ISSN 1682-5268 (on-line); ISSN 1608-0599 (print)
Shidnij svit, 2022, No. 4, pp. 192-202
doi: https://doi.org/10.15407/orientw2022.04.192

UDC 231:821.211
OF COWS AND GODS: SECRET NAMES IN THE RIGVEDA

Frank Kéhler

PhD (Indology)

Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies
Eberhards Karl University of Tiibingen
Nauklerstraf3e 35, Tiibingen, 72074, Germany
frank.koehler@uni-tuebingen.de

In the poems of the Rigveda (Rgveda) not only are the gods of the Vedic pantheon praised and
in return asked for the fulfillment of various wishes, there are also numerous statements about the
poetry by means of which these requests are brought forward. In many Rigvedic hymns reference
is made to poetic language and its special character and already at this early stage a terminology
is developed with which this language is analyzed. One of the key terms is naman, usually trans-
lated as the cognate “name”, but with a much larger scope of meaning, comprising “essence” as
well as “form of appearance”. Furthermore, its use is not restricted to concrete beings, as it has
also been applied to e. g. denote state of affairs. These features have already been extensively
treated in the literature yet it might be worthwhile to take a closer look at a seemingly paradoxical
circumstance: On the one hand, some of these names are said to be secret, and they are men-
tioned, but never quoted. On the other hand, Rigvedic poetry accompanies ongoing ritual activi-
ties and is recited in public. After a survey of the most important features of names it will be
argued that these names are simultaneously secret and recited in public, and that the Rigvedic
poets used the full range of poetic devices to achieve this.
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“Kein ding sei wo das Wort gebricht”
Stefan George
1. Introduction

Language holds a prominent position in the adoration of higher beings all around the
world, but it is especially in India where the importance of speech for ritual performances
has given rise to an elaborate practice of oral transmission of the first sacred texts, the Ve-
das, as well as sophisticated linguistic models in which language, primarily, but not ex-
clusively in its hieratic aspects has been subjected to a thorough analysis. These models
have been developed in various indigenous disciplines like nirukta, vyakarana, chandas
and Siksa. Furthermore, the problems of the inner structure of language and its relation to
the world have been continuously discussed within the Indian philosophical schools.
Rather interesting, already the oldest Indian text, the Rgveda (= RV), a collection (sam-
hitd@) of 1028 hymns by different poets mainly directed at several deities during the per-
formance of a ritual, contains quite sophisticated ideas and conceptions of language.
Rigvedic poetry consists mainly of poems directed to different deities who are praised
and afterwards requested to grant some rewards in return. Nevertheless, linguistic specu-
lations have made their way into this poetry, and although they are not systematically dis-
cussed, they presuppose already a high degree of linguistic awareness and may have a
prehistory of Indo-European origin'. These developments have even led to the deification
of Speech itself in the form of a female deity, to whom a complete hymn is dedicated
(RV 10.125); this has rightly been considered as the origin of tantric ideas about speech?.
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Strictly speaking, the Rigvedic poets have mainly dealt with a subset of language, namely
poetry. They have done so in their hymns and for this reason the same terms that have
been used for linguistic descriptions figure as elements in poetic compositions. This poe-
try is distinguished by its intentionally created obscurity: ambiguities in syntax, semantics
and morphology are applied to create a complex semantic unit that contains besides its
obvious address to the gods, additional levels of meaning which in turn depict an enig-
matic state of affairs. The interpreter’s task to understand the use of these terms and the
ideas behind it is not exactly facilitated by this circumstance. But in spite of these difficul-
ties, there are already a number of studies on the topic of speech in the RV in general as
well as on certain terms belonging to this domain. One of these terms, naman “name”,
will be analysed in this article, especially with regard to the expression “secret name(s)”,
and the relevance it has for the way the Vedic poets have considered language. Names, es-
pecially personal names, are an essential part of speech, as their use allows (at least in
theory or as long as the community of speakers is sufficiently small) the unambiguous
identification of individuals, including human and divine persons. The names for them are
chosen according to their most prominent features, so that names and essence of their
bearer are closely related. This is true for the RV as well, and several studies have already
analysed the topic of names and naming in the RV from different perspectives [cf.: Gonda
1963; 1970; Elizarenkova 2001; Mayrhofer 2003; Chakrabarti 2013]. However, among
the names for deities there are those that are supposed to be secret, which in itself is not
further puzzling; parallels are found throughout the world, and furthermore, at least ac-
cording to some Grhya-Siitras a secret name should be given to a new-born child at an
early stage of his life, and last but not least the Brahmanas abound in explanations of the
“real” but hidden names of deities. Nevertheless, contrary to the examples just men-
tioned, Rigvedic poetry was supposed to be recited in public, and this seems to contradict
the secrecy of some of its elements; the following paragraphs contain an attempt to find a
solution for this paradox.

