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Abstract: This article presents a new approach to defining the Āraṇyakas as a 
textual collection based on representations of textual engagement rather than 
through linguistic analysis. Noting that the Āraṇyakas’ diversity has diverted 
attention from the question of whether they can be regarded as a coherent col
lection, this essay firstly returns to fundamental questions of where and why 
challenges have arisen in the modern interpretation of the Āraṇyakas and of 
what can be retrieved of the Āraṇyakas’ self-representation. By comparing mod
ern approaches to those taken by the Gr̥hyasūtras, secondly, it examines the way 
these representatives of another late-Vedic textual tradition negotiated the 
Āraṇyakas’ diversity through consistencies in practice, leading to a critical dif
ferentiation between typical Vedic study and the study of esoterica (rahasya). 
Thirdly, it turns to a close examination of the Āraṇyakas’ own representations 
of the restrictions placed on their recitation. This point to the intellectual coher
ence that textuality and the ritual construction of identity bring to the restric
tions that most broadly define the Āraṇyakas as a collection, and indicates that 
the anticipation and handling of texts, as recognised in their self-representa
tions and teachings, can contribute significantly to the Āraṇyakas’ scholarly 
interpretation.

The Āraṇyakas are a group of at least four but potentially many more texts and text
ual collections that are traditionally identified as a third and secret stage in the 
transmission of the Veda. While the historical substance of this identification has 
been questioned on linguistic grounds, for the Āraṇyakas contain materials that 
both pre- and post-date the Middle Vedic period of Brāhmaṇa prose composition, 
a significant proportion of their contents have been located at the watershed 
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between the ritual and exegetical focus of the Brāhmaṇas and the knowledge- 
oriented metaphysical concerns of the Upaniṣads. The Āraṇyakas are thus of critical 
importance to an understanding of how Brahmanical culture developed over the 
course of the Vedic period and particularly of how the emergence of new concerns 
or the evolution of old ones are at play in the background of later social and intel
lectual changes. Yet, the ease with which the Āraṇyakas are historically positioned 
on a trajectory between the Brāhmaṇas and Upaniṣads belies the complex challenge 
they have posed to scholarly interpretation. Despite the fact it is approaching two 
centuries since the Āraṇyakas were taken up by modern scholars, the preponder
ance of their contents has outweighed traditional explanations of these ‘wilderness’ 
(āraṇyaka) texts and rendered them one of the least familiar collections within the 
Vedic corpus. More specifically, the Āraṇyakas’ linguistic and compositional diver
sity gives an impression of miscellaneity that has obscured the search for core char
acteristics that would unite them under a single but comprehensive definition.

This diversity has typically led scholars to either describe the Āraṇyakas as a 
mixed genre with a wildly variable attitude to ritual (Gonda 1975, p. 424)—an ap
proach that lacks explanatory detail and bypasses the secrecy traditionally ascribed 
to these texts—or to adopt a more exclusive approach that defines them on the basis 
of the small set of restricted rituals they have in common and explains the rest as a 
result of their having ‘generally served as a catch-all for the later texts of the par
ticular [Vedic] school involved’ (Jamison and Witzel 1992, p. 5). But to whatever ex
tent the characterization of the Āraṇyakas as ‘akin to a lopsided Brāhmaṇa with a 
mystic bent’ (Jamison 1991, p. 9) is borne out by the traditional identification of nu
merous text-types even within a single text—brāhmaṇas, upaniṣads, mantras, and 
sūtras, to name a few cited by the commentator Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara—the more import
ant point is that this perception has diverted focus from the matter of whether and 
how the Āraṇyakas could be regarded as a coherent collection. This essay aims to 
address this gap by returning to fundamental questions of where and why chal
lenges have arisen in the modern interpretation of the Āraṇyakas and of how these 
differ from the Āraṇyakas’ characterization by the late-Vedic Gr̥hyasūtras. Given the 
complexity of their subject, my undertaking is necessarily preliminary but strongly 
indicates the need for further examination of the Āraṇyakas’ position within Vedic 
culture as based on their self-representations.

