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What Was the mtatpLog vopog

of the Sophists with Whom Onesicritus
Conversed (Strab. 15.1.64): Some Fresh
Data from Vedic Sources

1 Focus of the inquiry

Over the last century many remarkable contributions have been devoted to an
interesting meeting between Alexander the Great and some Indian ‘sophists’ near
Taxila, an episode narrated by several Greek sources with varying degrees of reli-
ability. The present paper focuses on one of the testimonies handed down by
Strabo in book XV of his Geographia, namely that attributed to Onesicritus, the
renowned helmsman in Alexander’s fleet who was sent by Alexander himself to
converse with this group. Following in the footsteps of some Indologists and
Greek history and literature scholars, our investigation will concentrate mainly
on the single episode of Calanus’ self-incineration, with the aim of trying to un-
derstand whether these aspects rely on a specific tradition, particularly Brahman-
ical or non-Brahmanical doctrine.! Finally, on the basis of some Vedic sources
dealing with the leader’s self-immolation a slight change to one of the most au-
thoritative current hypotheses on this question will be proposed.

2 A terminological premise

The title of my paper refers to the opening sentence of Strabo’s report which
gives a brief summary of the life of the first sophist that Onesicritus meets,
namely Calanus, who died @ matpiw vopw:

‘Ovnoikplrog 8¢ meuedijval enowv adtog Stare€ouevog T0ig coplatalg tovtolg [...]. Sa-
AexBijvat 8'évi TovTwv Kadvey, 6v kal cuvakoAouvbijoal @ BactAel péxpt Mepaidog kal armo-
Bavely 7@ matpiw vouw tedévta £nt mupkaiav — Strab. 15.1.63-64.

1 As noticed by Karttunen (2002) 135 and n. 2: “the reasons for this suicide were never
completely understood in the West” and it “somewhat puzzled modern scholars, too”.

Nota: All translations are by the author, unless explicitly stated.
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Onesicritus says that he himself was sent to converse with these sophists [...]; [he says that]
he conversed with one of these, namely Calanus, who accompanied the king all the way to
Persia, and died in accordance with the ancestral custom,” being placed on a pyre.

Onesicritus was indeed sent to converse with these sophists since their excellent
reputation and their nakedness had aroused Alexander’s curiosity:

axoveWv yap Tov AAéEav8pov m¢ yuuvol Statelolev kal kaptepiag mueAotvTo ot GvOpwmot
£V TWf| T¢ dyowto mAelaty, map GAAovg 8¢ pn PadiColev kAnBévTeg [...] €meldn olte avT®
Tpémely €80KeL ap’ ékelvoug eottdv olte ékelvoug PLafecBat mapd T TATPLA TOLETY TL
fxovTag, avtog Een mep@dijval — Strab. 15.1.63.

Alexander had heard that they always went about naked, and that they were people held in
the highest honour who devoted themselves to endurance, and that, when invited, they did
not go to visit other people [...]. Since it did not seem appropriate to him (i.e. to Alexander)
to either visit them or to force them to do anything contrary to their will against their ances-
tral customs, he (i.e. Onesicritus) was sent [to them].

It is noteworthy that the adjective matptos (found in the questioned phrase nd-
TpLos vopog) also occurs here, but it is employed as a substantive inflected in the
accusative neuter plural form, plausibly in the sense of ‘inherited customs’.®> Ac-
cording to Strabo, ta mdtpla determined their reserve which explained their re-
luctance to leave their seats of asceticism to participate in any kind of meeting
anywhere else. Alexander respected their wishes and sent Onesicritus, one of his
retinue, to talk to them.

In the analysed section of Strabo’s work another occurrence of véuog de-
serves attention: it is used by the second sophist Onesicritus meets, i.e. Mandanis,

2 Cfr. e.g. transl. Jones (1966) 109: “he died in accordance with the ancestral custom, being placed
upon a pyre and burned up”; transl. Biffi (2005) 97: “e si lascio morire, fedele all’'usanza Indiana,
adagiato su una pira”; transl. Radt (2009) 215: “und nach herkémmlicher Sitte auf den Scheiter-
haufen gelegt aus dem Leben geschieden sei”; transl. Leroy (2016) 54: “et qui est mort suivant les
rites de ses ancétres, couché sur un biicher”.

3 Here the term refers to the Indian cultural context, but with reference to the Greek one at least,
the adjective mdtplos is indeed an ambiguous expression especially as it was used by fourth-
century BCE orators. Nonetheless, several authors adopted it “to refer to religious tradition or civic
custom currently in use, as Thucydides did in describing the practice of the public funeral speech
as being 1@ matpiw vopw” — Atack (2018) 176. See Thuc. 2.34.1: év 8¢ ¢ a0TQ ye®VL ABnvaiol T
ToTPiw VOUW XPWUEVOL SNUOGIY TAPAS EMOLOAVTO TAV €V TOSE TR TOAEUW TPWTWV ATOBAVOVTWV
TpOTIW TOLRSE, “During the same winter, the Athenians, in accordance with ancestral custom, held
a public funeral for the first who fell in this war”. As for a partial overlapping use of the plural
terms mdtpia and vopou especially in inscriptions and decrees, in which they can convey ‘customs,
traditions, laws, instructions’ see also Carbon/Pirenne-Delforge (2017) 142-144. Many thanks to Eli-
sabetta Poddighe for these important indications and references.



What Was the mtdtpLog vopog of the Sophists with Whom Onesicritus Conversed =—— 209

who asks whether the Greeks also taught similar doctrines. He is told that
Pythagoras, Socrates and Diogenes taught something like this. Mandanis then
replies as follows:

OTL T@a pév vopifol epovipwg adToig Sokely, &v 8" auaptdvey vopov mpo Thig eUoEWS Ti-
Bepévoug ov yap <av> atoydvesBal yupvovg Momep avtov Stdyey ano Aty (Hvtag —
Strab. 15.1.65.

In other respects he regarded them (i.e. the Greeks) as wise, but they were wrong about one
thing, namely, in preferring custom (vopog) to nature (¢votg), for otherwise they would not
be ashamed to go around naked, like he did, and subsist on frugal fare.

Many learned pages have already been written about the sophists walking around
naked, starting from ancient authors who were even contemporary with Alexan-
der, such as Theophrastus (Hist. pl 4.5) who depicts the “Indian sages who wear no
clothes” (t&v Tv8®Vv ot cogol iy aumeyopevoy), and Arrian who also mentions “the
naked (yvuvoi) sophists” (Indika 11.7). Instead, nobody can be sure about the iden-
tity of the Gymnetae described by Pliny (7.2.28) as a long-lived people (macrobii, sur-
passing a hundred years) and the T'vuvijteg occurring in Strab. 15.1.70 who are said
to be a subgroup of the Pramnai,* opposed to the Brahmins. Nonetheless Calanus
surprisingly invited Onesicritus to take off his clothes and listen naked to his
words:

kelevey, el BovAotto dkpodoaacbat, Katabéuevov TV OKEVV Yuuvov ent v avTt®v ABwv
keluevov petéyev T@v Adywv — Strab. 15.1.64.

He (i.e. Calanus) proposed that if he (i.e. Onesicritus) wished to learn, [he should] strip off
his clothes, lie down naked on those very stones, and in that manner listen to his words.