2. Meaning and function of naman

The term ndman (n.) has 117 Rigvedic attestations and is usually translated as “name”.
Heuristically, this translation will be used here as well, although it is not unproblematic,
as will be seen below. To start with, GraBmann has given three main meanings for this
word in his dictionary, and they have been more or less unanimously accepted: Denomi-
nation, essence and form of appearance®. An example for the first meaning can be found
in the following stanza from a hymn adressed to Indra*:

7.022.05a nd te giro dpi mrsye turdsya nd sustutim asurydsya vidvan |/
7.022.05¢ sada te nama svayaso vivakmi //

“I, a knowing (man), do not neglect the hymns for you, the surpassing one, nor the good
praise of your lordship: always I keep pronouncing your name, self-glorious one”.

In this stanza there is nothing unusual in the use of naman, as it figures as the direct
object to vac-, “to speak”; the whole stanza refers to the worship of Indra, an important
part of which consists of addressing him with his names to make sure that the deity will
notice it. But as already said above, the translation “name” does not exhaust the range of
meanings associated with naman. In the following stanza from one of the few Rigvedic
hymns that are addressed to Rudra naman has apparently been used to depict something
like the essence of him:

2.033.08a pra bab'rave vrsab'dya $viticé mahé mahim sustutim irayami |
2.033.08¢ namasya kalmalikinam namob'ir grnimdsi tvesam rudrdsya nama //

“To the red-brown, bright-faced bull, I rouse forth greatly a great good praise hymn. I
shall do reverence to the sparkling one with acts of reverence. We sing the turbulent name
of Rudra”.

It seems quite obvious that ndman does not denote an individual here, although as in
the preceding stanza it figures as the direct object of a verbum dicendi in a loose sense (if
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one is willing to consider “singing” as a specific form of “speaking”), gr- “to sing”. But
Rudra is turbulent, not his name, so in this case naman expresses the intrinsic fierce na-
ture of this god. It has been mentioned above that names have often been used to high-
light the nature of the denotated being, and this aspect seems to have given rise to
something like an exchange between the name and its bearer, so that the former can ap-
pear instead of the latter.

Accordlng to GraBmann, ndgman can also be understood as something like “form of
appearance” and the following stanza from a hymn from the 9" mandala, to the deified
beverage Soma, may serve as an example:

9.075.01a ab'i priyani pavate canohito namani yahvé ad"i yésu vard'ate |

9.075.01c a Sﬁryasya brhato brhann ad'i rattam visvaricam aruhad vicaksanah //

“Delighted, he purifies himself, (aiming) toward his own dear names, upon which the
youthfully exuberant one grows strong. The lofty one, wide gazing, has mounted upon the
chariot of the lofty sun that faces in many directions”.

“The dear names” (priyani namani) of Soma certainly denote the diffferent
stages of its preparation, and these stages express the manifestations of Soma.

One of the peculiarities of the use of naman in the RV is the substitution of the name
bearer by its name in some stanzas, as in the following one from a hymn addressed to the
deified Heaven and Earth:

1.185.1a katard piirva kataraparayéh kat'a jaté kavayah ké vi veda |

1.185.1c visvam tmdna bibrto yad d'a ndma vi vartete dhant cakriyeva //

“Which of these two is the earlier, which the later? How were they born, o Kavis? Who
knows it exactly? By themselves the two carry everything that is a name. The two halves

of the day turn like wheels” (translation by F. K.).

Somewhat unexpectedly in a hymn to Heaven and Earth, these two deities do appear,
but do not contain a prominent position in this stanza where on the contrary the attention
of the audience is directed to the alternation of day and night, i.e. temporal extension. In
any case an exchange between names and name-bearers can be seen here, as Heaven and
Earth do not carry the names but the objects which are named.

Connected with the concretization of these names and the possibility of ascribing to
them a specific site as shown above is the special case that this site is located in the extreme
distance. This is the case e. g. in a stanza from one of the few hymns addressed to Visnu:

1.155.03a ta im vard'anti méahy asya paumsyam ni matara nayati rétase b'ujé /

1.155.03¢ dad'ati putré ‘varam param pitir ndma trtivam ad"i rocané divih //

“They [females] strengthen this great masculine nature of him; he leads the two mothers
[Heaven and Earth] down to enjoy the semen. The son places the lower, the higher [names]
of the father, the third name in the luminous realm of heaven” (translation by F. K.).