In the present study, I contend that the modern attendance to the Āraṇyakas’ lin
guistic and literary characteristics differs radically from the primary concern with 
textual engagement that appears in the Āraṇyakas themselves and is echoed both by 
their commentators and by representatives of other Brahmanical textual traditions. 
Here, textual engagement brings focus to the ritual circumstances that surround the 
Āraṇyakas’ learning and recitation and imbue the Āraṇyakas’ contents with mean
ing, defining them as restricted or secret. The behaviours and expectations to which 
I refer appear in other Vedic texts as well, but here these particular conditions mo
tivated traditional commentators to distinguish the Āraṇyakas as āraṇyakas—that is, 
as ‘wilderness’ texts distinct from comparable and related types of Vedic textual 
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engagement such as the learning of the Saṁhitā (anuvacana) or its ongoing self- 
study (svādhyāya). These conditions of textual engagement arguably require our at
tention to shift from text to textuality. In this study, textuality refers to the way a 
text’s existence is apprehended and given meaning and how its impacts are antici
pated and personalized by human actors involved in the endeavours of composition, 
memorization, recitation, and so on. Because the evidence for textuality is often 
strongly situated in texts themselves—for example, in their statements of the con
ditions that surround their learning and in their depictions of the changes their 
teachings catalyse in their reciters—textuality is well-suited to philological examin
ation. Although this attention to the human subject as a site of the Āraṇyakas’ sig
nificance shades over into the much-disputed question of whether the experience of 
religious practitioners is available to study and theorization, I am inclined to agree 
with Sheldon Pollock’s (2006, p. 7) observation that to contrast ‘representation with 
“history” is to ignore something crucial about the historicity of representation it
self’.1 Textuality’s representation therefore increases the depth and variety of 
ways that texts can be examined and definitions developed, for it allows us to pursue 
questions about the conceptualization of a text in relation to its speakers without 
dismissing the historical factuality of the representation or misrepresenting it as 
direct access to the speakers’ experience. To the extent that textuality is sensitive 
to the specific conditions of learning and recitation that the Āraṇyakas and later tra
ditions attempted to restrict, it is arguable that a focus on textuality can bring us 
closer to an understanding of the Āraṇyakas than a focus on text alone. More spe
cifically, I contend that an examination of the Āraṇyakas’ textuality should allow us 
to start retrieving qualities that may have relegated these texts to the wilderness 
and brought coherence to their diversity.

Before proceeding with this examination, however, some clarification is in order. 
By way of setting the ground for a deeper consideration of textuality and its poten
tial contribution to the study of the Āraṇyakas, I commence with an overview of 
the approaches that scholars have taken to identifying texts as Āraṇyakas. These 
approaches highlight major characteristics that have been relied upon in the 
formation of working definitions of the Āraṇyakas; more importantly still, they 
highlight the challenge of accounting for the Āraṇyakas’ diversity and illustrate 
the repercussions of this challenge in developing a sense of the Āraṇyakas as a 
distinct collection. This brings us to an examination of how representatives of other 
textual traditions that were more closely related to the Āraṇyakas in time, and pos
sibly also in cultural context, negotiated the same diversity. Here, the late-Vedic 
Gr̥hyasūtras provide a counterexample that illustrates the central role of textual en
gagement in the way these texts were conceptualized and distinguished from other 
Vedic textual collections. Following the Gr̥hyasūtras’ lead, I then argue for a working 
model of how the representations of textuality contained in the Āraṇyakas them
selves are critical to their redefinition and the question of whether a coherent 
connection can be traced between their teachings and the restrictions placed 
upon them.
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1. Enumerating the Āraṇyakas

Both separable and inseparable from the issue of how scholars have negotiated the 
Āraṇyakas’ diversity is the issue of how scholars have interrogated the Āraṇyakas’ 
self-representations and, less frequently, their handling by later textual traditions. 
These considerations offer critical insights into the historical conceptualization of 
the Āraṇyakas, but also reinforce the complexities of definition, leaving open the 
question of whether accounts of the Āraṇyakas should be guided by traditional per
spectives or by historical linguistic chronologies. In its most simple application, this 
question responds to the fact that the Āraṇyakas’ contents are chronologically di
verse. One outcome is that not all texts containing closely related materials are con
sidered to be Āraṇyakas by modern scholars, regardless of traditional perspectives. 
Moreover, while there is overarching consensus that the traditional designation 
āraṇyaka refers to the prohibition that the Āraṇyakas should only be learned in 
the wilderness (araṇya) and that this must reflect the texts’ focus on the ritual con
sidered most secretive or dangerous by the Vedic branch or śākhā to which a given 
text belongs (Jamison and Witzel 1992, p. 12), not all parts of Āraṇyakas are lucidly 
concerned with the core ritual and nor were all parts apparently considered to fall 
under the prohibition.2

