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BRAHMAN AS THE ABSOLUTE IN
LATE BRAHMANA TEXTS

Lauren M. Bausch

In the Rgveda, brahman generally refers to a sacred utterance
seen by a realized seer, whereas in the Upanisads, brdhman tends
to stand for the absolute.' Between these, in the Brahmana texts,
brdahman often is understood to be the self-born who created the
entire universe. This suggests that the explicit and abstract
philosophical use of the term brdhman in the Brahmana texts was
established before or close to the same time as the composition of
the earliest Upanisads and serves as a bridge between early and late
Vedic genres. As Jan Gonda (1950: 13) points out, brahman already
had multiple connotations in pre-Upanisadic thought. While many
cosmologies in the Brahmana texts feature Prajapati as the
primordial being, late Brahmana texts also narrate episodes in which
brahman is the primary being who created everything. These
cosmologies illustrate how brdhman stood for the ground of being
in late Brahmana texts.

Before turning to the Brahmana texts, a few words are
necessary to provide a brief philological background of brdhman in
early Vedic. Many scholars have written on brdhman, including
Louis Renou, Gonda, Paul Thieme, Peter Scharf, and Joel Brereton.
According to Scharf (2007), in Vedic brdhman refers to a Vedic
hymn or a sacred poetic composition. Hermann Oldenberg (1917
vol. 2: 65), Thieme (1952: 108, 118, 125) and Brereton (2004: 326)
understand brdhman as formulation. Renou (1949: 12-18)
emphasizes the enigmatic quality of brdhman and its religious and
priestly power. Similarly, Gonda (1950: 10; 1962: 270) sees
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brdhman as “‘the potency or principle from which all things are
derived” and ‘“‘the power immanent in the words, verses, and
formulas of the Veda.” The hymns that comprise the Rgveda are
believed to be brdhman, meaning they are sacred utterances seen
by sages who have opened their mind to primordial reality. Because
when seen, sacred utterances are one with the ground of being,
brahman refers both to the hymn and to the source of everything
manifest.

In this way, there is no surprise that brahman is one of the main
technical terms for ultimate reality in Vedic thought. The idea that
the utterances are one with the absolute finds support in the lineage
given at the end of the Sandilya section of the Satapatha Brahmana.
In a passage closely resembling the beginning of the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad, SBM 10.6.5 narrates a cosmology in which nothing
existed in the beginning.> This world was covered by Death, which
is hunger. “It made up its mind, [thinking] ‘May I have a body
(@tman)’” (SBM 10.6.5.1: tan mano’kurutatmanvi syam iti). He
went on worshiping and the waters were produced, then the earth
(10.6.5.1-2). Then he made himself threefold and established
himself everywhere (10.6.5.3). A lineage is given the end of the
brahmana, starting with brahman, from which the transmission
passes to Prajapati. Here brahman is said to be self-existent (SBM
10.6.5.9: brahma svayambhﬁ; Gonda 1950: 10). Sacred knowledge,
including what is known about the origin, has to start with the origin
itself. It is known by one who loses his individual self and becomes
the self-existent origin.

The Satapatha Brahmana portrays brahman as what existed
alone in the beginning and, creating the world through heating
itself, incarnated through derivatives of itself (SBK 3.2.5.1-3; cf.
SBM 11.2.3.1-6). In this cosmology, the self-existent absolute
remained in nonduality until a desire arose to create something else:

brahma ha va idam agra asa tad akamatya katham nu
prajayeyeti tad asramyat tat tapo ’tapyata tad devata

asrjata ta devatah srstva yathalokam vyarohayam
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cakdrdgnim evasinl loke yo ’yam pavate tam antarikse
divy eva suryam tata tirdhva ya itare lokds tesv itard
devatas tad yatha ha va esu lokesv ima devata evam ha
tesu lokesu ta devatas tad “dha brahma parardham eva
pariydaya tasmad yas caitad veda yas ca na
brahmottaram ity evicaksatel SBK 3.2.5.1

In the beginning, verily [all] this was brahman. Then it
desired. How indeed could I procreate?”” Then it toiled.
It performed asceticism. Then it emitted from itself
devatas. Having emitted from itself those devatas, it
caused them to ascend to their respective worlds. It
caused Agni to ascend to this world. It caused the one
who blows to ascend to the intermediate space. It caused
the sun to go to the sky (div). Then it caused the other
deities to go to ascend to the other higher worlds. Like
that, it caused the devatas verily to ascend to these
worlds. In the same way, it placed them in those worlds.
Brahman spanned the utmost limit indeed. Therefore
he who knows this, or not, says, “Brahman is higher.”

Since there was nothing else in existence in the beginning, brdhman
created the devatas from itself and placed them in their respective
worlds. Though they enjoy relative existence among each other, the
devatas, like the worlds, are nothing but brdhman. In this narrative,
moreover, brahman is the only thing great enough to embrace all
creation within itself.

After creating the worlds, brahman wanted to come down to
experience relative existence, but had to figure out how to make the
worlds continuous:

tad dheksam cakre brahma katham nv imaml lokan
pratyaveyam kena nv imaml lokant samtanuyam iti tad
etabhyam dvabhyam pratyaveyaya namna ca ripena
caitavad va idam nama caiva rupam ca sa yasyaha
namasti tan nama yasyo nu namastl tad rigpam...|SBK
3252
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Then indeed brahman observed, “How can I get down
to these worlds? By what means can I make these worlds
continuous?”” Then, through these two, name and form,
it came down. So much verily is this [world]—name
and form. That of which he says is the name is its name.
About whose name it is, that is the form...