It cannot be said with certainty who the females are who occur in this stanza, pre-
sumably the songs of praise. But more important in the context of the Rigvedic use of
names is their connection to localities; behind this stanza could lie the mythical idea of
Visnu’s three strides with which he measured out Earth and the lower and higher Heaven
[cf.: Oberlies 2012, pps. 163]. But as Gonda has emphasized, the names are certainly not
identical with these strides, as the first ones are said to belong to the father; furthermore,
he has also rightly pointed out that this father may be identical with the one mentioned in
RV 1.164.12 and 22, another hymn of the same poet and refer to a being connected to the
creation of the world [Gonda 1970, 87]. Further reflection shows that other features of this
stanza are in need of explanation as well: instead of traversing the three realms, Visnu
(if he is the son mentioned here) places three names on the highest realm. The most likely
explanation for this unusual variation of the three strides is perhaps Gonda’s assumption
that in stanzas likes this one (to which RV 9.75.2 is very similar), the position of the
names in remote realms is an expression for their transcendental nature [Gonda 1970, 88].
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Another noteworthy feature concerns the domain of application for naman in the RV;
apparently, its use is not restricted to individuals, at least not in the following stanza
which is addressed to the Rbhus, the divine artisans:

3.054.17a mahdt tad vah kavayas caru nama ydd d'a deva btavat'a visva indre |

3.054.17¢ sdk’a rbhibtih puruhiita priyéblir imam d'iyam sdtdye taksata nah //

“Qreat is this, your esteemed name, you Kavis, that you become all gods with Indra.
You are a friend with the dear Rbhus, much invoked one; form this vision for us to win!”
(translation by F K.).

As the phrase beginning with ydd is dependent on nama, this term obviously denotes a
state of affairs in this stanza.

In the following stanza naman is used for the denotation of an abstract entity, in this
case a state of affairs as well; according to Geldner, Agni, the the deified fire is requested
by the poet to protect him, as he does not suspect Yama, the first male human, to have an
incestuous relationship with his sister Yam1 [Geldner, 111, 1951, /39]:

10.012.06a durmantv datramitasya nama salaksma yad visuripa bavati /
10.012.06¢ yamasya yo mandvate sumadntv agne tam rsva pahy aprayuc’an //

“Difficult to contemplate is the name of the immortal (male) in the case that (the fe-
male) will have the same ‘marks’ [= family characteristics] (though) dissimilar form [= gen-
der]. Whoever will contemplate Yama’s (name that is) good to contemplate — protect him
unremittingly, o lofty Agni”.

The structure of this stanza does not allow for its immediate understanding, as can be
inferred by the many additions put in brackets by Jamison and Brereton in their transla-
tion above. But although thelr translation does not reveal it at first glance, naman yad...
means first “the name, that...”, and ydd introduces a declarative sentence. In other words:
naman is used here for denotlng the name of a state of affairs.

In the RV ndman is not yet used for denoting the category of nouns; this use starts pre-
sumably in postvedic literature, as can be seen in Yaska’s Nirukta; here it is applied to
express being (safta) in contrast to akhyata whose function is the expression of becoming
(bhava)®. By contrast, the combination of naman with rupa to a dvandva compound
namariipa to denote the individual personality, especially in Buddhism, is already prefi-
gured by stanzas like 5.43.10°:

5.043.10a G namab'ir mariito vaksi visvan a rupébtir jatavedo huvanah /

5.043.10c yajiidm giro jarituh sustutim ca visve ganta maruto visva art //

“Convey all the Maruts according to their (individual) names, according to their (indi-
vidual) forms, o Jatavedas, when you are invoked. The sacrifice, the hymns, and the lovely
praise of the singer — all you Maruts, all come (to these) with your help”.

Here the two terms do not form a unit in form of a compound but their complementary
appearance close to each other in the same hymn suggests a meaning similar to that of
namarupa.

3. Secret names

As has been shown above, ndman forms an important part of the poetic lexicon, as it
is one of the “metapoetic” terms that can be used to express the nature of the communi-
cation between deities and poets and simultaneously figure as elements in it. In several
stanzas these names are said to be “secret” (apicya or guhyal/guha), all in all 17 times’.
This circumstance has a parallel in many cultures all over the world, as the habit to con-
ceal real or essential names, usually proper names of family members, but also deities, is
widely known across the world; the idea behind this practice is the notion that name
and being of a person are closely related and therefore knowledge of the real name
gives power over the person named this way®. In the RV, this notion has taken a specific
form, as it has entered the myth of Indra’s obtainment of cows from Vala, and the fol-
lowing paragraphs will very briefly deal with it, since Liiders has already presented all
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its essentials. However, the topic of “secret names” occurs in other stanza as well, and in
these places it is difficult to reconcile the secret character of names with the (more or
less) public recitation of Rigvedic poetry. Paragraph 3.2 will deal with this problem.
3.1. The secret names of cows
The myth of Vala is one of the two great myths where Indra figures prominently (the
other one is Indra’s fight with, and defeat of Vrtra and the ensuing liberation of the ri-
vers), and it is attested throughout the RV°. In primeval times the dawns, imagined as
ruddy cows, have been kept hidden inside a huge rock by the Panis, a group of misers.
Indra wants to free them, but in order to do so he needs the help of Brhaspati, the deified
priest, and the Angiras, the deified ancestors of the Rigvedic seers (rsis). Together, they
assemble for a ritual session (sattra) and split up the rock by means of the poems recited
there. But this feat is only possible because these poems contained the secret name of the
cows, which is “dawn” (Usas) and which is in accordance with r#d, “truth”, but also “cos-
mic order”; such formulations of or according to rza possess a magical power. The libera-
tion of the cows figures as the founding myth, where the first poets, together with Indra
and Brhaspati, demonstrated for the first time this power of formulating rta by speaking
out the secret name. Here, pronouncing this knowledge acquires even a cosmogonic cha-
racter, as the liberation of dawns was a precondition for orderly regulated human life, and
in some stanzas (e.g. RV 10.68.8) not only they, but also the sun and fire have been found
in the rock and freed. At this deed hints the following stanza, also from RV 10.68:
10.068.7a bhaspatir dmata hi tyad asam nama svarinam sadane githa yat |
10.068.7¢ andéva bhittva sakundsya garb'am vd usriyah parvatasya tmandjat //
“For Brhaspati brought to mind this very name of these who were resounding (with)in
the seat — (the name) that was hidden. Having split the womb of the mountain like the eggs
of a bird, he drove up the ruddy ones by himself”.