Moreover, we have just noted how in Strab. 15.1.65, Mandanis again emphasises
their practice of nakedness, in contrast with Greek usage, so that the later authors
might have merely transformed this piece of information into a sort of proper
name.® However, this detail together with the fact that they used to beg for alms
(bhiksagamana) in the evening caused some scholars such as Karttunen and
Stoneman® to rule out the hypothesis that these sophists were Buddhists, even
though their nakedness does not depend on some specific vopog. In fact, as we

4 The identification of the Pramnai with the sramanas (opposed to the brahmanas) has been dis-
cussed at length, but Falk (2022) recently proved its validity on an epigraphic and numismatic
basis.

5 See also Karttunen (1997) 56.

6 Karttunen (1997) 62; Stoneman (2019) 326.
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have seen, Mandanis praised nakedness as one of the effects of their giving prior-
ity to nature (¢pUo1g) over customs (vopog). He scolded Calanus for his arrogance,
for having laughed when he saw Onesicritus dressed in his cloak, hat and boots
and demanded that, if the latter wanted to attend his teachings, he would have to
stand naked on the very stones on which he himself stood.

Bronkhorst spotted a passage in the Apastamba-Dharmastitra which informs
us that in the third century BCE’ — not long after Alexander the Great’s incursion
into India — some news about an optional rule prescribing nakedness for the as-
cetics did exist:

tasya muktam acchadanam vihitam. sarvatah parimoksam eke — ApDhS 2.21.11-12.

Discarded clothes are prescribed for him. Some say that he should go completely naked
— transl. Olivelle (2000) 105.

The whole question of nakedness should perhaps be at least partly downplayed,
because here the action of wearing no clothes is not something imposed by some
religious prescription.

Furthermore, it is quite plausible that, in the eyes of the Greeks, even wear-
ing a simple piece of cloth around one’s hips, sounded unconventional and per-
haps unacceptable.? In other words, there is no need to associate this detail to the
rigid religious choice of the renowned group of the digambara i.e. of the ‘sky
clothed’ Jains. As noticed by Stoneman, “nudity or near-nudity, a fruit diet and
non-violence are equally appropriate to other typologies of asceticism and, on the
other hand, there is no reference to specific Jain practices such as the avoidance
of pollution of the air by the breath [in Onesicritus’ report]”.” The latter detail
would certainly have caught the attention of Alexander’s envoy. However, what
is more important for the present research is the fact that Mandanis’ words seem
to point to a natural relationship with nakedness and not to a prescription for
them, a lexical opposition that is conveyed by the use of the terms @votg and
vOuog.

7 Bronkhorst (2015) 14 and (2016) 41. Olivelle (2018) 21 assigns this Dharmasitra, which is the
earliest one, to the period between the third and early second century BCE. I thank Alessandro
Giudice who pointed out this more recent dating by Olivelle.

8 Bosworth (1998) 188 n. 70 maintained that Calanus cannot “have been enjoining complete
nakedness, for even the ascetics themselves retained a loin-cloth to preserve their modesty”, but,
as easily also documented by Stoneman (2019) 293, even today there are plenty of ascetics who
still go around completely naked.

9 Stoneman (1995) 108.
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These are the three passages from Strabo that aroused my curiosity as to ex-
actly which vopog Strabo (or better his source Onesicritus) is hinting at, when Ca-
lanus’ self-incineration is labelled as something happening t@® matpiw vouw, “in
accordance with the ancestral custom”.

Scholars have often taken it for granted that this piece of information was
completely unfounded.” This could be because ancient authors never really con-
sidered Onesicritus’ account of the meeting with the Sophists as a particularly re-
liable source, even though, curiously enough, it probably served as the basis for
all the later versions."” Note that a further difficulty in tracing historical data
from Strabo’s account of Calanus’ death stems from the fact that he offers this
episode of Alexander the Great’s expedition as an example of the lack of agree-
ment between his sources:

Tiig 8 dvouoAoyiag TGV cuyypagéwyv €0tw mapdadelyua kat 6 mept T00 Kaidvou Adyog. §Tu
uév yap ouvijABev AAeZavSpw kal aébavev £k map’ avtd Sid Tupog OpoAoyoDaL. TOV &¢
TpOMOV 00 TOV a0TOV YacLv 008E Katd Tag avTag aitiag — Strab. 15.1.68.

Let the account of Calanus also be an example of the disagreement among historians. They
all agree that he went with Alexander, and voluntarily died by fire in his presence, but they
differ as to the manner and cause (of his death).

3 How Calanus died on the pyre

The chronicle of Calanus’ death recounted by Strab. 15.1.68 starts with the follow-
ing sentence:

Ev Tlacapyddalg 8¢ voooavta, T0Te TPHOTOV aVTH VOOOL YEVOUEVNG, £€ayayely EauTov,
Gyovta £tog £BSounkoaTov Kat Tpitov, un mpocéyovta Tails 100 Basiéw.

When he fell ill at Pasargadae, the first illness of his life, he voluntarily left his life at the
age of seventy-three years, paying no heed to the king’s pleas.

Two different versions of the event are then presented. The first of these is mini-
malist and presents a favourable image of his death, emphasising how he stood
heroically waiting motionless to be burnt by fire:

10 See e.g. also recently Leroy (2016) 224: “Onésicrite (supra 1.65) fait de la mort volontaire une
loi imposée aux Brahmanes, ce qui n’a bien str rien d’exact”. See also Leroy (2015) 221.
11 See Stoneman (1995) 103; Winiarczyk (2007) 238; Bruseker (2012) 11.
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yevopévng 8¢ mupdc kal tebelong € avtiig xpuoiig kKAlvng, kataxABévta eig avtiv, éykaAv-
Yapevov eumpnabijvat.

A pyre was made and a golden couch placed on it: he laid himself upon this pyre, covered
himself up, and he was burnt.

The second version starts by providing a little more information about the build-
ing of the pyre and portrays Calanus as an impulsive man rather than an ascetic
endowed with extreme self-control:

ol 82 EOAwov oikov yevéabal, UANGSOG 8 éumAnoBévTog Kal £ml Tfig oTéyng TLPES ye-
vouévng kal &umpndeiong, Homep ékérevoe, Ueth TV Toumiv ued’ g fxev, plbavta tavtov
w¢ Gv 80kOV cLVEUTPNGORVAL TR 0TKW.

Others say, that a wooden house was built which was filled with leaves and that a pyre was
built on its roof and a fire lit therein, as he had ordered, after the procession with which he
had arrived, and, throwing himself upon the pyre, he was consumed like a log of wood, to-
gether with the house.

Indeed, ai éunpnBeiong, “and lit a fire in it”** replaces the participle éykielo0évta,

“shut up”, on which Radt’s critical edition placed a crux desperationis™ and sug-
gested this replacement in the relevant commentary.** It was in fact difficult to con-
ciliate the final action of Calanus throwing himself upon the fire with the fact that
he had previously been shut up in the very house on whose roof the pyre was built.

In the latter version, the detail about the procession which accompanied Cala-
nus to the pyre projects this funeral ceremony onto a leader’s triumphal parade,
especially if we take into account Arrian’s version in Anabasis 7.2-3, on which Stra-
bo’s first version is probably grounded and whose declared source is Nearchus, i.e.
the navarch in Alexander’s army. Arrian places great emphasis on the procession
on horseback that accompanies Calanus to the place of self-immolation, to the
sound of trumpets, battle cries and elephant barks, and a sort of final distribution
of the goods given to him by the retinue such as a royal robe (¢661¢ PactAwr), per-

12 In Leroy’s edition — see Leroy (2016) 59.

13 Radt (2009) 220. See also Bosworth (1998) 177 n. 14: “Calanus is said to be ‘enclosed’ [...]. En-
closed in what? Hardly the “house”, which is already filled with leaves; perhaps in a kind of
structure near the pyre, from which he could leap into flames at an opportune moment”.