In order to experience individual existence, brdhman has to come
down through name and form. The occurrence of name and form
in this passage is an early, if not the first, philosophical occurrence
of name and form in Indian thought. The Satapatha goes on to say
what these terms mean:

te haite brahmani mahati abhve sa yo haite brahmani
mahati abhve veda mahad dhalvabhvam gacchati te
haite brahmani mahati yakse sa yo haite brahmani
mahatl yakse veda mahad dhaiva yaksam gacchati
yado vai paramatam gacchaty athdhur mahad
vavabhvam prapto mahad yaksam iti yado vai deva ete
brahmam apnuvann athamrta asur martyd haiva tatah
purd babhiivur mano val ripam manasa hi rigpam
vededam idam rijpam iti ‘manase vai purvam agharam
agharayan ‘tena rupam dpnoti vag vai nama vacad hi
namabhlvyaharatl vdace va uttaram  dagharam
aghdrayati tena namapnotl te deva ete brahmani
aptvamrtatvam ajayan brahmanah salokatam a]ayant
sa ya evam ete brahmani apnotl sarvam u haivasmiml
loka dayur ety aksiyam amusmiml loke *mrtatvam jayati
devanam brahmanah salokatam jayati) SBK 3.2.53

These are the two brahmans—the two great, immense
powers. He who knows these two brahmans, namely
the two great, immense powers, he becomes the same
great, immense power. These two brahmans are the
two great yaksas. He who knows these two brahmans,
the two great yaksas, he goes to that same great yaksa.
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When he goes to the supreme stage, then they say that
he has attained the great, immense power—the great
yvaksa. When the devas attained these two brahmans,
then they were immortals. Before that indeed, th_ey were
mortals. Mind is the same as form (ripa), for he knows
form through the mind, [thinking,] “This is form.” For
the sake of mind, verily, he offers the first sprinkling of
the ghee oblation by which he obtains ripa. Speech
(vac) is the same as name (nama), for by speech he
utters a name. To speech he offers the subsequent
sprinkling of ghee, by which he obtains nama. Those
devas, having obtained these two brahmans, won
immortality. They won the same worldliness as
brahman. He who attains these two brahmans, he
reaches a complete life in this world. He wins
inexhaustible immortality in that world. He wins the
same worldliness as the devas and brahman.”

The Brahmana homologizes nama with speech (vac) and rigpa with
the mind (manas). Both are said to be immense powers (abhva) that
make the devas continuous. Given that the devas are dependent on
offerings from this world, the relative existence of human beings
who employ mind and speech in intellectual functions more than
guarantees a constant supply of offerings to the devas. And with
these offerings, the devas give offerings in return, which secures the
continuity of the worlds. In Kanva Satapatha Brahmana 3.2.5.1-3,
brahman is the underlying power, out of which name and form, as
well as all that exists emerged.’ This passage shows that brahman
explicitly represented the nondual whole already in the Brahmana
texts and that namarupa was already understood to derive directly
from brahman and to be the manifest form of brahman. Here
brahman serves as the creative principle underlying the manifest
world as well as everything manifest.

Whereas in the Satapatha Brahmana brahman becomes the
two great yaksas, in the Gopatha Brahmana, it is a great mystery
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(vaksa) that brahman is alone. The Gopatha Brahmana begins with
the assertion that brahman alone was the nondual, self-existent
reality in the beginning:
brahma ha va idam agra asit svayambhv ekam eva |
tadaiksata mahad vai yaksam yad ekam evasmi,
hantaham mad eva manmatram dvitiyam devam
nirmimd iti| tad abhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat |
tasya Srantasya taptasya samtaptasya lalate sneho yad
ardram djayata tenanandat | tad abravit-mahad vai
yaksam suvedam avidam aham iti | tad yad abravit—
mahad vai yaksam suvedam avidam aham iti—tasmat
suvedo ’bhavat | tam va etam suvedam santam sveda
ity dacaksate paroksena | paroksapriya iva hi deva
bhavanti pratyaksadvisah | GB 1.1.1

In the beginning verily there was only brahman, self-
existent, one alone. It observed, “It is a great mystery
[vaksa] that I am alone. Well, let me create from me
only a second deva of my size.””* Tt toiled, heated, and
practiced asceticism. When it had toiled, heated, and
practiced asceticism, an unctuousness on the forehead
and that which was wet was produced. Due to that, it
became happy. Then it said, “I have come to know the
great mystery which was easy to know (suveda).”
Because it said, “I have come to know the great mystery
which was easy to know,” from that it became easy to
know (suveda). And that, being easy to know (suveda),
they call “sweat (sveda)” indirectly. For the devas like
something not directly seen and dislike what is directly
seen.

According to the Gopatha’s cosmology, brahman was the original
absolute principle. Through laboring and heating itself, fluid was
produced. Perhaps sweat is linked to the cosmic waters of other
creation myths. Thus the original source produced a product, sweat,
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and no longer was alone. On account of this created reality, feeling
and knowing become possible. It is interesting that there is only one
yvaksa in the Gopatha account, and it is something knowable.
Something that is known presupposes something that knows,
marking the beginning of duality, upon which rests the intellectual
cognition of the manifest world.