One characteristic of Rigvedic poetry is the tendency to ascribe feats performed by
several beings sometimes to only one of them, depending on who is to be worshipped by
the poem at the moment. This tendency is manifest in this stanza as well as in the whole
hymn, as neither Indra nor the Angiras appear there, at least not openly'’. Nevertheless, it
illustrates the importance the secret names have in connection with this myth.

However, these names do not exclusively occur within this mythical context. In a
hymn of praise addressed to Varuna from the eighth book, this god is credited with their
knowledge as well, although he plays no part in the Vala myth:

8.041.05a y6 dhartd b"ivananam yd usranam apicyd véda namani githya /

8.041.05d sd kavih kavya puri riipam dyaiir iva pusyati nab'antam anyaké same //

“Who is the upholder of beings, who knows the secret, hidden names of the ruddy, he
as a Kavi fosters the many Kavyas, like heaven [its] form. — Let all the other squirts burst!

(translation by F. K. except pada d)”.

The complete hymn emphasizes the cosmogonic activities of Varuna, who is here de-
picted as being responsible for the creation of an ordered and structured world, so at first
glance there seems to be a relation to the Vala myth, which has cosmogonic implications
as well. But in this hymn the topic of cosmogony is brought to the fore much more ex-
plicitly, and there is no reference to a rock. Furthermore, the existence of cows is only al-
luded to here by means of their attribute “ruddy”, usrd. Presumably, the ruddy cows are
the dawns, but in the context of this stanza a reference to their regular succession as a
symbol for the diurnal progression is more likely than to a mythical feat of the god. But
there are possibly more semantic layers here: The two terms kavi- and kavya- could sug-
gest a reference to poetry, as the former term means “poet” in classical Sanskrit, and the
later one “poem, poetry”. However, their Rigvedic use is much more comprehensive and
includes cosmogonic aspects as well, as illustrated in the following two padas:
RV 9.70.2a-b: sa b’iksamano amytasya caruna ub®é dyava kavyenda vi sasrat’e “He,
wishing to obtain a share from the dear immortal one has separated both, Heaven and
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Earth by his Kavya”. Here, kG@vya- apparently denotes something like know-how and the
power to do so; possibly with the help of, but certainly not exclusively in the form of
verbal artistry, and the Kavi ist the one who possesses these abilities [cf.: Kohler 2011].
The knowledge of secret names nevertheless points to the domain of poetry, which ap-
pears in a cosmogonic framework as well. Poetic recitations embedded in ritual activities
are not only a means to receive requested goods from the deities; they strengthen them
so that they can maintain the world order. Therefore, usrd- may not only allude to the
cows who in turn stand for the dawns, but furthermore could refer also to the set of dif-
ferent expressions that are applicable in the poetic-ritualistic setting [cf.: Srinivasan
1979, pps. 179].

Stanzas like RV 8.41.5 above help to understand how the syntagma “secret names”
has not been restricted to a mythical event and how it has acquired a more comprehensive
meaning. The following stanza, featuring Varuna again, illustrates that the use of secret
names becomes a task, but also a privilege of the Rigvedic poet:

7.087.04a uvaca me varuno med”zraya trih sapta namaghnya bibarti /

7.087.04c vidvan paddsya giihya né vocad yugaya vipra iipardya Siksan //

“Varuna said to me who am wise: ‘The inviolable cow bears three times seven names’.
Knowing of the track/place/word, let him speak [them] like secrets, the inspired one, who
is beneficial to the later generation” (padas c-d. — F. K.).