14 Radt (2009) 204: “Der iiberlieferte Text bietet mehrere Anstdsse: wenn Kalanos in das Haus
eingeschlossen wird (¢yxAeloBévta), kann er sich nicht mehr in das Feuer stiirzen (pipavta av-
T0v); ausserdem ist das Haus ja mit Laub gefiillt (¢unAno6évtog); ferner vermisst man eine Er-
wahnung des Anziindens von Haus + Scheiterhaufen. Alle diese Anstdsse wéaren behoben wenn
man kat éunpnBeiong statt éykietoBévta schriebe”. I thank Paola Pisano who drew my attention
to the elegant solution advanced by Radt.
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fumes (Buptapara), gold and silver cups (Eknwyata xpvod Kai apyvpd), the carpets
(otpwpata) used to adorn the pyre and a royal Nesea breed of horse (inmog Bacti-
k0¢ GV T®V Nnoaiwv) which would have carried him to the pyre itself, had he been
well enough to ride. The final effect in Arrian’s version is that of a warrior’s tri-
umph and the division of spoils among warriors. Calanus’ heroism is also particu-
larly evident, because just like Strabo, Arrian also emphasises the fact that he
remained immobile while the fire blazed.” Instead, the second version in Straho’s
work underlines his impulsive leap into the fire. While both the afore-mentioned
first descriptions of Calanus’ death are based on the same source, i.e. Nearchus,
Strabo’s second version is traditionally attributed to Alexander’s chamberlain,
Chares of Mytilene.' In this case, his account does not paint Calanus in a favour-
able light which is in line with the criticism expressed by Megasthenes shortly after
(see below).

Another major detail shared by Strabo and Arrian is the illness which caused
Calanus to desire self-incineration. The verb used by both authors is vooéw and
Arrian explains that paAaxiobijvat yép tt 7@ cwpatt tov Kdiavov év tij Ilepaidt
Vi, 00nw mpdabev voorjoavta, “when Calanus was in Persia, he became weak in
the body, he who had never been sick before” (Anab. 7.3.1). This is indeed in line
with a custom practised by ‘sophists’ which Mandanis had depicted in a previous
passage, that is:

Aloytotov 8 avtolg vopifesbatl vooov cwpatikiv: Tov §” vmovorcavta kab avtod todro, éE-
Ayewv £auTov 8L mMUPOG VijoavTa TLPAVY, VTaAewpapevov 8¢ kal kabicavta ént TV TLPAV
VAL kerevewy, akivntov 8¢ kaieobat — Strab. 15.1.65.

They regard disease of the body as the most disgraceful thing, and he who suspects this in
himself, after preparing a pyre, voluntarily leaves his life through fire. And he first anoints
himself, sits down upon it (i.e. the pyre), orders it to be lit, and burns remaining immobile.

And this seems to be the fruit of the coherent speculative framework that is de-
scribed in a nutshell at the beginning of the same paragraph:

Ta yodv Aexbévta eig 00T €pn ouvteively wg ein Adyog tplatog, 6¢ R8ovny kal AvTtnv Yuxiig
apatprioetal — Strab. 15.1.65.

He (i.e. Onesicritus) said that his (i.e. Mandanis’) speeches tended to maintain that the best
teaching is that which will be able to remove pleasure and grief from the mind.

15 Cfr. Arr. Anab. 7.3.5: GAAQ TOT¢ yap GAAoLG Badpa mapacyéoBatl o08EV TL TapakvioavTa
€v 1@ mupl Tod owparog, “But for everyone else it was a wonder to see Calanus’ body in the
flames without the slightest tremor”.

16 Bosworth (1998) 177; Leroy (2016) 224.
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4 Did Calanus die by the rules?

As already mentioned, the second version of the account of Calanus’ self-incineration
seems to anticipate the criticism the gesture provoked in some people. The official
author of such a criticism is Megasthenes:

MeyacBévng 8" £€v T0T¢ pév @L0c6@eOLS 0VK elval 80yua enoly autolg ¢€ayewy — Strab.
15.1.68.

But Megasthenes maintains that killing oneself is not a dogma among philosophers.

Nevertheless Bronkhorst clearly stated that “Megasthenes does not constitute a
valid counter-argument, for he lived in and primarily described a part of India
that was far from Taxila, where Brahmanism was not the dominant ideology”."”
Thus, it is perhaps left to the Indologists to verify whether this voluntary death
on the pyre was really inspired by some Indian matptog vopog or not. Hillebrandt
already singled out the simple Vedic phrase agnipravesad brahmalokah that un-
equivocally supports the tradition of voluntary death by immolation in the latest
Dharmastitra, that is the Vasistha-Dharmasiitra, probably dating back to the first
century CE.'® This passage occurs in a section devoted to purificatory texts (pavi-
trani), as explicitly stated in VDAS 28.10. The mentioned teaching occurs immedi-
ately after one praising abstention from the use of violence:

ahimsy upapadyate svargam. agnipravesad brahmalokah — VDhS 29.3-4.

A man who refrains from causing injury to living beings goes to heaven; entering a fire, one
attains the world of Brahman. — transl. Olivelle (2000) 461.

And this explanation was endorsed by both Bronkhorst and Karttunen;' the latter
also noticed that the same work, by contrast, is explicitly against suicide (VDhS
23.14). However, as is well-known, several scholars have questioned whether Cala-
nus was indeed a Buddhist,? a Jain,! a Brahmin,” an Ajivika® or even a wandering

17 Bronkhorst (2016).

18 Hillebrandt (1917) 5: “agnipravesad brahmalokah steht fiir den, der ‘ins Feuer eingeht, die Ver-
heiflung von Brahmas Welt’ [...] in offenbarer Ubereinstimmung mit einer alten und weitverbrei-
teten Sitte”.

19 Bronkhorst (2016) 37; Karttunen (1997) 65.

20 E.g. Tarn (1951) 415; Halkias (2015) 164 and 166.

21 E.g. Thapar (1973) 60.

22 E.g. Hillebrandt (1917); Bosworth (1998) 186.

23 See Stoneman (2019) 317-319.
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ascetic in general,* or whether his words simply reflected Greek cynical thought.”

Nonetheless, Bronkhorst®® has already taken a giant step in answering this question
by suggesting that, rather than looking at other religions, we should have “a closer
look at Brahmanism” to explain Calanus’ sensational gesture, since “after all, Brah-
manism was deeply preoccupied with the Vedic sacrificial fire, whose victim was
often looked upon as a substitute for the sacrifice”.

Thus, the purpose of the present research is limited to the reconsideration of
Vedic passages which were surveyed by Bronkhorst,?’ i.e. to the Vedic sources
about the Sarvasvara Agnist,oma28 — also known as Sunaskarnastoma, as demon-
strated e.g. by the Apastamba-Srautasttra (ApSS 22.7.20-25) and Hiranyakesin-
Srautasutra (HSS 17.3.18) which quote both names of the sacrifice (i.e. Sarvasvara
and Sunaskarnastoma) — next to each other.