The Gopatha Brahmana goes on to describe many more
rounds of heating and producing new things in an ongoing process
of creation. As sweat pouring from the pores formed streams, this
world was created, including wives and children:

sa bhityo ’Sramyad bhityo ’tapyad bhitya atmanam
samatapat | tasya Srantasya taptasya samtaptasya
sarvebhyo  romagartebhyah  prthaksvedadharah
prasyandanta | tabhir anandat | tad abravit—abhir va
aham idam sarvam dharayisyami yad idam kim ca,
abhir va aham idam sarvam janayisyami yad idam kim
ca, abhir va aham idam sarvam dapsyami yad idam kim
ceti | tad yad abravit— abhir va aham idam sarvam
dharayisyami yad idam kim ceti, tasmad dhara
abhavan | tad dharanam dharatvam yac casu
dhriyate | tad yad abravit—abhir va aham idam sarvam
Jjanayisyami yad idam kim ceti, tasmdj jaya abhavan |
taj jayanam jayatvam yac casu puruso jayate yac ca
putrah | pun nama narakam anekaSatataram, tasmat
tratiti putras | tat putrasya putratvam | tad yad abravit—
abhir va aham idam sarvam apsyami yad idam kim
ceti, tasmad apo ’bhavan | tad apam aptvam | apnoti
vai sa sarvan kaman yan kamayate [ya evam veda] |
GBI1.1.2

He again toiled, again heated himself, and again
practiced asceticism. When he had toiled, heated, and
practiced asceticism, the streams of sweat flew
separately from all the pores of the skin. On account of
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those [streams] it became happy. It said, “By means of
these [streams] I will hold all this whatever there is. By
means of these verily, I will produce all this, whatever
there is. By means of these, [ will obtain all this, whatever
there is.” Because it said, “By means of these [streams
of sweat], I will hold everything that there is,” therefore
the streams came to be. That is the stream-ness of
streams which is held in them. Because it said, “By
means of these [streams] I will produce (janayisyami)
all this, whatever there is,” therefore wives (jayah) came
into existence. That is the wifeness of wives, since out
of them, a person is born and a son is born. There is a
hell named Put as big as many hundred stars. ““He
protects (trati) from that” [Put hell], thus putra.’ That is
the son-ness of the son. Because it said, “By means of
these [streams] I will obtain (apsyami) all this, whatever
there is,” therefore they became the waters (apah). That
is the waterness of the waters. He verily obtains all
desires which he desires [who knows thus].
After creating the nuclear family, brahman then toiled and heated
itself to give rise to the sage Bhrgu:

ta apah srstvanvaiksata | tasu svam chayam apasyat |
tam asyeksamanasya svayam reto 'skandat | tad apsu
pratyatisthat | tas tatraivabhyasramyad abhyatapat
samatapat | tah Srantas taptah samtaptah sardham eva
retasa dvaidham abhavan | tasam anyatard atilavanda
apeyd asvadvyas | ta asantda retah samudram vrtva-
tisthan | athetarah peyah svadvyah santdas | tdas tatraiva-
bhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat | tabhyah Sranta-
bhyas taptabhyah samtaptabhyo yad reta asit tad
abhrjjyata | yad abhrjjyata tasmad bhrguh samabha-
vat | tad bhrgor bhrgutvam | bhrgur iva vai sa sarvesu
lokesu bhati ya evam veda | GB 1.1.3
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Having created those waters, he observed that in them
[the waters] he saw his own shadow [=reflection]. While
he was observing that [his own shadow], at that time,
his semen automatically fell down. It [the semen] stayed
in those [waters]. It toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism right there for them [the waters]. Those
[waters] being toiled, heated, and made hot, along with
the semen itself became twofold. Out of them, some
part of it was extremely salty, not worthy for drinking,
and not sweet. Those not peaceful [waters] remained
having surrounded the semen, the ocean. Now the other
[waters] were drinkable, sweet, and peaceful. It
[brahman] toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism right
there for them [the waters]. From those [waters] which
were toiled, heated, and made hot, whatever semen
there was it was roasted (Vbhrj). Because they roasted,
out of that [semen] Bhrgu came out. That is the Bhrgu-
ness of Bhrgu. One who knows thus, he verily shines
in all the three worlds like Bhrgu.

Next, the Gopatha Brahmana narrates the creation of the
Atharvan priest, to whom brahman tells to look after the creatures
because the Atharvan priest is said to be equal to Prajapati.