The lyrical ego is addressed directly by Varuna who proclaims the 21 names of the
cow that are presumably secret. The meaning of pada c is difficult to determine, due to
the semantic ambiguity of pada (n.): this word can denote “track”, but also “place” as
well as “word”, or more precisely “enigmatic semantic unit”''. As there are no further
complements like attributes, relative sentences or the like, it is practically impossible to
select one fixed meaning out of several options: One could with Geldner and Liiders con-
sider pada here as the track to the right denotations, i. e. so that the poet knows how to
find the secret names, which are probably the denominations required by the poetic con-
text [cf.: Geldner, II, 1951, 258; Liiders 1959, 522]. But it may be equally possible to un-
derstand it as the place or the track of the “inviolable cow”, which in turn may be a
denotation for a transcendent or divine being. In any case, the last two pddas suggest on-
going ritual activity and the importance of these names for it; the revelation of the god
has to be kept and understood in order to use these names further on'2. This emphasis of
the actual ritual has interesting consequences for the pragmatics of secret names, as will
be seen below. But first, some more general deliberations about the use of the syntagma
“secret names” outside the context of cattle and the Vala myth.

3.2. Secret names of gods

It has been shown above that the syntagma “secret names” has acquired its peculiar
Rigvedic connotations in the context of the myth of the liberation of the cows out of the
Vala rock. Its combination of secrecy with the ability to express at the same time truth as
an embodiment of cosmic order (77d) respectively, made this syntagma very attractive for
Rigvedic poets, and its use soon became generalized, as the following stanzas will show.
Not only is there no social existence without a name, as Gladigow has rightly empha-
sized, in an aniconic religion there is no cultic one as well; the name of the deity is the
only mode of its presence [Gladigow 1998, pps. 209]. The following stanza from a hymn
addressed to Agni refers to his true, i.e. cosmic identity, and the poet’s knowledge of it:

10.045.02a vidma te agne tred"d trayani vidma te d"ama vib'rta purutrd /

10.045.02¢ vidma te nama paramdm giha ydd vidma tam iitsam ydta a]agant”a //

“We know your threefold triads, Agni; we know your domains dispersed in many
places. We know your highest name, which is hidden; we know the wellspring whence you
have come here”.

Agni is depicted here as being present in many places, and this fact is reflected in two
different ways; first, as numerically ordered by triads, and then with an indetermined
plurality. The knowledge of Agni’s secret name is emphasized, and the singular nama
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contrasts with the statements of padas a and b, so that a contrast may have been intended
here between the one name and the plurality of dhamans “domains”'®. Finally, the source
of Agni’s origin, his “wellspring” (utsa) is known to the poet as well, unfortunately, he
gives his audience no clues as to what that would be. In the first stanza of this hymn three
birthplaces of Agni are mentioned, heaven, the sacrificial ground and the waters; the sin-
gular utsam in this stanza may indicate once again the hidden unity behind the many
manifestations of Agni'*.

The next two stanzas are taken from a hymn addressed to Indra, which shows a quite
unusual character. Instead of praising Indra’s combative spirit, it features the hidden and
enigmatic traits of this god, which are described in a way that reminds one rather of Ag-
ni’s or Soma’s mysterious nature.

10.055.01a diiré tan ndma gihyam pardacair yat tva bité ahvayetam vayod'ai |

10.055.01c ud astab™ah pl;t"ivi'm dyéim ab'tke biratuh putr(in mag'avan titvisanah //

“Far away in the distance is that hidden name which the two, frightened, called you, to
grant them vigor. You propped up Earth and Heaven at the critical moment, when you were
sparking the sons of your brother, bounteous one”.

This stanza seems to be about a critical moment for Heaven and Earth (they are in all
probability the two mentioned in pada b) who requested Indra to intervene. In this stanza
the name is localized, which presumably means that this word denotes not only the pro-
per name of the deity, but also his hidden nature with which he was able to act on their
behalf by propping them up. Therefore, Indra’s secret name seems to contain a dynamic
aspect as well. Stanza 2 continues the description of the event just described:

10.055.02a mahdt tan ndma gihyam puruspig yéna bhitdm jandyo yéna b'avyam |

10.055.02¢ pratndm jatam jyotir yad asya priyam priyah sam avisanta péiica I/

“Great is that hidden, much-coveted name by which you begat what has been and by
which (you will beget) what is to be. The light born of old that is his — that dear light do the
five dear ones merge into”.

Indra is directly spoken to in the first two padas where another characteristic of his se-
cret nature is mentioned; apart from spatially ordering the world by stabilizing Heaven
and Earth, Indra allotted to the world a temporal structure as well, as he acted according
to his hidden nature and created past and future beings.

In these three stanzas some aspects of Rigvedic views on names for the divine and
their consequences for the understanding of its poetry and its ritual background appear
side by side: these names can sometimes be localized, they denote the divine being, with
which they are interchangeable within the poem, and the success of the ritual depends on
their proclamation. But there is problem lurking here, which will be the topic of the next
paragraph.