Differing perspectives on textual boundaries and textual purpose have also led to 
significantly different enumerations of texts belonging to the collection of 
Āraṇyakas. The following table illustrates four, often overlapping patterns that 
can be identified behind an individual text’s inclusion in the collection. These enu
merations respond to characteristics that may be shared by a given number of texts, 
but they offer diverging perspectives on the Āraṇyakas as a collection and rarely at
tempt the question of how the Āraṇyakas’ more diverse contents might relate, be it 
within a single text or across the corpus as a whole. First are the four Āraṇyakas by 
name—the R̥gvedic Aitareya and Śāṅkhāyana Āraṇyakas, and the Kr̥ṣṇa Yajurvedic 
Taittirīya and Kaṭha Āraṇyakas. These texts establish the focus on either the 
Mahāvrata or Pravargya rituals with their associations of danger as the leading cri
terion in defining the collection.3 Following this, there is a less consistent expansion 
of the collection to include a handful of texts that either include derivations of the 
term araṇya in their title (e.g., the Sāmavedic Āraṇyagāṇa and Āraṇyaka Saṁhitā) or 
which provide the Śukla Yajurvedic counterpart to the focus on the Pravargya ritual 
found in the Kaṭha and Taittirīya (e.g., Vājasaneyī Saṁhitā 37-39, Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 
14.1-3). Third are texts whose teachings appear to be intended for students 
(brahmacārin) preparing to complete their period of Brahmanical studentship, such 
as Chāndogya Upaniṣad 1-2, Taittirīya Upaniṣad 1,4 and the latter sections of 
Br̥hadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad (Jamison and Witzel 1992, p. 12). This establishes a character
istic shared with the main group of four Āraṇyakas, which include rites relevant to 
the married life of householders among their contents. Fourth and finally are texts 
that share neither the Brāhmaṇas’ nor the Upaniṣads’ respective attitudes to ritual 
and religious aims but sit somewhere in between and may have served a similar 
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function to the named Āraṇyakas. This expands the collection to include Jaiminīya 
Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa (JUB) on grounds of both content and dating. Taken together, 
these enumerations variously increase the collection from four core texts up to a po
tential collection of thirteen Āraṇyakas or functional equivalents thereof (Fig. 1).

Following these enumerations, it appears that the emphasis placed on the rituals 
deemed to provide the original nucleus of the named collection—namely, the 
Pravargya and Mahāvrata—has encouraged a tendency to examine the Āraṇyakas 
in part rather than in full. This appears as a lack of attention even to teachings 
with a certain relationship to the focus on ritual esotericism, such as the 
Āruṇaketuka discussed in TĀ 1 (Malamoud 2004), or which reappear across texts 
with different śākhā affiliations, such as the Mahānāmnī verses. The distinct details 
of the Āraṇyakas’ many other contents are either subsumed by the breadth of the 
definition (‘miscellaneous’) or excluded from its scope, and the question of whether 
this diversity is evidence of something other than an accumulation of extrinsic ma
terials remains largely uninvestigated.

Rather than attempting to resolve these enumerations as yet another challenge in 
defining the Āraṇyakas, I contend that a far more interesting and productive ap
proach comes from the two characteristics that modern and traditional scholars ap
pear to agree upon—namely, the esoteric nature of the Āraṇyakas’ teachings and the 
restrictions on their recitation. The compelling nature of these characteristics only 
comes to light through examination of the Āraṇyakas’ textuality and its historical 
prioritization by other intellectual communities, for despite the tacit agreement 

Figure 1. Enumerations of the Āraṇyakas1
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that recitation in the wilderness and esotericism are cornerstones of the Āraṇyakas’ 
definition, the relationship between them remains fundamentally unexplored. 
Furthermore, these characteristics point to consistency in the Āraṇyakas’ 
diversity and open the possibility of a deeper coherence between esotericism 
and restriction. The following case-study suggests an alternative approach to 
the Āraṇyakas that emphasizes the differences between the questions modern 
scholars have asked and the concerns embedded in the Gr̥hyasūtras’ reception of 
these texts.