sa bhrgum srstvantaradhiyata | sa bhrguh srstah pran
aijata | tam vag anvavadat | vayo vaya iti | sa nyavartata
| sa daksinam disam aijata | tam vag anvavadat |
matari§van matarisvann iti | sa nyavartata | sa praticim
disam aijata | tam vag anvavadat | pavamana
pavamdneti | sa nyavartata | sa udicim diSam aijata |
tam vag anvavadat | vata vateti | tam abravit | na nv
avidam aham iti | na hiti | atharvan enam etasv evapsv
anviccheti | tad yad abravid atharvan enam etdsv
evapsv anviccheti tad atharvabhavat | tad atharvano
‘tharvatvam | tasya ha va etasya bhagavato ’tharvana
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rser yathaiva brahmano lomani yathangani yatha
prana evam evasya sarva atma samabhavat | tam
atharvanam brahmabravit — prajapateh prajah srstva
palayasveti | tad yad abravit prajapateh prajah srstva
palayasveti tasmat prajapatir abhavat | tat prajapateh
prajapatitvam | atharva vai prajapatih | prajapatir iva
vai sa sarvesu lokesu bhati ya evam veda | GB 1.1.4
Having created Bhrgu, he disappeared. That Bhrgu who was
created, he moved toward the east. Speech called after him: “O
wind (vayu), o wind.” He returned. He moved toward the southern
direction. Speech called after him, “O Matari§van, o Matari§van.”
He returned. He moved toward the western direction. Speech called
after him, “O purifying one (pavamana), o purifying one.” He
returned. He moved toward the northern direction. Speech called
after him, “O wind (vata), o wind!” He said, “I have not known.”
“No indeed.” “Now please find it in just these waters toward your
side (atharvan).” Because he said, “Now try to find it in just these
waters toward your side (atharvan),” then atharvan came into
existence.’ This is the Atharvanness of Atharvan. Of this blessed
sage, Atharvan, just as there are hairs of brahman, just as there are
limbs, just as there is breath, in the same way it became its complete
atman (body). To that Atharvan, brahman said—having created
the praja (creatures) of Prajapati, look after them. Because it said,
“having created the praja of Prajapati, look after them,” therefore,
he became Prajapati. That is the Prajapati-ness of Prajapati. The
Atharvan priest verily is the same as Prajapati. One who knows thus
shines in all the worlds like Prajapati.
After that, more Atharvan sages were produced, along with the
formulae that became the Atharvaveda.

tam atharvanam rsim abhyaSramyad abhyatapat
samatapat |  tasmadc chrantat taptat samtaptad
da$atayan  atharvana rsin  niramimataikarcan
dvyrcams trcams caturrcan pancarcant sadarcant
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saptarcan astarcan navarcan dasSarcan iti | tan
atharvana rsin abhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat |
tebhyah Srantebhyas taptebhyah samtaptebhyo
dasatayan atharvanan arseyan niramimataikadasan
dvadsams trayodasams$ caturdasan paiicadasan
sodasant saptadasSan astadasan navadasan vimsan
iti | tan atharvana r$in datharvanams$ carseyan
abhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat |  tebhyah
Srantebhyas taptebhyah samtaptebhyo yan mantran
apasyat sa datharvano vedo ’bhavat | tam atharvanam
vedam abhyasSramyad abhyatapat samatapat | tasmdc
chrantat taptat samtaptad om iti mana evordhvam
aksaram udakramat | sa ya icchet sarvair etair
atharvabhi$ catharvanais ca kurviyety etayaiva tan
mahavyahrtya kurvita | sarvair ha va asyaitair
atharvabhis catharvanais ca krtam bhavati ya evam
veda yas caivamvidvan evam etayd mahavyahrtya
kurute | GB 1.1.5

It toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism toward the rsi
Atharvan. From that which toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism, it created ten rsis who were Atharvans:
Those with [= who have composed] one rc, those with
two rcs, those with three rcs, those with four rcs, those
with five rcs, those with six rcs, those with seven rcs,
those with eight rcs, those with nine rcs, and those with
ten rcs. It toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism toward
those Atharvan sages. Out of these who toiled, heated,
and practiced asceticism, it created ten belonging to
Atharvan who belong to the rsi: those with [=who have
composed] eleven rcs, those with twelve rcs, those with
thirteen rcs, those with fourteen rcs, those with fifteen
rcs, those with sixteen rcs, those with seventeen rcs,
those with eighteen rcs, those with nineteen rcs, and
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those with twenty rcs. Then toward those Atharvan rsis
and toward those belonging to the Atharvan rsis, it
toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism. From those who
toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism, whatever
mantra it saw, that became the Atharvana Veda. Toward
that Atharvana Veda, it toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism. From that which toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism, one syllable came out upwards, namely
“om,” which is the same as mind. He who would desire,
“May I perform by means of all these Atharvans and
[the formulae] that belong to Atharvans,” by means of
this great utterance, he should perform it. One who
knows this, for him it becomes performed by means of
all these Atharvans and by means of those that belong
to the Atharvans. One who knows thus, he performs
[the offering] by means of this great utterance.

As the creation process continued, again through heating, the

three worlds were created along with the Vedas and the vyahrtis.
sa bhityo ’Sramyad bhityo ’tapyad bhitya datmanam
samatapat| sa atamata eva triml lokan niramimita
prthivim antariksam divam iti| sa khalu padabhyam
eva prthivim nirmamimita| udarad antariksam mirdhno
divam | sa tams triml lokan abhyaSramyad abhyatapat
samatapat| tebhyah  Srantebhyas  taptebhyah
samtaptebhyas trin devan niramimital agnim vayum
adityam  itil  sa  khalu  prthivya  evagnim
niramimitantariksad vayum diva adityam| sa tams trin
devan abhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat| tebhyah
§rantebhyas taptebhyah samtaptebhyas trin vedan
niramimita rgvedam yajurvedam samavedam iti| agner
rgvedam vayor yajurvedam adityat samavedam| sa
tams trin vedan abhyaSramyad abhyatapat samatapat|
tebhyah Srantebhyas taptebhyah samtaptebhyas tisro
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mahavyahrtir niramimita bhitr bhuvah svar iti| bhir ity
rgvedad bhuva iti yajurvedat svar iti samavedat| sa ya
icchet sarvair etais tribhir vedaih kurviyety etabhir eva
tan mahavyahrtibhi. kurvita| sarvair ha va asyaitais
tribhir vedaih krtam bhavati ya evam veda yas
caivamvidvan evam etabhir mahavyahrtibhih kurute|
GB 1.1.6