This sacrifice is explained in two Samavedic sources, namely the Paficavimsa-
Brahmana and the Jaiminlya-Brahmana, quoted here in their commonly accepted
chronological order, at least in terms of redaction. The PB, which is shorter and
has an earlier redaction, reads:

trivrd agnistomah sa sarvasvaro yah kamayetanamayatamum lokam iyam iti sa etena yajeta.
prano vai trivrt pranah svarah pranan evasya bahir niradadhati tajak pramiyate. trivrd vai
stomanam ksepistho yat trivrd bhavaty astyah samgacchata ity ananto vai svaro ‘nanto ‘sau
loko ‘nantam evainam svargam lokam gamayati. abhivatyah pravatyo bhavanty asmad evai-
nam lokat svargam lokam gamayanti arbhavapavamane stilyamana audumbarya daksina
pravrto nipadyate tad eva samgacchate. sa esa sunaskarnastoma etena vai sunaskarno bas-
kiho ‘yajata tasmac chunaskarnastoma ity akhyayate — PB 17.12.1-6.

A threefold [i.e. nine-versed] Agnistoma; it has all the Samans circumflex [at the end]. He
who wishes: “May I reach that world not through any disease”,?® should worship by means
of this. The threefold chant is breath; its [circumflex] pitch is breath; it (i.e. this pitch) leads
the breaths outside him (i.e. the sacrificer), who suddenly dies. The threefold one is the
swiftest of all the chants since [it is said that] the threefold [chant] is very quick with the

one who is meeting [his ancestors] (i.e. is dying).* The pitch is endless, that world is endless;

24 E.g. Karttunen (1997) 58 and 62; Stoneman (1994) 506, (1995) 110 and (2019) 315; Bruseker (2012) 8.

25 See e.g. Brown (1949) chapter 2; Kubica (2021) 81.

26 Bronkhorst (2015) 7-23 and (2016) 34-42 and 417-422 (= Appendix II).

27 Bronkhorst (2016) 417-422 (= Appendix II).

28 Name of an important sacrifice devoted to Soma, i.e. to a divinized plant whose juice is
praised due to its exhilarating effect.

29 The commentator Sayana supplies dehena to andyamata, so that the meaning might have
been ‘with a body that is not sick’.

30 The present translation is inspired by the use of the verb samgam- in a famous early afterlife
context, namely in RV 10.14.8: sdm gachasva pitfbhih sdm yaménestaptrténa paramé vyoman |
hitvd yavadydm ptinar dstam éhi sim gachasva tanvd suvdrcah, “Unite with the ancestors, unite
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it causes him to go to the endless heavenly world. [These verses] are endowed with [the
prefixes] abhi ‘towards’ and pra ‘forth’,*! thus it causes him to go from this world to the
heavenly world. While the purifying laud sacred to the Rbhus* is being chanted, he (i.e. the
sacrificer) lies down, his head covered by his upper garment, to the south of the pillar of
Udumbara-wood. Then, he meets [his ancestors] (i.e. he dies). This is the Sunaskarnastoma.
Sunaskarna, Baskiha’s son, worshipped by means of this. Therefore, it is called the
Sunaskarnastoma.

The /B was redacted later but its content is often quite conservative. In particular,
Caland® considered it to be older than the other available Samaveda Brahmana,
i.e. the PB, on the basis of a collection of generally ignored rites included in the
JB. Moreover, the Jaiminiya school is generally considered older than the Kau-
thuma-Ranayaniya Sakha, due to its accordance with the surviving Nambudiri
Rgveda and Yajurveda traditions.>* The passage on this sacrifice reads:

athaisa sunaskarnastomah. sunaskarno ha vai varsnyakah.35 punyakrd apapakrd asa. sa ha
cakame — punyam evasmin loke krtvapapam krtya svargam lokam gaccheyam iti. sa etam
yajiiam apasyat. tam aharat. tenayajata. tato vai sa punyam evasmin loke krtvapapamkrtya

with Yama, with what has been bestowed due to the sacrifice, in the highest distant heaven. Hav-
ing left behind imperfection, come home again. Unite with your body in your full luster” — transl
Jamison/Brereton (2014) 1392 (modified). Caland (1931) 367 translates the verbal base samgam-
both in PB 17.12.3 and 5 as in a more general sense as ‘to meet with the own end’.

31 In order to explain this detail, Caland (1931) 468 refers to the ritual handbook called Arseya-
kalpa or Masakakalpastutra 314 — see Caland (1908) 46-47 where there are 13 occurrences of the
preposition pra as initial word of verse and the following crucial verse beginning with abhi: abhi
dyumnam brhad yasah, “towards splendour and mighty glory”. See also LatSS 8.8.

32 They are itinerant priest-poets who became gods because of their deeds, praised in earliest
Vedic sources, such as RV 1.110; 1.161; 3.54; 3.60; SS 6.108: see Pisano (2023) ad bibliography quoted
there.

33 Caland (1931) XIX.

34 See Witzel (2016) 69. On the contrary, Keith decided in favour of the anteriority of the PB,
especially because of linguistic evidence. See Keith (1932a) 700 and (1932b) 1049. Renou (1947) 101
endorsed Keith’s evaluation. The chronological problem is amplified by the assumed existence of
a third Samaveda Brahmana, mentioned as Satyayanakam brahmanam or Satyayani-Brahmana
or Satyayanakam in several Kalpasitras or by commentators. See Ghosh (1935) 98-101 (fragments
55-66); Parpola (1973) 9-10; Bodewitz (1973) 11-12; Gonda (1975) 349; Witzel (1989) § 5.2. However,
several portions of the /B are often quite conservative in terms of contents. This may be due to
its (ritual and narrative) eclectic prolixity, which has evidently led this text to voraciously incor-
porate ideas borrowed from different schools and thus at least partially retain them. See Keith
(1932b) 1048; Renou (1947) 101-102; Gonda (1975) 348; Fujii (2012) 112. However, more generally
speaking, it might overall have been one of the most recently fixed Brahmana texts, perhaps only
earlier than the Sadvimsa-Brahmana and the Gopatha-Brahmana — see Bodewitz (1973) 13.

35 V.. vaskyahah: this name matches that in PB 17.12.6.
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svargam lokam agacchat. sa yah punyakrt kamayeta punyam evasmin loke krtvapapamkrtya
svargam lokam gaccheyam iti, sa etena yajeta. punyam evasmin loke krtvapapamkrtya svar-
gam lokam gacchati. sa trivrd bhavati. paran iva ha va esah. svargam eva lokam abhinirmr-
sto yat trivrt stomah. paran evaitena svargam lokam eti. tasya pararficy eva stotrani bhavanti
pararici sastrani paranci prsthani paractr vistutayah. paran eva sarvo bhavati. pravatisu stu-
vanti. paraficam evainam tad amum lokam gamayanti — JB 2.167.

Now [the sacrifice called] Sunaskarna. Sunaskarna was indeed the descendant of Vrsni. He
was one who has performed meritorious acts; he had not committed any sin. He, indeed,
expressed his desire saying “May I go to the world of heaven by having carried out meritori-
ous acts in this world without committing any sin!”. He saw this sacrifice. He took it for
himself, he worshipped by means of this. Therefore, he went to the world of heaven by hav-
ing carried out meritorious acts in this world without committing any sin. The one who has
performed meritorious acts who expressed his desire saying “May I go to the world of
heaven having carried out meritorious acts in this world without committing any sin!”
should worship by means of this. Having carried out meritorious acts in this world he goes
to the world of heaven without committing any sin. This is the threefold [chant]. This is in-
deed really as if it were going beyond. Whatever threefold chant there is, he is purified in
the direction of the world of heaven. Just going beyond, it goes to the heavenly world by
means of this. Its chants are going beyond, its upper side songs are going beyond, its Vistuti
schemes of recitations are going beyond. Just going beyond, it becomes all. They chant on
the verses containing [the prefix] pra- ‘forth’. They cause him, really, to reach that world
which is far.