3.3. Secret names and publicity

For secret names to be effective it is essential that they remain secret, as we have seen.
But how can this feature be reconciled with the fact that Rigvedic poetry is to be recited
in public while ritual activities are carried out on the sacrificial ground? And it is indeed
the case that sometimes these names are openly proclaimed, as in the following stanza
from a hymn in which ghee, clarified melted butter, which is poured into the sacrificial
fire during the rituals is eulogized:

4.058.01a samudrdad armir madtumanm vid arad vpamsina sam amrtatvam anat |

4.058.01c ghrtdsya nama githyam ydd dsti jihva devanam amitasya nab'ih //

“From the sea a honeyed wave has arisen; along with the (soma) plant it has reached all
the way to immortality. The name of Ghee that is hidden: ‘the tongue of the gods’, ‘the na-
vel of the immortal” ™.

Consequently, in the first two pddas of the next stanza of this hymn the poet announces
that he and his fellows will continue to make the name of Ghee known: “We will pro-
claim the name of Ghee; at this sacrifice here we will uphold it with reverences” (vayam
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nama pra bravama ghytdsydasmin yajiié d'arayama ndmob’ih). Another instance is the
next stanza from the ninth book:
9.095.02a harih srjandh pattyam rtasyeyartl vacam aritéva navam /
9.095.02¢ devé devanam githyani namavis krnoti barhisi pravace //
“The tawny one, having been set loose on the path of truth, directs his speech, like an
oarsman his boat. The god reveals the hidden names of the gods to be proclaimed on the
ritual grass”.

Soma is depicted in this stanza as the inspiring force behind the activities of the poets,
and in doing so he reveals the secret names of the gods to them, so that they will be able
to announce them. But if that is the case, can these names remain secret at all? And if not,
what is reason for the insistence on their secrecy? There are several options to deal with
this apparent contradiction: (1) The first option is simply to deny their existence; postu-
lating their existence belongs to the language game of the Rigvedic poets and may just
serve to highlight the legitimacy of their work (they claim after all a reward for their ac-
tivities), as they can claim to possess esoteric knowledge by referring to these names.
(2) Another option would be to acknowledge the existence of secret names without con-
sidering them an essential part of Rigvedic poetic practice. They could e.g. figure as parts
of riddles and therefore in principle be guessed [cf.: Maggi 1989, 99]; the existence of
numerous riddles in the RV seems to support this assumption The solutions for these rid-
dles could e.g. be found in phonetic similarities as in the Brahmanas, where for example
in Satapatha-Brahmana 6.1.1.2 “Indra” is the hidden name for the “kindler” (indha).

But none of these proposals is really satisfying. In the light of RV 9.95.2, where Soma
is praised as the inspiring force for the Rigvedic poets, it seems impossible to deny that
he does exactly what he is said to do in this stanza: to reveal the secret names of the
gods'>. And as most of the examples presented here amply demonstrate, Rigvedic poetry
abounds in enigmatic and sophisticated language. But this language has a purpose, as the
following stanza makes clear:

10.053.10a  saté nindm kavayah sam Sisita vasibir yab’lzr amrptaya taksat'a /

10.053.10c  vidvamsah pada githyani kartana yéna devdso amrtatvam anasih //

“Now, poets, sharpen up (the hatchets) that are (here), the axes with which you carve
for the immortal. As knowing ones, create hidden tracks, (like the track) by which the gods
achieved immortality”.

This stanza, aptly characterized by Renou as the quintessence of Vedic poetics [Renou
1958, 22], makes it sufficiently clear that enigma and secrecy are an essential part of
Rigvedic poetry. Enigmatic language is a means to reach immortality, and if secret names
are a part of it, their appearance is only to be expected in such a frame. And that they fi-
gure in riddles or can otherwise be guessed cannot of course be excluded, but it is also
not very likely. Usually no clues are given, and phonetic similarities of the Brahmana
type of explanation do actually not fit to the enigmatic character of this poetry. Further-
more, the cryptic character of this poetry is related to and is presumably an outcome of
the awareness these poets had of their activities; they have been made the topic of several
hymns, e.g. RV 1.164, RV 4.3, RV 6.9 and RV 10.114, to name a few. The poets have
found it important to to deal with the topic of poetic inspiration and creativity in their
hymns and considered ambiguous language as being most adequate for this purpose.
Therefore, secret names have in all probability been meant to remain secret.

3.4. Secrecy and enigma

If the existence of actual secret names is taken for granted within Rigvedic poetry, it
remains to be shown how this could happen without their being revealed to the public.
One way to do so would be to use the ambiguities of the poetic language. One fitting exa-
mple of how this is possible is the following stanza from a hymn addressed to Agni:

10.005.2a samandm nilam visano vasanah sam Jagmire mahisa arvatib'ih /
10.005.2¢ rtasya padam kavayo ni panti guha namani dad"irve parani //
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“Cloaking themselves [/dwelling] in the same nest, the bullish buffaloes have united
with the mares. The sage poets protect the track of truth: they have placed in hiding the
highest names”.