He again toiled, heated himself, and practiced asceticism
and he created three worlds from his very body: “the
earth, intermediate sphere, and the sky.” Out of his feet,
you should know, he created the earth. From his belly,
he created the intermediary region. From his head he
created the sky. He again toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism toward the three worlds. From these that were
toiled, heated, and made hot, he created three gods,
namely fire, wind, and the sun. From the earth, you
should know, he created fire, from the intermediate
region he created the wind, and from the sky he created
the sun. He again toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism toward these three gods. From these who
toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism he created the
three Vedas, namely the Rgveda, the Yajurveda, and
the Samaveda. From fire he created the Rgveda, from
wind the Yajurveda, from the sun the Samaveda. He
toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism toward the three
Vedas. From these that were toiled, heated, and made
hot, he created the three great utterances, namely bhiir
bhuvah svah. “Bhith” is from the Rgveda, “bhuvah” is
from the Yajurveda, and svah is from the Samaveda.
He who would desire, ““I should act by means of all
these Vedas,” he should do that by means of these great
utterances. Verily for him it becomes done by means of
all the three Vedas. One who knows this, and who is

111
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wise in this way, performs by means of these great
utterances in this way.

According to Gopatha Brahmana 1.1.1 and 1.1.6, self-existent
brahman as absolute is more basic insofar as it existed prior to
brahman as sacred utterance in the Vedas. The Gopatha Brahmana
proceeds to then tell of the ocean and Varuna, death and the Angiras.

ta ya amu retah samudram vrtvatisthams tah pracyo
daksinacyah praticya udicyah samavadravantal tad yat
samavadravanta tasmat samudra ucyate| ta bhita
abruvan| bhagavantam eva vayam rdjanam vrnimaha
itil yac ca vrtvatisthams tad varano ’bhavat| tam va
etam varanam santam varuna ity dcaksate paroksenal
paroksapriya iva hi deva bhavanti pratyaksadvisah| sa
samudrad amucyatal sa mucyur abhavat| tam va etam
mucyum santam mrtyur ity dcaksate paroksenal
paroksapriyd iva hi deva bhavanti pratyaksadvisas|
tam varunam mrtyum abhyasramyad abhyatapat
samatapat| tasya Srantasya taptasya samtaptasya
sarvebhyo 'ngebhyo raso ’ksarat| so 'ngaraso 'bhavat|
tam va etam angarasam santam angird ity dacaksate
paroksenal paroksapriya iva hi deva bhavanti
pratyaksadvisah| GB 1.1.7

Those which remained, having surrounded the semen,
the ocean, they flowed (samavadravanta) to the east,
south, west, and north. Because they flowed, therefore
it is called samudra (ocean). Being frightened, they
said, “We choose the blessed one as our king.”” Because
they stood, having surrounded, therefore he became
Varana (surrounding). Him, being Varana, they call
Varuna indirectly. For devas are fond of something
indirect as it were. They hate what is direct. He freed
(amucyata) himself from the ocean. He became mucyuh.
Him, being mucyuh, they call mrtyuh (death) indirectly.
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For the gods are fond of something indirect. They hate
what is direct. He toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism towards Varuna, who is death. Then from all
parts of him who toiled, heated, and practiced
asceticism, sap flowed. That became the sap of the body
(angarasa). That which is angarasa they call Angiras
indirectly. For the gods are fond of something indirect
as it were. They hate what is direct.

This section narrates the story of Varuna and connects him
with the flowing waters of the ocean. In the Taittiriya Aranyaka
(TA 9.1.1, TU 3.1.1), Bhrgu, the son of Varuna, approaches his
father to request him to teach brahman. This is interesting, because
in this Gopatha cosmology, Bhrgu is created before Varuna and is
therefore closer to the original ground of being called brahman.
Nevertheless, in the Taittiriya account, Varuna instructs Bhrgu about
brahman:

ydto va imani bhitani jiyante| yéna jatani jivanti| ydt
prayantyabhisamvisanti|  tdad  vijijiasasval tdd
brahmétilTA 9.1.1, TU 3.1.1

“From which these beings are born, by which, once
born, they live, when dying, into which these enter—
desire to know that. That is brahman.””’

Though the figures and terminology may change across Vedic
narratives, what the words point to, beyond the words, remains
consistent. Continuing the Gopatha cosmology, more Angirasa seers
were then created from the practice of asceticism and the Angirasa
Veda.

tam angirasam rsim abhyasramyad abhyatapat
samatapat| tasmdc chrantat taptat samtaptad vimsino
‘ngirasa rsin niramimital tan vimsino 'hgirasa rsin
abhyasramyad abhyatapat samatapat| tebhyah
Srantebhyas taptebhyah samtaptebhyo daSatayan
angirasan arseyan niramimita sodasino ’staada$ino
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dvadasina ekarcan dvyrcams trcams caturrcan
pancarcan sadarcan saptarcan iti| tan angirasa rsin
angirasams carseyan abhyaSramyad abhyatapat
samatapat| tebhyah Srantebhyas taptebhyah samta-
ptebhyo yan mantran apasyat sa angiraso vedo
bhavat| tam angirasam vedam abhyasramyad
abhyatapat samatapat| tasmdc chrantat taptat
samtaptdj janad iti dvaitam aksaram vyabhavat| sa ya
icchet sarvair etair angirobhis cangirasais ca kurviyety
etayaiva tan mahavyahrtya kurvital sarvair ha va
asyaitair angirobhis cangirasais ca krtam bhavati ya
evam veda yas caivamvidvan evam etayd mahavya-
hrtya kurute| GB 1.1.8