The notion ‘without disease’ used in the cited PB passage is replaced by ‘without
sin’ in the latter passage from the JB, so that death seems to be sought to avoid
the suffering and impairment of disease in the first Samaveda source, but to
avoid culpability in the second one. The role of merit or absence of demerit is
definitely crucial in such a decision to perform self-incineration in the /B version.

Within the Black Yajurveda branch, namely in the Baudhdayana-Srautasttra,
which is commonly considered the earliest Srautasiitra® we can read an aetiolog-
ical myth that explains the Sunaskarna performance. Here merit and demerit
also clearly seem to play an important role, while no mention is made of illness
and the lexicon overlaps that of the /B. The aim once again is ‘to leave one’s life
free from fault’ and not simply in good health:

sunaskarno ha vai saivyo raja punyakrd bahuyajy asa. sa ha paptyan janatam pratihitam
pratikhyayartvijah papracchasti svit sa yajiiakratur yenaistvaiva prayayam iti. asti hiti hai-
nam rtvijah pratyicus. [...] sa havabhrthad evodetya mamara. yam dvisyat tasyaivam yajiiam
kuryad upasrtam va yajayet. ksipram haivasmal lokat prait — BaudhSS 18.48.

36 See Parpola (2011) 342.
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King Sunaskarna, son of Sivi had been one who carried out meritorious acts and performed
many sacrifices. Indeed, when he was deteriorating, after realising that the community was
in a sorry state, he asked the officiant priests: “Is there any sacrificial rite, after whose per-
formance I could go away?”. The officiant priest answered that there was one. [...] After hav-
ing returned from the Avabhrtha (i.e. from the ablution of the sacrificer and sacrificial
vessels after the sacrifice), he (i.e. the sacrificer) died. One should perform this sacrifice for
one who hates, or one who approaches him [for this purpose]. Soon he departs from this
world.

Here it seems even clearer that the sacrificer performs the Sunaskarna rite be-
cause he feels a sense of responsibility towards the community which is in such a
sorry state. He is thus not trying to avoid any kind of personal illness, but rather
attempting to better the miserable condition of his community.

Instead, another Black Yajurveda Srautasiitra, commonly classified as middle-
recent®’ contains an explanation of the Sunaskarna where the idea of covering one-
self, exactly as Calanus seems to have done, is repeated, together with the idea of
reaching heaven anamayata commonly translated ‘without any disease’, but at the
same time, the sacrificer is maranakama- ‘one who wishes his own death’:

caturthah sarvasvarah sunaskarnastomah. maranakamo yajeta yah kamayetanamayata svar-
gam lokam iyam iti. yamyah pasuh sukaharita upalambhyah. krtannam daksina. arbhave
stiyamane daksinenaudumbarim pattodasenahatena vasasa daksinasirah pravrtah samvisann
aha brahmanah samapayata me yajiiam iti. tadaiva samtisthate — ApSS 22.7.20-25.

The fourth [threefold] (i.e. nine-versed Agnistoma) is the Sunaskarnastoma in which all the
Samans are circumflex at the end. The one who wishes his own death, who desired by say-
ing: “May I go to heaven without any disease” should sacrifice [with this]. In addition to the
sacrificial animal for Yama [a he-goat], a yellowish parrot is to be seized as a victim. Cooked
rice is the sacrificial gift. While the purifying laud sacred to the Rbhus is being chanted, he
(i.e. the sacrificer), lying down to the south of the pillar of Udumbara-wood, being covered
with a never washed (i.e. new) garment with fringes, turned with his head towards the
south, entering [the fire], he says: “O Brahmins, complete the sacrifice for me! At that mo-
ment the sacrifice is organised in all its parts”.

Another Black Yajurveda version, i.e. that in the HirSs, is almost identical to the
just cited ApSS version, which is attributed to the same period, but it involves the
plural genitive form anamayatam instead of the singular instrumental anamayata
found in both the PB and the ApSS. The phrase anamayatam svargam lokam is in-
deed similar to the very common phrase sukrtam lokah, ‘the well-doers’ world’.*®

37 See Gonda (1977) 518; Brucker (1980) 58.

38 Sunaskarnastomah. sarvasvarah. maranakamo yajeta yah kamayetanamayatam svargam
lokam iyam iti vijiiayate. yamyah pasuh sukaharita upalambhyah. krtannam daksina. arbhave
stityamane daksinenaudumbarim ahatena vasasa pattodasena pravrtya daksinasirah samvisati
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Moreover, the crucial sentence starting with maranakamah ends with the expression
iti vijidyate, which commonly introduces a metarule (a paribhasa) in the Srautasi-
tras. According to Chakrabarti’s explanation,® this expression is used to introduce
something that is ‘known’ on the basis of the sakha to which the Vedanga text be-
longs. It should thus be possible to trace this sentence back to the earliest Vedic
sources, but I have failed to find it in any work preceding the Srautasiitras, while
both the Black and White Yajurveda Sambhitas (i.e. even earlier Vedic sources) con-
tain a lengthy prayer formula ending with the imperative form kalpantam and
yajfiena (‘May they prosper by means of this sacrifice!’). The formula recites a
long list of boons desired by the sacrificer:

rtdm ca mé my'tam ca mé | ayaksmdm ca mé ‘namayac ca me jivatus ca me dirghayutvam ca
me | anamitrdm ca mé ‘bhayam ca me sukhdm ca me sdyanam ca me susds ca me sudinam
ca me [...] yajiiéna kalpantam — MS 2.11.3-5 = KS 18.9 = TS 4.7.3.2 = VS 18.6.

May holy order, non-death, non-sickness, freedom from illness, life, longevity, freedom from
foes, fearlessness, ease of going, lying down, fair dawning, and fair day prosper through the
sacrifice!

This list is of little help, because anything de facto can be considered as a ‘boon’,
i.e. can be part of the list. But perhaps another deverbal form, namely ana-
mayitnu- used in a stanza also occurring in the Saunaka Atharvaveda and in the
Paippalada Atharvaveda with a very small variant at the end (smrs- instead of

brahmanah samapayatam etam yajiiam iti. yajiasamstham anu samtisthate — HSS 17.3.18-23),
“[Now the sacrifice called] Sunaskarna, that which has all the Samans circumflex [at the end]. It
is known that the one who wishes his own death, who desired by saying ‘May I go to the heaven
of sinless people!” should sacrifice [with this]. In addition to the sacrificial animal for Yama (i.e. a
he-goat), a yellowish parrot is to be seized as a victim. Cooked rice is the sacrificial gift. While the
purifying laud sacred to the Rbhus is being chanted, he [the sacrificer], lying down to the south
of the pillar of Udumbara-wood, being covered with a never washed (i.e. new) garment with
fringes, turned with his head towards the south, entering [the fire], he says: ‘O Brahmins, com-
plete the sacrifice for me! At that moment the sacrifice is organised in all its parts”. The White
Yajurveda version in the Katyayana-Srautasiitra — which is considered very late e.g. by Gonda
(1977) 528 — also includes a similar but shorter explanation of this sacrifice. KSS 22.6.1-6: marana-
kamasya sarvasvarah. krtannadaksinah. diksady avajighraty eva bhaksan. apsv avaharanam aso-
manam. arbhave stityamane daksinenaudumbarim krsnajine samvisati daksinasirah pravrtah. tad
eva mriyate, “The Sunaskarna sacrifice is meant for the one who wishes his own death. Cooked
rice is its sacrificial gift. From the diksa onward he only smells food and beverage. These are
thrown into the waters with the exception of the Soma juice. While the purifying laud sacred to
the Rbhus is being chanted, lying down on the black antelope-skin to the south of the pillar of
Udumbara-wood, turned with his head towards the south, he (i.e. the sacrificer) enters [the fire].
Just then he dies”.