According to this stanza, it is the task of the poets to hide the names, which surely
means that they prevent their understanding by unauthorised persons. The first two padas
perhaps illustrate their technique; who are the buffalos and who are the mares? Jamison
and Brereton suppose that these terms could refer to the flames on the sacrificial site [Ja-
mison & Brereton 2014, /373], but equally well could the soma streams be the object of
reference at least of the former one. In any case, one could take padas a and b as exam-
ples for the ability of the Rigvedic poets to keep their audience in the dark about the real
state of affairs behind the names they have used. Therefore, even if the names are known,
it remains obscure which are the entities so named. Many of the stanzas already present-
ed here could be seen as similar examples for this technique.

_ There are also more sophisticated ways to hide names. As has been shown above,
naman can also be used to denote state of affairs, and if this fact is taken into account, a
stanza like the following one, again from a hymn to Agni, can be understood in more than
one way:

3.026.07a agnir asmi Janmana ]ataveda g'rtam me caksur amitam ma asan /

3.026.07c arkds trid'atii rajaso vimané ‘jasro g'armé havir asmi nama //

“I am Agni, Jatavedas by birth; ghee is my eye, the immortal in my mouth. The three-
fold song/lightbeam, the one who measures the middle region, the undecaying heat, offe-
ring T am by name”'¢.

At first glance Agni seems to present himself in this poem as the embodiment of the
ritual per se, as he comprises its essential elements ghee, praise song, possibly Soma (if
amrta refers to him) and of course the sacrificial fire. Furthermore, he emphasizes his
knowledge of beings (]atavedas) and his identity with the sun, who is most llkely the one
who measures the middle region (rdjaso vimana). But one could also see in the second
half of this stanza an allusion to a hidden monistic connection not between Agni and his
different aspects, but between them all and the speaker! First of all, there is no syntactic
rule what parts of chain of nouns in padas c and d are part of the predicate, so they can be
understood as “ais b, cisd,Iamd...” or “a, b, ¢, d, ¢ I am”. Furthermore, naman in the
nominative usually occurs in nominal sentences [Elizarenkova 2001, 37], but this is not
possible in this case, so one has to choose between either “I am the name” or “ ‘I am’ is
the name”. And as there are no criteria for choosing, both alternatives are equally justi-
fied. And finally, Agni is the fictitious speaker of the stanza, but in fact, it is the poet who
speaks, and in this way, the mystical unity or to put it more cautiously, connection be-
tween the poet and Agni is not d1rectly announced, but suggested in this stanza on several
levels. By the use of naman here, it is, after all, obvious, that this connection is a part of
Agni’s nature. In footnote 14, reference was made to Madhava’s attempt to anachronisti-
cally interpret RV 10.45.2d along Vedantic lines. One would not do justice to the creative
spirit of the Rigvedic poets if their works were taken as mere “illustrations” of philoso-
phical doctrines, but monistic tendencies seem to appear in at least some Rigvedic hymns.
The syntagma “secret names” was for these poets one of the means to suggest this and
other hidden connections.

4. Conclusions

It has been argued above that secret names form an important part of the self-per-
ception of the Rigvedic poets. Based on the myth of the liberation of the cows, this
syntagma was mainly used to designate the inner being of a deity. The apparent paradox
of the public recitation of secret names has been solved by taking into account the appli-
cation of naman for abstract entities like state of affairs and the ambiguities of poetic
speech, for which RV 3.26.8 has been taken as an example. It would be worthwhile to
link these results together with other studies on the Rigvedic metalanguage'’.
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! For these Rigvedic ideas cf.: [Staal 1975; Maggi 1989], for the assumed Indo-European pre-
cursors: [Toporov 1981; Watkins 1995].

2 Cf.: [Padoux 1990], especially pps. 1-30.

3 “Benennung [...], Wesen [...], Erscheinungsform [...]” ([Grassmann 1996], s. v. ndman).

4 For the text of the RV the version of the Titus Textcollection is used; if not mentioned other-
wise, the translations are by Jamison & Brereton [Jamison & Brereton 2014].

>Nirukta 1.1 [...] catvari padajatani namakhyate copasarganipatasca.tanimani bhavanti. ta-
tra.etan namakhyatayor laksanam.pradisanti. bhava.pradhanam.akhyatam. sattvapradhanani
namani. “These are the four parts of speech: nouns, verbs, prepositions and particles. This they
teach as the main characteristic of nouns and verbs: nouns express being, verbs becoming” [The
Nighantu and the Nirukta... 1984].

6 So according to: [Liiders 1959, 525; Elizarenkova 2001, 45]. For the development of the no-
tion of namaripa cf.: [Wayman 1982].