Toward that Angiras rsi, he toiled, heated himself, and
practiced asceticism. From the one who toiled, heated
himself, and practiced asceticism, he created the
Angirasa rsis consisting of twenty [=those who
composed hymns with twenty verses]. Toward those
Angirasa rsis who had twenty, he toiled, heated himself,
and practiced asceticism. From those that were toiled,
heated, and made hot, he created those Angiras tenfold
[verses] belonging to the Angiras, descended from a
rsi—those having sixteen verses, those having eighteen
verses, those having twelve verses, and those who have
one verse, those having two verses, those having three
verses, those having four verses, those having five
verses, those having six verses, and those having seven
verses. Toward those Angiras rsis, who were belonging
Angirases, descended from a rsi, he toiled, heated
himself, and practiced asceticism. From those who
toiled, heated, and practiced asceticism, whatever
mantras he saw became the Arngirasa Veda. In
connection with that Angirasa Veda, he toiled, heated
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himself, and practiced asceticism. From that [Angirasa
Veda] which was toiled over, heated, and practiced
asceticism over, “‘janat,” consisting of two syllables,
was produced. He who would desire, “May I perform
with all these Angirases and the formulae belonging to
the Angirases,” he should perform that [ritual] with this
great utterance. Verily, [the ritual] is performed by all
the Angirases and the formulae belonging to the
Angirases. He who knows thus, knowing in this way,
performs in this way with this great utterance.

The next section of the Gopatha Brahmana takes a meta-
perspective on creation and, in doing so, connects many of the
connotations of brahman in the Brahmana texts.

sa ardhvo tisthat| sa imaml lokan vyastabhnat | tasmad
angiraso ‘dhiyana urdhvas tisthati | tad vratam sa
manasda dhyayed yad va aham kim ca manasa
dhyasyami tathaiva tad bhavisyati | tad dha sma
tathaiva bhavati| tad apy etad rcoktam |

Srestho ha vedas tapaso ’dhi jato brahmajiianam
hrdaye sambabhiiva | rcy rgbhitam yad asrjyatedam
niveSanam anrnam diiram asyeti |

ta va eta angirasam jamayo yan menayah | karoti
menibhir viryam ya evam veda | GB 1.1.9

He stood up. He supported these worlds. Therefore, he
who studies the Angiras formulae, he stands up. That is
a vow. He should think with his mind that whatever
I will think with my mind will become a reality. It indeed
happens in the same way. This too has been said by a
verse —

“The best Veda [Atharvaveda] indeed, born out of
asceticism, was produced in the heart of those who
know brahman. That which was emitted has become a
rc in a rc, this [world], settling down without a debt far
from this.”
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These verily are missile weapons related to the
Angirases. He who knows thus does heroic activity
(virya) with the help of missile weapons.

The mind here is said to be powerful because whatever is
thought becomes a reality. By cleansing the heart through asceticism,
the sages know brahman directly. This leads to the generation of
sacred language so powerful that it is compared to missile weapons.
Because they have seen brahman directly in their hearts, the Angiras
sages are honored as relatives (jami) of the sacred formulations. The
verse quoted by the Gopatha Brahmana asserts that a rc (verse)
was born out of a rc. Since every rc in the Rgveda is brdhman, the
verse implicitly suggests that brdhman was born out of brdhman.
In this way, there is a direct connection between the origins, the
sacred utterances, those who can directly see the sacred formulae,
and what is generated from it. The subsequent paragraphs provide
further details in the chain of creation. But this excerpt is enough for
the purpose of this paper to show that brahman serves as the original
and primary source of all existence in the Gopatha Brahmana.

Like the Gopatha Brahmana, the Samavidhana Brahmana
begins by asserting that just brahman existed in the beginning. Its
semen or essence (rasa) became redundant, turning into the brahma
priest, whose mind became Prajapati. Gonda (1989: 43) translates:

brahma hi va idam agra dsit| tasya tejo raso 'tyaricyata
| sa brahma samabhavat|

sa tiusnim manasadhyayat| tasya yan mana asit sa
prajapatir abhavat| SVB 1.1.1-3

In the beginning this (All) was (the) Brahman. Its semen
became redundant (predominated, atyaricyata); it
became the Brahméan (the masculine term). He
considered (the situation) tacitly in his ‘mind’ (manas).
His ‘mind’ became Prajapati.
The creative potential of the neuter brdhman became someone
whose thinking in the mind turned the mind into Prajapati. This
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suggests that every human being was once one and the same as the
attributeless source of life and that the mind, through thinking,
created the phenomenal world, which the passage describes as “this”
(idam). In the Samavidhana Brahmana, not only is brdhman an
absolute principle, but its thinking became Prajapati. The verb
adhyayat means to meditate or reflect on. Whereas in the Gopatha
Brahmana, “‘streams” enabled brahman to create itself, here thinking
serves as the creative activity. Insofar as thinking occurs by means
of language in the mind, the Samavidhana’s narrative is similar to
that of the Satapatha, which features the nondual brdhman
generating mind and speech. By the time of the late Brahmana texts,
brahman was understood to be the absolute conceived of abstractly
as well as everything generated from that source.

