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Fig. 2 The priests produce fire by means of fire sticks (arani).
When the ritual is performed at the sacrificer’ s home,

this procedure is omitted.

Illustration taken from M.Tachikawa, Homa in Vedic Ritual — The Structure of the Dar$a-
piimamasa, From Vedic Altar to Village Shrine(ed. by Y.Nagano and Y,Ikari) (Senri Ethnological

Studies no.36), Osaka 1993., p.244.
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Tz = FERDBEKEZDOEHEZIZONT

Hr—4 325y RAOREHEX (from F.Staal(ed.), AGNI, The Vedic Ritual
of the Fire Altar, Berkeley 1983.)

)

Figure 1—The Ritual Enclosure

— }
S

garhapatya, domestic fire

: dakgsinagni, southern fire

ahavanlya, offering fire

vedi, receptacle for ritual implements and substances of oblations

e

MAHAVEDI

wl O 0Z=NG[J] SADAS HAVIRDHANA uNAC 4

Figure 4—Ritual Enclosures for the Soma Rituals

OA: old ahavaniya (old offering altar)
= NG: new girhapatya (new domestic altar)
U: uttaravedi
= NA: new shavaniya (new offering altar)
Sadas: hall of recitation
Havirdhana: hall for preparation of Soma, or Soma hall

N

®(3)

Figure 5—Ritual Enclosures for the Agnicayana
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[Abstract]
Symbolism in Vedic Fire Rituals

IKARI Yasuke
Kyoto University

1 The Vedic Ritual
The oldest surviving body of texts in India known as the Vedas discuss the various interpretations of
the so-called Vedic rituals which were performed among the upper classes in northern India. The
Vedic rituals consist of griya which include household rites conducted during the various passages
of life, and srauta which are more large-scale ceremonies conducted by the community leader in
front of the sacred fires.

The Vedic rituals are based upon the notion that the cosmos is governed by a proper order. This
order of the cosmos is called r7a. One who is in tune with the order of r7a was believed to be able to
bring about fertility. The most effective way of bringing about fruitful results was through rituals.
Mantras used in rituals were believed to enhance the efficaciousness. Belief in the word-power
brought about an important development in ancient Indian philosophy.

A distinct feature of the Vedic rituals is the ritual fire set up to intercede between the gods of
heaven and the people on earth. Vedic rituals take the form of receiving honored guests. Thus, the
gods who receive the benefits of the earth are treated as honored guests. When offering is made, a
special platform is erected where various offerings are put in the ritual fire. On this extraordinary
occasion a deity known as 4gni intercedes on behalf of the people on earth by carrying these goods
to the gods in the heavens. In this way, the offerings pass between the two realms through the ritual
fire.

The form that this fire ritual takes is receiving honored guests. But according to various
commentaries that explain the meaning of this ritual state, there is also an element of enchantment
that is symbolized in these procedures. While these magical rituals are taking place, a symbolic
relation between the various dimensions is established. In its initial phase, there seems to have
been two dimensions (that of gods, that of ritual) that were discussed among theologians, but as
time progressed this developed into the dimension occupied by the gods, the ritual dimension, and
the human dimension.
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2 The Agni, Ritual Fire
The Agni deity was thought to have the closest relation with the human world. The deity operates
within the ritual context and also takes upon a human manifestation. But these two symbolic
aspects are combined within the intellectual context. For example, the procedures for carrying the
ritual fire when embarking on a journey are internalized as the concept of the Agni and the human
soul as one entity which is called atman.

An interesting development in the intellectual history of ancient India is the establishment of a
hierarchy for rituals. By separating the $rauta ritual from the grhya and placing the former above
the latter, the hierarchal relation was defined. The performance of these fire rituals was related to
the place of worship. When a young couple were married, a ritual fire was transferred to their new
home. Initially, the fire was brought from the bride’s home rather than from the husbands. By
contrast, three to five ritual fires were used during the Srauta ritual where fires were distributed
from the family fire. In other cases, arani, fire-drill tools, were used to produce a new fire
belonging to the sacrificer himself. But gradually over time, the latter method was employed
exclusively. In other words, “one’s own fire” decided the form of the ritual. This reflects the
intellectual tendency of the middle Brahmana period to present ritual space as a self-perfected
realm.