39 Chakrabarti (1980) 54-55.
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sprs- but with the same meaning) could give us some clue as to the semantic field

of this term. In this stanza the two hands of the poet-officiant priest are envi-

sioned as the agents of some act of healing: together with his voice, his hands

bring about a cure in the context of what Jamison and Brereton define as the

“usual pairing of action and speech characteristic of Atharvan practice”:*°
hdstabhyam ddsasakhabhyam jihvd vacdh purogavi | anamayitniibhyam tva tabhyam tvépa
sprsamasi | | - RV10.137.7 = SS 4.13.7 = PS 5.18.8.

With the two hands endowed with ten branches — my tongue is the forerunner of speech —
we touch you with those two that free you from pain, with these two.

If the lexicons are right and the meaning of an-a-mayat is actually ‘not causing
pain’ deriving from the verb mt, ‘to lessen, to diminish, to destroy’ with the prefix
a-, ‘near to, towards’ preceded by the negative prefix, the conveyed notion might
fit that of ‘freedom from illness’, but also the verbal idea of ‘causing no harm’.
The idea of well-being that seems to be linked to these deverbal forms from a-mt-
probably makes no clear distinction between health and being at peace with one-
self and others, i.e. between physical fitness and acquired merits.

On the other hand, the connection between ‘freedom from illness’ and the
Sunaskarna/Sarvasvara sacrifice — the possible inspiration for Calanus’ self-
incineration - is exclusively appended to the interpretation of anamayat. And
this non-unequivocal term is intriguingly represented in conservative texts like
the JB and the BaudhSS by punya, ‘merit’ and apapa, ‘no sin’.

5 The hypothesis of reading Calanus’ gesture
as a case of extreme self-penitence

Bosworth assumes that “Given that disease was regarded as retribution for
wrongdoing in this life or a previous existence Calanus’s suicide could be inter-
preted as an extreme penance”.*! He quotes a couple of Manava-Dharmasastra
passages, the first of which includes the compound paparoga which has to be in-

40 Jamison/Brereton (2014) 1622.
41 Bosworth (1998) 182.
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terpreted as a tatpurusa compound whose left-hand member conveys a causal

sense, i.e. it means ‘disease due to a sin’:*?

sunam ca patitanam ca svapacam paparoginam | vayasanam krminam ca sanakair nirvaped
bhuvi — MDhS 3.92.

He should also gently place on the ground offerings for dogs, oucastes, dog-cookers, persons
with evil-diseases, crow, and worms — transl. Olivelle (2005) 113.

In fact, several bodily consequences of sins committed in the present life or in
some previous ones are listed in MDhS 11.48-53 and the mechanism of this kind
of consequent penance is clearly explained:

iha duscaritaih ke cit ke cit purvakrtais tatha |
prapnuvanti duratmano nard rapaviparyayam | |
suvarnacaurah kaunakhyam surapah syavadantatam |
brahmaha ksayarogitvam dauscarmyam gurutalpagah | |
[...]

evam karmavisesena jayante sadvigarhitah |

[..]

Some evil men become disfigured because of the bad deeds committed in this world, and
some because of deeds done in a previous life. A man who steals gold gets rotten nails; a
man who drinks liquor, black teeth; the murder of a Brahmin, consumption. A man who
has sex with his elder’s wife, skin disease. [...] In this way, as a result of the remnants of
their past deeds, are born individuals despised by good people [...]. — transl. Olivelle
(2005) 217.

Nonetheless, the first of these two texts merely explains an analogous ritual
treatment for the sick and out-of-caste and there is no suggestion that self-
incineration was considered as self-penitence in either MDAS 3.92 or in MDhS
11.48-53. Analogously, Bosworth deduces from one of Panini’s grammatical rules
that self-cremation “was perhaps justified if one suffered a chronic disease, in-
curable in this life”,*® but again, this interesting rule merely tells us that Panini
believed in the chance of a new embodiment for human beings. There is cer-
tainly no mention of a voluntary transition to another life:

42 Olivelle also comments on this verse, by explaining: “the term paparoga [...] does not refer
simply to a serious sickness. The disease is regarded as the consequence of sins committed in
previous lives”.

43 Bosworth (1998) 182 n. 40.
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ksetriyac paraksetre cikitsyah — A 5.3.92).

A denominal oxytone affix occurs to derive ksetriya- when the derived nominal stem de-
notes someone ‘who has to be treated in another body’.

However, Bosworth’s hypothesis that Calanus had aspired to a sort of self-penitence
is thought-provoking. In particular, self-incineration is presented as a form of atone-
ment (prayascitta) in the following passage from the ApDhS singled out by Bosworth
himself:

prathamam varnam parihapya prathamam varnam hatva samgramam gatvavatistheta | ta-
trainam hanyuh || api va lomani tvacam mamsam iti havayitvagnim praviset — ApDhS
1.25.11-12.

When someone not belonging to the first social class kills a man belonging to the first class,
he should go and stand in a battlefield, where they would kill him. Or else, he may have his
body hair, skin, and flesh offered as a sacrifice in a fire and then throw himself into that
fire — transl. Olivelle (2000) 63-65.

Another intriguing element is the parallel self-penance accomplished by going
and standing on a battlefield, where enemies would kill the sinner. This recalls
for instance the story in the Mahabharata of how Bhisma, Drona and Bharisra-
vas, the prince of the Balhikas, died on the battlefield: they stood still as the battle
raged around them and staring into the sun and holding their breath in a supreme
state of calm like yogins, they allowed themselves to be shot. Otherwise, they are
depicted lying down on a bed made of arrows prepared in a typical abhicara fash-
ion.** These epic characters indeed represent the most successful and venerated
kind of charismatic leader of a group of consecrated warriors, quite distant from
the later orthodox figures of warriors or brahmins (ksatriyas or brahmanas). But
what is most important is that self-incineration is described here as a sacrifice
whose victim is the sinner who enters the fire, whose hair, skin, and flesh are the
offerings. And it is described in a manner that recalls the words used in one of the
Sambhitas of the same branch of the ApDhS, namely in the TS, to depict the sattra
whose offering is the self (i.e. the atman) of the sattrins:

suvargdm vd eté lokdm yanti yé sattrdm upaydnti. abhindhata evd diksabhir atmanam’
srapayanta upasddbhir. dvabhyam lémava dyanti dvabhyam tvdcam. dvabhyam dsrt.
dvabhyam mamsdm. dvabhyam dsthi dvabhyam majjanam. atmddaksinam vdi sattrdam.
atmanam evd ddksinam nitvd suvargdm lokdm yanti — TS 7.4.9.

