi-
tion of kdma (retodhad) and the primal Being arises in the first
place as a discrimination between them in thought, but this
distinction rests on realization of the autochthonous origin of
kama in the primal Being (stanza 4). We may say that the search

masmi/ tasmat tat sarvam abhavat, “‘This (cosmos) was (only) brahman in the begin-
ning. He knew himself: ‘I am brahman’. From this the whole world came to be.” In
this story desire to know itself plays no part in the primal Being’s self-awareness, but
desire is present in a similar story, BAU 1.2.1. (SB 10.6.5.1). There, the primal Being
is death, or nothingness. This nothingness, however, is the same as hunger (i.e., a pri-
vation), which leads to the desire: “May I be myself”’ (tan mano 'kuruta — atmanvi
syam iti). The phrase mano ‘kuruta is especially interesting. If we follow Maurer’s
reading of manas at SB X.5.3 as “‘mind” or “thinking”, we would translate this as
“he (hunger) made himself a mind”; he then uses the mind to express his desire to
become himself (a self). Primordial hunger, then, expresses its desire to be a self
through thought (mind). But since hunger is by nature a desire, it is clear that de-
sire comes before thought, which merely expresses it. An alternative translation of
mano ‘kuruta is proposed by van Buitenen (1957a, p. 18, Note 17), who points to
parallels with akamayata and aiksata, *“‘desired, willed”. On this interpretation, the
connection between the primordial desire (hunger) and its expressive thought beco-
mes closer: thought is essentially ““will”. In either case, thought (will) comes into
existence at a certain point in the cosmogony: the point at which the primordial be-
ing reflects on itself, sees itself, or tries to gain itself: hence thought is not primordial.
These reflections apply to X.129 with the difference that the primal Being’s self-awa-
reness is there mediated by hAuman thought.
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for origins develops into the act of setting apart the masculine
and feminine energies which produce the secondary creation
(this is the connection of stanzas 4 and 5). Furthermore, this
act is simultaneously the act of impregnation which defines bi-
sexual creation. The intellectual desire which evolved in the Be-
ing directs itself reflectively against that Being, thus discovering
its own rootedness in that. This reflexivity of thought thinking
on its roots is expressed in stanza 4, where the kavi-s’ searching
thought enters their own heart (hrd), which is elscwhere (e.g.,
11.35.2) precisely the source of thought.l4 By so reflecting,
thought comes into its own as an autonomous entity: but this
autonomy exists only in Oé)position to thought’s continuing
basis in the primal Beingl Thinking on its own origins, it
becomes, so to speak, its own “‘father”, while the primal Being
becomes its “‘mother”. The situation is closely similar to RV
I1.35 where the “‘Child of the Waters” is autochthonously gene-
rated by the maternal waters (stanzas 7, 8, 10)16 but also
engenders himself upon them (stanzas 13 and probably 9). RV
X.129 differs from this hymn in representing thought, rather
than a god, as the male principle which is generated by the pri-
mal Bi?ing (here a plurality of females) as the latter’s impreg-
nator.

14. Cf. Renou (1955) p. 24. The assimilation of the roots of thought to the
roots of the cosmos is found in the hymn to Speech (Vic), X.125, stanza 7: Speech,
Wwho is the source of thought (stanzas 4 and 5) has her “womb” in the waters, and
like them engenders a male principle (the ““father”) as a sexual complement. Evident-
ly she stimulates thought and speech among men for the same reason (stanza 5).
“The heart as source of poetry (inspiration) is called an occan (=The precosmic
waters) at IV.58.11,5.”

15. The peculiar place of man as a being who attains a relative independence of
the maternal principle is expressed rather clearly in X.72.8,9. If, following Hoffman
(1957), p. 101, we take martandd, “born of a dead egg”, as signifying *‘man”, we
have a case where the first 7 sons born from the body of Aditi (i.e., the Adityas)
become gods and return to the primal condition (purvydm yugdm), i.e., back to her
body, while the 8th son, Martanda, is set apart (pdra asyat) to generate progeny and
die. Rather than thought, the source of man’s independence seems to be here his
mortality.