In the Jaiminiya Brahmana (2.360-1), brahman also features
in a creation myth based on Rgveda 10.129.1. After quoting the first
rc of the “Nasadiya Sukta,” the Jaiminiya Brahmana asserts that
everything existed as one in the beginning:

iti| tasminn asati sati na kasmims saty rtam jyotismad
udaplavata, satyam jyotismad udaplavata, tapo
Jjyotismad udaplavata| tad yad rtam iti vak sa, yat
satyam iti pranas so yat tapa iti manas tat| tesam annam
eva jyotir asitl tany ekam abhavan| tad ekam
bhiitvaitenannena jyotisaplayata| tad abhavad yatha
madhvasthi lavasv asikta syad rtir vaivam| tad aiksata
— hantadhastat pranam karava iti| tad adhastat pranam
akuruta, yathaisa striya adhastad akasa evam| tasmad
apo ’srjyanta balabalabality etaya vacal tad idam apo
mahat salilam asitl yad dha va idam ahur — apo va
idam agre mahat salilam asid ity etdas ta apahl ta
urmayas samasyanta pha3sl pha3l iti tad dhiranyam
andam samaisat | JB 3.360

When there was nonbeing/untruth and not any being/
truth at all, rta possessed of light floated. Truth (satya)
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possessed of light floated. Tapas possessed of light
floated. That which was rta was speech (vac). That
which was truth was vital breath (prana). That which
was tapas was the mind (manas). Their very food was
light. They were one. Then, having been one, they
became abundant with food and light. It became like a
beehive (?) would be poured into cuttings.® Motion
verily in the same way. He observed, “Oh! Let me
make vital breath below.” Then he made vital breath
below, just as this space is below women, in the same
way. From this, the waters were emitted with the sound,
“balabalabal.” Then this abundance of water was
surging. When they verily said, “This abundance of
water verily was surging in the beginning,” these were
those waters. The waves became steady, [with the
sound] “phal phal.” Then the golden egg streamed out.

That which was one produced itself by means of a golden egg
that eventually cracked open to create the earth and sky. The speech
spoken as well as the state of that “one” at the moment of creation
is referred to as brahman:

tasya haritam adharam kapalam asid rajatam uttaram|
tac chatam devasamvatsarai chayitva nirbhidyam
abhavat sahasram va dyumnan| dyumna ha nama tarhy
apy asuhl yavan esa samvatsaram tavantam
samvatsarasya  pratimah| dyumnair ha sma
samvatsaram vijananti | atha ha tatah purahoratre
samsliste evasatur avyakrtel te u agnihotrenaiva
vyakrte| tad etaya vaca nirabhidyata sruvasthe sarane
sanyau kapale vijihatham| kam lokam abhi jaya itil
phal ity evadam andam nirabhidyatal tasya yad
adharam kapalam asit, seyam prthivy abhavat| atha
yad uttaram asit, sasau dyaur abhavat| atha yad antar
asit, yad idam antariksam abhavat| sa yam jayamano
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vacam avadat, sa eva trayo vedo ’'bhavat| yad
dhaivaisagre kim ca devata jayamanovada tad u ha
brahmaiva babhiival sa aiksatra — mahaim va imam
pratistham asrksiman lokan| yad va atas sraksye
vetsyate vai tat pratistham| hanta srja itil sa
manasatmanam adhyait| tasmin dvau drapsau
samabhavatam vasantikau masau || JB 3.361

It had a golden lower potsherd and a silvery upper one.
Having rested for a hundred divine years, it became
indivisible or consisting of a thousand powers. The
powers indeed at that time remained under water. As
much as this is the year, so much is the measure of the
year. Through powers indeed they know the year. Now,
before that, day and night stuck together only,
unseparated.” Those two were separated by the
Agnihotra alone. That was divided through this speech.
The two moving potsherds situated on the sruva spoon
split apart.'” [Thinking,] “Well, may I be born to the
world,” the egg broke open: “phal.” Its lower potsherd
became the earth. Then the upper potsherd became the
sky. Then that which was in between became the
intermediate space. Being born, whatever speech
he spoke became the triple Veda. Whatever assuredly
was in the beginning, that devata being born spoke,
that indeed was brahman. He observed, ‘I emitted
this great firm foundation, these worlds. That which
I will emit henceforth will know verily the firm
foundation. Oh, may I be created.” He meditated
on himself (atman) in the mind. There two drops arose,
the two spring months.

The line to pay attention to in Jaiminiya Brahmana 3.361 is,
“Whatever assuredly was in the beginning, that devata being born
spoke, that indeed was brahman.” Jaiminiya Brahmana 3.380
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narrates a different cosmology, but quotes this line verbatim near
the end. Thus, the Jaiminiya Brahmana refers to the nondual whole
at the point of creating itself as brahman.

Similarly, after quoting the entire ‘“Nasadiya Sikta,” the
Taittiriya Brahmana (2.8.9) decidedly remarks that brdhman was
the original source of creation. The Taittiriya Brahmana appends
the following details to Rgveda 10.129:

kim svid vanam kd u sd vrksd asit| ydto dyavaprthivi
nistataksih| mdnisino mdnasa prcchdtéd u tdt) ydd
adhydtisthad bhiivanani dhardyan| brdhma vdnam
brdhma sd vrksd asit| ydto dyavaprthivi nistataksiih |
mdnisino mdnasa vibravimi vah |\brdhmadhydtisthad
bhiivanani dhardyan| TB 2.8.9

Pray, what was the wood and what was the tree from
which they carved out heaven and earth? O you of
inspired thinking, inquire through the mind about
that on what he stood [=depended upon] while
supporting the worlds. Brdhman was the wood and
brahman was the tree from which they carved out
heaven and earth. O you of inspired thinking, through
the mind I tell you: on brdhman he stood while
supporting the worlds."