44 See Pontillo (2016) 233-239 and bibliography quoted there.
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Those who perform a sattra go to the heavenly world. With the upasad consecrations they
kindle themselves, with two [days of the sattra] they cut their hair, with two, their skin,
with two, their blood, with two, their flesh, with two, their bones, with two, their bone mar-
row. The sattra has the self as its ddksina. After bringing themselves as ddksina, they go to
the heavenly world.

The atman here is the offering itself rather than a sacrificial fee,*® since, first of
all, a sattra implies the officiant priests who, at the same time, are also the pa-
trons of the sacrifice.*® Moreover, more than being used as a priestly gift, the sat-
trins’ bodies (atman) are evidently cooked as victims and they are said to reach
the svarga loka through the flames, as if they were common sacrificial animals.*’

Indeed Bronkhorst already emphasised how “Self-immolation in the sacrifi-
cial fire may have been part of the Early Sattra sacrifice”.*® Now, it is tempting to
also consider the first two Samavedic texts we read as two other documents that
show how heaven can be reached through self-sacrifice. Just as the sattra was
performed in times of great stress for a community, we have seen that the aetio-
logical myth in the ancient BSS analogously explains that the sacrificer turns to
self-immolation when he is worried about his community.

6 Is there any evidence in the Mimamsa
of the problem of self-immolation
in the reformed Brahmanical context?

As Bronkhorst has been teaching us since 2007, not all ancient Indian institutions
necessarily descended from the Brahmanical mainstream: sattras for instance
must have been part of a non-Brahmanical section of the Indo-Aryan people.*’
The role of leader in the Vedic but non-Brahmanical tradition as someone who
was responsible for providing the community with its essential needs and who
absorbed military and economic power is sharply diminished in this Brahmani-

45 As for the reconstruction of this ancient meaning of ddksina, as the best a sacrificer has to
offer in a sacrifice as a fruit of his magnificence, see Candotti/Neri/Pontillo (2020) and (2021).

46 See Pontillo (2023) and bibliography quoted there.

47 See e.g. the observation of the material destiny of the body of the sacrificial horse and the
insightful reflection on its future life among gods in RV 1.162.

48 Bronkhorst (2015) 37 and (2016) 38. See also Falk (1983) and (1986) 30—44.

49 Of course, with the adoption of all the necessary changes, this institution came to be incorpo-
rated within the inclusivist Brahmanical programme, so that there are orthodox sattras included
in the later Srautastutras.
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cally oriented world. At the same time, the direct relationship with heaven is
transformed into a more complex system ruled by the intermediation of the
priestly class. Even the action of sacrificing oneself must have sounded unaccept-
able from a ritualistic point of view within the strictly Brahmanical (Srautasiitra)
framework. An interesting piece of evidence is the problem arising from the case
of our Sarvasvara/Sunaskarna sacrifice in the Mimamsa context. A couple of
rules about this sacrifice appear in the book X of Jaimini-Mimamsa-Sttras:

sarvasvarasya distagatau samapanam na vidyate karmano jivasamyogat — JMS 10.2.57.

There is no completion of the Sarvasvara at the appointed way (i.e. at the death) [of the
sacrificer] due to the connection of the [sacrificial] action with a living person.

syad vobhayoh pratyaksasistatvat — JMS 10.2.58.

There must be [the completion of the Sarvasvara] because both [the sacrifice and its comple-
tion] have been directly enjoined.

Thus, the problem that emerges in the performance of this sacrifice concerns the
sacrificer himself, namely the fact that each sacrifice is commonly carried out
with the express intention of the sacrificer, i.e. the patron of the sacrifice. The
issue here is that in his absence, i.e. when the patron dies during the ceremony,
there is a risk that the ceremony could be interrupted and not carried out in full.
Bronkhorst drew attention to Sabara’s commentary on the second of these apho-
risms and stated that “It can yet be argued that Sabara preserves an old tradi-
tion”.>® But let us read at least a small excerpt from this text:

maranakamo hy etena yajeteti. arabhya parisamapayitavyam ity akhyatarthah. tena samap-
tir akhyatenaivokta bhavati. api cedam amnayate, arbhave prastityamana audumbarim sada-
Sena vasasa parivestya brahmanah parisapayata me yajiiam iti sampresyagnim visatiti [...]
purusah kartd, na sarfram. sa ca pratite’pi $arire puruso’sti — SBh ad JMS 10.2.58.

[It is said:] “The one who wishes his own death, should sacrifice with this (Sarvasvara)”. The
meaning of the verb is that after beginning (the performance), it should be completed.
Hence the completion is also denoted by the verb. This is also handed down in sacred texts:
“When the laud sacred to the Rbhus is being chanted, after covering the Audumbari post
with a fringed cloth, after addressing them by saying ‘O Brahmins, complete the sacrifice
for me!”, he enters the fire. [...] The individual principle is the agent, not its body. Even
when the body is dead, the individual principle [still] exists”.

The quoted passage is self-evidently the ApSS passage we read at the beginning
(but the sacrificial post is covered instead of the sacrificer’s head). A strictly tech-

50 Bronkhorst (2016) 39.
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nical solution is then advanced by Sabara, followed by a more philosophical one:
since the sacrificer had already pronounced the injunction “O Brahmins, com-
plete the sacrifice for me!” before he died, the sacrifice can be completed in all its
parts. It goes without saying that this seems to be an addition dating back to later
Srautasitras like the ApSS and explained in the Mimamsa literature, when plausi-
bly the writers had realised that the problem of this religious practice had to be
solved if they were to come to terms with Brahmanical orthodoxy.

By contrast, if we pay attention to another version in a very ancient Srautasii-
tra in the Samavedic traditions (which moreover is generally more conservative
than the others), i.e. the Ldgiayana-s'rautasatra, we realise that this concern is to-
tally lacking. This ancient Srautasiitra text belongs to the same branch as the two
Brahmana-texts from which we started reading the Vedic sources. Many of its
sentences are strictly comparable to those we read in the PB, but there is no men-
tion of illness. The text reads as follows:

sarvasvarena yaksyamano diksaprabhrti prayateta yatha sautye ‘hani preyam iti [...] arbhave
pavamane stilyamana udumbarya daksina pravrto nipadyeta krsnajinam upastirya daksina-
siras tad eva samgacchate tad eva mriyata iti. evam mrtam yajamanam havirbhih saha rji-
sair yajiiapatrais cahavaniye prahrtya pravrajeyur iti sandilyah — LatSS 8.8.1-5-6).

One who is going to perform the Sarvasvara (trivrt agnistoma) sacrifice, should make every
effort from the consecration ceremony onward thinking “May I depart from this world on
the day of [Soma] pressing”. [...] When the purifying laud sacred to the Rbhus is being
chanted he should lie covered, to the south of the Audumbari post on a black-antelope skin,
after having spread the same [on the ground], with his head to the south. Thus, he is united
[with the ancestors], thus he dies. $Sandilya suggests that after having offered the sacrificer,
who is thus dead, along with the oblations, the residual portions of the Soma and the sacrifi-
cial vessels in the Ahavaniya fire, they should leave (i.e. wander forth as ascetics).