"RV 1.84.5; 1.155.3; 2.35.11; 4.58.1; 5.3.2-3; 5.5.10; 8.41.5; 9.75.2; 9.87.3; 9.95.2; 9.96.16;
10.5.2; 10.45.2; 10.55.1-2; 10.68.7.

8 Cf.: [Gonda 1970], especially 79-91 with parallels from other cultures.

? The description of the myth follows in a shortened form [Liiders 1959, pps. 510-537].

19 The Angiras are at least indirectly present, as Brhaspati is depicted in stanza 1 with the ad-
jective angirasa, “belonging to the Angiras”.

' For the meaning of pada cf.: [Thompson 1995].

12 The injunctive aorist vocad has presumably a hortative function here, as equivalent impera-
tives of the root vac- are not attested [cf.: Hoffmann 1967, pps. 255].

13 Strictly speaking “foundations”, but it is difficult to avoid a spatial understanding of this
term here [cf.: Gonda 1967].

4Tt is tempting to consult the commentary of Madhava for an interpretation of this, although
his formulation is not completely precise either. He explains tam utsam with utsyandayitaram
utpadayitaram karanatmanam roughly “the one who makes flow up, [i.e.] the generator, the Self
that is the cause” (Madhava, ad loc.). If this understanding is correct, his explanation would
amount to a Vedantic explanation, which may strike many researchers as anachronistic; we will
return to this point later.

15 One may treat RV 4.58, where the secret name of Ghee is openly declared, as an exception.

16 Translation according to: [Kohler 2013, 763], slightly modified.

17 This article is the result of a lecture given on 15.9.2022 at the 34™ German Orientalists’ Day,
and I would like to thank Kyoko Amano, Tiziana Pontillo and Rainer Grafenhorst for their sug-
gestions and criticism. I would also like to thank Dmitry Markov for his forbearance in my late
submission of this article. Finally, I would like to dedicate it to the Ukrainian people who so cou-
rageously defend their freedom and dignity against a barbaric and ruthless aggressor.
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@. Kvonep
Kopos’saui i 60:xi: Taemui imena B “Purpeni”

Bipnri “Pursenn” He nuiie npociarisiioTh OOTIB BEAIHCHKOTO MAHTEOHY, MPOCSYH 1X TPO 31K~
CHCHHS pi3HOMaHiTHHX OaxkaHb, — y “Pureni” € TakoX YMCICHHI BHCJIOBIIOBAHHS PO TOE3if0,
3aco0aMu SIKOI I TPOXaHHs BUPAKAIOTRCS. Y 0araTpoX riMHaX 3rajyloThCsl IOCTHYHA MOBA Ta Ti
0CcoOMMBHiI Xapakrep, 1 BKe Ha i paHHm cramil 6yna po3p06neHa TEPMIHOJIOTIs, 3& JIOTIOMOTOKO
SIKOT ITF0 MOBY aHami3yoTh. OTHUM i3 KIIIOYOBHUX TEPMIHIB € CIOBO ndman, SKe 3a3BUUYai epeKIa-

L)

maeThes K “iM’s” un moch nomioHe. Ane B “Puremi” BoHO Mae Ha6araTo Ol7bIIIe 3HAYEHD, 30-
Kpema “cyTHicTh”, “hopma, momobda”. J[o TOro  HOro BKHWBaHHS HE OOMEKY€EThCS KOHKPETHUMHU
icToTaMH, BOHO 3aCTOCOBYBAJIOCS TAKOXK JAJISI MO3Ha4eHHs cuTyamii. Lli 0coOmuBOCTI BXKe MIMPOKO
pO3MIIAaNuUCs B JiTeparypi, MpoTe, MOXKIUBO, BAPTO YBAXKHIIIE PO3MVISIHYTH, 3AaBaiocs 0, mapa-
JOKCaNbHUN (PAKT: 3 OAHOTO OOKY, IEsKi 3 IMX IMCH BBAXKAOTHCS TAEMHHMMHU, PO HHUX € 3raJKH,
aJie BOHH HE Ha3WBAIOTHCS; 3 IIPYroro OOKy, riMHaMu “PurBemn” CymnpoBOIKYETHCS MPOBEICHHS
0OpsiiB, MMiJ Yac SIKUX FIMHU 03BYYYIOTHCS IMyOmiuHo. [licist po3misny HalBasKIMBIIIAX OCOOIH-
BOCTEH IMEH y CTaTTi CTBEP/DKYETHCS, IO Il iIMEHA BOJHOYAC 1 TAEMHI, 1 BUTOJIONTYBaHI MyOIi4HO
11110 3a/U1s IBOTO TBOPII “PurBeNM” BUKOPHUCTAIIM OBHUM CIIEKTP MOETHYHUX TPUHOMIB.
KuarouoBsi ciioBa: naman, im’st, moet, noesist, “Pursena”

Cmamms naditiuna 0o pedaxyii 2.11.2022
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