Brereton (1999: 259) explains, “Here the text has done what
Rgveda 10.129 so carefully avoided. It has concluded with an answer
to the questions about the origins of things by naming a fundamental
principle. That principle is the brdhman, which is the verbal
formulation of the truth.” Whereas Brereton considers brdhman to
refer specifically to a “holy composition” or “verbal formulation of
truth,” I corroborate that, following other cosmologies in the
Brahmana texts, the more abstract sense of the original creative
impetus is also meant here. In this light, the Taittiriya Brahmana too
understands brdahman to be the absolute principle and source of
everything.
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In addition, the Taittiriya Brahmana describes another
cosmology in which nothing at all existed in the beginning and,
moreover, whatever exists is brdhman.

iddm va dgre ndivd kimcandsitl nd dydur asit | nd
prthivil nantdariksam| tdd dsad evd sdan mdno kuruta
syam ttil tad atapyata| tdsmat tepanad dhimo ’jayatal
tdd bhiiyo ’tapyatal tasmat tepandd agnir ajayatal tdd
bhiiyo dtapyata... dsato 'dhi mdno ’srjyatal mdnah
prajapatim asrjatal prajiapatih praji asrjatal tdd vi
iddam mdnasy evd paramdm prdtisthitam| ydd iddm kim
cal tdd etdtsvovasyasam nama brahmal TB 2.2.9

In the beginning, this [world], verily nothing at all,
existed. There was no sky. There was no earth. There
was no intermediate space. Either existing or not
existing, it made up its mind, [thinking,] “Would that I
exist.” It toiled. From that one toiling, smoke was born.
It toiled more. From that one toiling, Agni was born. It
toiled more... . From the nonexisting (dsat), mind
(mdnas) was created. Mind created Prajapati. Prajapati
created the creatures (prajd). Therefore that which is
highest verily is established in the mind alone. Whatever
there is, that indeed is brdahman, which bestows future
welfare.

According to this passage, brdhman refers to everything,
including what is created by an unnamed primordial being from
itself through the practice of heating itself. In this context, brdhman
is not limited to sacred utterances alone, but includes everything.

When seen from the perspective of these cosmologies in late
Brahmana texts, brdhman appears as the self-existent, infinite
ground of being familiar to Vedantic thought. This similarity begs
the question of the supposed division of Vedic genres suggested by
F. Max Miiller and others. Perhaps there is more overlap, more
continuity of thought, between the Brahmana, Aranyaka, and
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Upanisadic genres than initially assumed by pioneering Indologists.
This point, mentioned by Professor Thite many times during our
reading sessions over the years, serves as just one example of the
numerous things Professor Thite has taught me about the Brahmana
texts from his masterful proficiency in this field. Michael Witzel
(1989: 126) likewise reflects,

This level of texts [Brahmana prose] comprises the
Brahmanas proper, i.e. those of the RV, YV, SV and
AV. Actually, it should be divided into two sub-levels,
that of the earlier and that of the later Brahmanas. On
the other hand, the older Upanisads (like BAU, ChU,
JUB) should be included here... The exact classification
of all these texts is still a problem, one which has largely
been unnoticed.

No doubt, further research in Middle and Late Vedic texts will
reveal more clues about how to classify these texts and about the
continuity and development of Vedic thought in them. From this
paper it remains clear that the use of brdhman as a term for the
absolute, ever connected to language, was prevalent in late
Brahmana texts and, for this reason, was not a philosophical term
(for the original, nondual source of everything) belonging to the
Upanisads alone.

Abbreviations
AV Atharvaveda
BAU Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
ChU Chandogya Upanisad

GB Gopatha Brahmana

JB Jaiminiya Brahmana

JUB Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana
RV Rgveda

SBK Kanva Satapatha Brahmana
SBM Madyandina Satapatha Brahmana
SV Samaveda

SVB Samavidhana Brahmana
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TA Taittiriya Aranyaka

TB Taittiriya Brahmana

TU Taittiriya Upanisad

YV Yajurveda
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Notes and References

1

10
11

This paper is dedicated to Professor G.U. Thite, whose patient
guidance has led me deeper into the world of the Brahmana texts.
I am grateful to him for reading with me many of the passages
translated here over the course of the last seven years. I have learned
so much from this great scholar.

SBM 10.6.5.9: naiveha kim candgra asit| mrtyunaivedam avrtam
asid afandyayds’a;dya hi mrtyusl_ o B

Cf. BAU 1.4.7,1.6.1, 1.6.3. See also Oldenberg 1997: 41-3.

The idea is to create another being exactly like brahman.

The etymology given yields put + tra = puttra, which is meant to
explain putra (son).

There is a word play in Sanskrit, which does not translate into
English. The line begins atharvan., “now on this side.” The
combination of these words (atha arvan) sounds similar to atharvan,
which is composed of athar (fire) and the -vant suffix (possessing).
See TU 3.1-6 in Olivelle 1998: 308-11.

This line (yatha madhvasthi lavasv asikta) does not make much
sense. Madhu means honey, but I am not sure of the meaning of
asthi. Perhaps the compound means beehive?

The word a/asatuh, whose meaning is unclear, is not translated.

I am not sure what sanyau means either.

See also Brereton 1999: 259, upon which my translation is based.