16. Cf. also VI.16.35; X.121.7; X.82.6.

17. RV X.121 presents a similar but not identical situation. The Unknown God
having been earlier credited with the cosmogonic acts of Indra and Varuna (propping
apart the worlds, fixing the earth, ruling as a king over all creatures) is in stanzas 7
and § compared with two male gods who are first generated by the primordial- wa-
ters: "Agni (7) and Daksa (8). As in X.129 the male god becomes the sexual comple-
ment of the waters, but instead of impregnating them, he is said flatly to ‘‘generate’’
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But if thinking initiates bisexuality, and the latter creates the
evolved world of sat/visrsti, what are we to say of the place of
sat in the original, autochthonous evolution of the primal Be-
ing? In stanza 3 we have that the Being ‘‘was born”’, i.e., evolved
or emanated a part of itself, and the kavi-s’ discovery of sdt’s
evolution out of asdt in stanza 4 seems to show clearly that sdt
did evolve before it was thought about. The question is whether
the “world” was autochthonously generated along with kdma,
or whether kdma (and thought) developed alone, with the
“world” a later, solely bisexual production.

The answer seems to be that kdma and the world of sat did
arise together, and the latter merely changed its mode of being
following the self-discovery of thought’s origins. When thought
discovers its autochthonous birth it thereby comes to be born
bisexually as its own “‘father”. Perhaps because sa¢ and thought
are not identical (thought is only part of sdt), the generativity
of thought with respect to sdt is not assigned exclusively to

them as well as the cosmos. But this is somewhat illusory: the situations are in fact
consonant. The root jan, ‘‘generate”, is used in two senses, one appropriate to the fe-
male sexual function, the other to the male. Feminine engenderment is “‘evolutiona-
ry”, involving inner transformation and self-manifestation, while masculine engender-
ment operates from outside, by opening up or impregnating. This can be seen by
comparing stanza 9 with stanza 7. In 7, Agni is “generated” by the waters as the em-
bryo of the universe, while in 9 the Agni/Daksa-like god ‘‘generates’ heaven and
earth. The latter “engenderment” seems comparable to the propping-apart of heaven
and earth recalled in stanzas 1 and 5; that is, the originally closed world is made open
and thereby fertile. Thus, when in 9, pada c, the god is said to generate the waters,
(by whom he has himself been *“generated” in 7) we may infer that this merely speci-
fies the act of propping apart heaven and earth suggested in the first half of the stan-
za: the matrix in which the heavenly/earthly substance subsisted, which was split in
two by their “endepgerment”, was the waters. The waters would then be engendered
only in the figurative sense that they are the material out of which the worlds are
‘“engendered”. Alternatively, we may think that the waters are released (as in 1.32,
etc.) from their primordial bondage when the worlds are propped apart. In any event,
the waters are not produced by the masculine principle in the same way as he is pro-
duced by them. (This observation should also apply to the cases of ‘‘reversible parent-
hood” at X.72.4,5 and X.90.9) As in X.129.5 the masculine principle in X.121 is
intelligent: this is conveyed by the phrase apo . . . parya’pag}ad “‘watched the waters
all around” (stanza 8). Likewise, in X.82.5 the gods, newly born from the embryo
borne by the waters, ‘“‘see’’ (sama'pas’yanta).

18. My interpretation of kdma as intellectual desire finds a partial parallel at
X.71.1-2 where prend, “love, friendship”, motivates the origin of language and
thought, which as in X.129 appear out of obscurity. The result of thinking and speak-
ing is that the poets know their friendship for each other: a social bond rather than
the cosmic tie of X.129. Nevertheless, the desire to communicate with each other
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human thinkers but also to a god: the adhyaksa, “overseer”, of
the last stanza, who repeats the cosmic role of thought on the
cosmic plane.19 Thus, the bisexual generation described in
stanza 5 is not to be construed as contradicting the autochtho-
nous generation described in stanza 3: it is a transformation of
the latter in thought. When the world is understood to arise
autochthonously, it is thereby also understood to arise bisexual-
ly — because thought cannot conceive of its own origin as
autochthonous without the desire to understand which makes
its origin bisexual. This can be expressed in the form of a pro-
portion: autochthonous thought: bisexual thought = autoch-
thonous cosmos (sdt): bisexual cosmos (sdt), because the cos-
mos (sdt) includes thought.