Bronkhorst noticed: “One, and only one, text adds that, according to a named au-
thority, the dead body of the sacrificer is subsequently put into the sacrificial
fire”.>! However, although this is the only text that explicitly mentions the sacri-
ficer’s death, it is also important to underline that, as demonstrated by Parpola,*
this is a very ancient source. It is consequently plausible that the LarSS did not
‘add’ anything, but that it was instead the later ApSS version of this sacrifice that
might have added an apparently unjustified assignment of the task of concluding
the ceremony to the Brahmins who were supposed to play the role of officiant
priests. In the LatSS version the sacrificer simply ‘dies’ and in Sandilya’s opinion,
the ‘dead’ sacrificer is offered just like any other oblation in the Ahavaniya fire

51 Bronkhorst (2016) 39.
52 Parpola (1968) 201 and (1973) 15.
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(the oblational fire of the three standard fires). One wonders thus about the iden-
tity of these people who pour this special offering into the sacrificial fire and then
start their wanderings (parivraj-) again.>® There is only a plural verbal form and
no agent is expressed. Ranade’s translation suggests that they are ‘officiating
priests’, but they might actually have been the sacrificer’s comrades if one con-
nects this performance with a sattra-typology of sacrifice.

Conclusion

If we now return to the story of Calanus, the warrior context of the procession
and the choral nature of the participation of disciples etc. in the event are well-
tuned to this category of self-immolation. Some other details, such as the way one
covers oneself before immolation, also match. Moreover, in Strab. 15.1.68, even
before describing Calanus’ death and reporting Megasthenes’ opinion, Strabo
gives an account of several common rules that, according to some reports, Cala-
nus had allegedly violated:

AN ot pev obTwg eipriikact: cuvakolovdijoat yap wg EyKwUaoThy 100 Baonéws EEw TOV THG
Tv8ikiig 6pwv mapd 0 Kowov £€00¢ TOV EKEL PLA0GOPWV- £keivoug yap Tolg avTdbtL cuvelval
Baotredoy VEyovpévoug Ta TEPL TOUG Be0VE, LPNYOLUEVOLG TA TTEPL TOUG BE0VC, WG TOUG
uayoug toig Ilépoaig — Strab. 15.1.68.

But some maintain that he accompanied the king, as a eulogiser of the king, going beyond
the boundaries of India, violating the common usage of the local philosophers, for they at-
tend the kings of that place itself, guiding them in their relationship with the gods, like the
Magi in Persia.

It is clear that these rules are well-tuned to a Brahmanically-oriented culture. Nev-
ertheless, the present analysis of these passages has shown that self-incineration
did not emerge as a strictly orthodox Brahmanical practice, but neither was it typi-
cal of a heterodox ascetic, i.e. of a Jain or a Buddhist. Calanus was most probably
just a heroic ascetic belonging to an age when orthodoxy and unorthodoxy did not

53 The verb parivraj- is typical of the wandering ascetics (Skt. parivrajaka, Pali paribbhajja),
who are formerly consecrated warriors at the same time. It is noteworthy that in an epic passage
devoted to depict the Parivrajakas’ behaviour (parivrajakanam acara- — MBh 12.185.3), the action
of a man performing the Agnhihotra “with the fire which rests on his body” (agnihotra- svasarir-
asamstha- — MBh 12.185.5) is mentioned, which might be related to the Sarvasvara sacrifice.
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yet exist. In fact, at Alexander’s time, the Srauta Reform had probably yet to take
root especially in this peripheral area.>*

In other words, Onesicritus’ report is not only an absolute figment of his imagi-
nation but he even sometimes supplies some pieces of history that are free from
the main-stream (Brahmanical) influence. Calanus’ self-immolation was really
faithful to a very ancient ancestral custom, i.e. a matplog vouog, belonging to the
earliest Indo-Aryan culture, which could not yet be defined as Brahmanical.

The quarrel between the ancients reported by Strabo, i.e. between those who
judged Calanus’ gesture positively or negatively, precisely depended on the as-
sumed or denied alignment with a métplog vopog. Nonetheless, there is no doubt
that Indian culture with its continuous updating had become more familiar to the
Western world especially in Strabo’s age, i.e. between the end of the first century
BCE and the beginning of the first century of the Common Era. Over time a more
Brahmanically-oriented reading of the Sarvasvara/Sunaskarna sacrifice had prob-
ably been looming in the minds of historians who were still reading Onesicritus’
fragments on India.

The list of unconventional details of his behaviour might have been fruit of
recent rumours or even correspond to the doubts Strabo had about the story
which clashed with the updated picture of India that had been received in the
meantime. Thus, exactly as suggested by the PB and by the later Srautasiitras,
this sacrifice was consequently presented, for instance, as being performed by an
‘ill person’ rather than by someone who had probably been a charismatic leader
who, after accumulating great merits, decided to offer himself for the sake of his
comrades. And this decision may have been taken at the time when Alexander’s
fortunes were beginning to wane, when Calanus became aware of the fact that he
was no longer contributing to the welfare of his group and was thus ready to
offer himself for them while preserving his previous merits.>

54 See Bruseker (2012) 14.

55 And indeed, Calanus’s very name may even serve to dismiss the later claims that portrayed
him as an impulsive philosopher in Strabo’s work. The name Calanus has recently been inter-
preted as signifying ‘one who performs good deeds’, a punyakrt, to use the /B words describing
the Sunaskarna sacrifice, whose pattern could really constitute the original ndtptog vopog behind
the pattern of his self-incineration. The etymon of his name, kalyanam has long been hypothe-
sised as an expected North-Western form, and this has recently been confirmed - see e.g. Falk
(2022) 156 — by the coins of the Indo-Greek king Telephus on which the Greek form evepyétov is
prakritised as kalanokramasa- corresponding to OIA (Old Indo-Aryan) kalyanakarmasya.
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Abbreviations

A Astadhyayr, ed. Sharma (1987-2003).

ApDhS Apastamba-Dharmasdtra, ed. Olivelle (2000).

ApsSS Apastamba-Srautasdtra, ed. Thite (2004).

BaudhSS Baudhayana-Srautasitra, ed. Kashikar (2003).

HSS Hiranyakesin-Srautasatra or Satyasadha-Srautasatra. https:/titus.uni-frankfurt.de/
texte/etcs/ind/aind/ved/yvs/hirss/hirss.htm (seen 1.3.2023).

JB Jaiminiya-Brahmana, ed. Vira/Chandra (1954).

IMS Jaiminiya-Mimamsasatra, ed. Abhyankar/Jos$1 (1929-1934).

KS Katha-Samahita, ed. von Schroeder (1900).

KSS Katyayana Srautasatra, ed. Thite (2006).

LSS Latyayana-Srautasitra, ed. Ranade (1998).

MBh Mahabharata, ed. Sukthankar/Belvalkar/Vaidya (1933-1971).

MDhS Manava-Dharmasastra, ed. Olivelle (2005).

MS Maitrayani-Samhita, ed. von Schroeder (1881-1886).

PB Paficavim$a-Brahmana, ed. Sastri/Sastri (1935-1936).

PS Paippalada-Samhita, ed. Bhattacharya (1997).

RV Rgveda, ed. Sontakke/Kashikar (1933-1951).

SBh ad JMS Sabara-Bhdsya ad JMS, ed. Abhyankar/JosT (1929-1934).

$S Saunaka Atharvaveda Samhita, ed. Bandhu (1960-1962).

Strab. Strabo, Geographia, ed. Leroy (2016).

s Taittirlya-Samhita, ed. Weber (1872).

VDhS Vasistha-Dharmasdatra, ed. Olivelle (2000).

A Vajasaneyi-Samhita - Madhyandina recension, ed. Weber (1849).
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