Stanzas 6 - 7. The question of the source of autochthonous
creation is raised, and simultaneously the question of who
knows this origin. The difference from stanza 4 is that here the
context is purely cosmological rather than human, so the
“knower”” must be cosmic also. Stanza 6 asks who this knower
may be, and stanza 7 tentatively answers, “one who oversees
the world from heaven”. This overseer is evidently not only a
knower, but like human thought, a masculine engenderer of
beings: this is conveyed when the poet asks whether the world
was “put in place” (dadhé), presumably by the overseer, in
stanza 7. The root of which dadhé is the 3rd person singular,
perfect middle, is dha, which forms the second half of retodhd,
“placer of the seed” which, as we have seen, characterises the
masculine principle produced by human self-reflection (stanza
5). But because the world whose origin is sought is not referred
to human thought as “engenderer”’, the connection I have tried
to show between autochthonous and bisexual creation becomes

leads them to discover their (implicit, *“‘unconscious’) relatedness, which that desire
already expressed (albeit in a nascent form). Thus, desire to be related reveals,
through the mediation of thought and language, a preexistent relatedness. Likewise,
at X.129, sat’s desire to be related to its origin reveals, through thought, that it was
already so related. In both cases thought changes nothing, but merely brings some-
thing out into the light — and yet this act of illumination is precisely the advent of bi-
sexual creation, in X.129, and in X.71, of the ritual apportionment of language. (Cf.
stanzas 3 and 11, where the unitary treasure of language is divided into the various
priestly roles at the sacrifice.) Common to both is an increasing differentiation by
thought: of the cosmos in X.129; of society in X.71.
19. Cf.X.121.8;X.82.5.
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obscured. Instead, they are presented as mutually exclusive
possibilities: either the cosmos evolved autochthonously from
the primal Being (as implied by the word for “‘world”, visrsti,
literally ‘“‘emanation”, and the verb form a bhu, which refers
back to the nominal abhu of stanza 3, denoting ‘‘becoming”),
or it was put in place by the masculine overseer functioning
as retodhd, “impregnator”’. What is missing is the autochtho-
"nous provenance of the overseer himself who, precisely because
his roots are in the primal Being, could know his origin and that
of the cosmos of which he would be, in this act, ‘“‘father’’. Evi-
dently these last two stanzas represent a degeneration in the
kavi-s’ thought, which falls into a dualism losing itself in obscu-
rity at both ends. Even bisexuality is nearly lost at this point:
the creative principles are wrapped in their respective (temporal
and spatial) remotenesses and connect only as complementary
mysteries.

Perhaps the significance of these two verses is to show by a

negative example that autochthony and bisexuality are mutual-
ly complementary: when they are severed, as here, neither
makes sense, and the world loses its moorings in the primal
Being and, simultaneously, in the thought which realizes that it
is moored there.

Nevertheless, we are left with a desire to understand the
origin of this world, and are the wiser for understanding that
this desire is not merely personal but is rooted in the nature of
the cosmos.

REFERENCES

Geldner, K.F.
1951 Der Rig-Veda aus dem Sanskrit ins Deutsche ubersetzt, Dritter
Teil, Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Gonda, J.
1966 De Kosmogonie van Rigveda 10.129 Tijdschrift voor Filosofie
28:4. '
Hoffman, K.

1957 Martinda und Gayomart Miinchener Studien zur Sprachwis-
senschaft, 11: 85-103.
Renou, L.
1953  Etudes Veédiques, b. Bandhu, Journal Aszatzque 241: 171-175.
1955  Les Pouvoirs de la Parole dans le Rgveda, in Etudes Védiques
et Paninéennes (EVP), Tome I, Paris: Editions de Boccard.

REFLECTIONS ON RV 281

1956  Hymnes Spéculatifs du Veda, Paris: Gallimard.
1967 EVP, Tome XVI.
1968 Religions of Ancient India (Jordan Lectures for 1952), New
York: Schocken Books.
Schmidt, H.P.

1968  Brhaspati und Indra, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.
Thieme, P.

1952  Brahman Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesell-
schaft, 102: 91-129.
van Buitenen, J.A.B. .
1957a Studies in Samkhya II Journal of the Amerzcan Oriental
Society 77: 15-25,
'1957b  Studies in Samkhya IIl Journal of the American Orzental
Society 77: 88-107.