2. The Āraṇyakas in the Gr̥hyasūtras

In contrast to the enumerations outlined above, the Gr̥hyasūtras contain evidence of 
a conceptualization of the Āraṇyakas that rests upon a regular concern with their 
restriction and content, and which hints at their textuality without representing 
it directly. Unlike the Āraṇyakas’ commentaries, which provide the most frequently 
cited definitions of the term āraṇyaka yet sit at a considerable historical distance 
from them, the Gr̥hyasūtras are late-Vedic manuals of domestic rite that describe 
rituals and concerns pertaining to the everyday life of Brahmin householders. 
The Gr̥hyasūtras (literally, ‘belonging to the household’) thus provide rich illustra
tion of how Vedic teachings and texts were seen as relevant to events and practices 
anticipated to punctuate one’s life, including the periods of Vedic education (brah
macarya) during which the Veda would be transmitted from teacher to student 
through recitation and which contributed formatively to the Vedic graduate’s social 
and spiritual status. To the extent that the Gr̥hyasūtras have been aptly described in 
Timothy Lubin’s (1994) examination of the special regimens (vrata) relating to Vedic 
study and in Laurie Patton’s (2012) analysis of self-consciousness and ritual action in 
these texts, I refrain from providing another description of them here except to re
iterate that it is in the Gr̥hyasūtras that we see the ‘ascendency of recitation as a 
form of sacrifice’ (Lubin 1994, p. 203). These interrelated focuses—on the individual’s 
lifeworld and on recitation or ‘self-study’ (svādhyāya) as the ‘truly formative act’ 
(Patton 2012, p. 374)—shift emphasis to the personal impact of textual learning. 
According to the Gr̥hyasūtras, such learning supersedes or is equally efficacious 
to the performance of the rituals addressed in earlier śrauta literature and the 
Brāhmaṇas’ exegesis.5 This attention to a perceived relationship between regimens 
of study and the formation of the ritual actor’s identity situates the Āraṇyakas in a 
cultural context marked by traceable historical developments to which they them
selves feasibly contributed.6

While the Gr̥hyasūtras do not seek to define the Āraṇyakas as such, they do con
tain suggestion of the texts, teachings, and observations that were interrelated in 
their study and distinguish them from the usual Vedic education. To be clear, three 
phases or aspects of Veda-study can be discerned in the Gr̥hyasūtras’ accounts. The 
first of these is the period of formal training that the Gr̥hyasūtras depict as obliga
tory and which, according to the commentator Nārāyaṇa, involved study of the 
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mantras, Brāhmaṇas, and smr̥ti literature of the Vedic school involved (Śāṅkhāyana 
Gr̥hyasūtra (ŚāṅkhGS) 2.7.28). This phase encapsulates the student’s initiation (upa
nayana) and the core rules of brahmacarya, most commonly including celibacy (brah
macarya), begging for alms (bhikṣācaraṇa), sleeping on the ground (adhaḥśayyā), 
complete obedience to one’s teacher (śuśrūṣā), dietary restrictions, and abstinence 
from bathing and from trimming one’s hair and nails (e.g., Gobhila Gr̥hyasūtra 
(GGS) 2.10.34, Khādira Gr̥hyasūtra (KhGS) 2.4.26-32, 2.5.11-16, Pāraskara Gr̥hyasūṭra 
2.3.2, 2.5.10-11, and ŚāṅkhGS 2.4.5, 2.6.8). The student’s living in residence 
(antevāsin) with their teacher’s household and the practice of learning through reci
tation and repetition (anuvacana) further distinguish the initial phase of Vedic 
education.

Upon the completion of this phase, the ritual actor—now a fully fledged Brahmin 
by initiation and training—was qualified to engage in the second aspect of 
Veda-study, or svādhyāya (literally ‘self-study’). As its name suggests, svādhyāya is 
a private recitation practice, undertaken alone or for initiated students (upeta, 
ŚāṅkhGS 4.8), and ultimately performed for oneself: known also as brahmayajña, 
svādhyāya constitutes one of the five ‘great sacrifices’ (mahāyajña) that were consid
ered to be lifelong daily obligations and which, by the time of the Gr̥hyasūtras, had 
significantly recentred ritual practice and its explanation. According to this system 
of sacrifices, debts, and obligations—which the Gr̥hyasūtras critically appear to have 
inherited from Taittirīya Āraṇyaka (TĀ 2) and the Āraṇyaka-like sections of Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa (ŚB[M] 11.5.6-7)—recitation functioned as the medium and instrument of 
sacrificial offering. It therefore was not only regarded as a sacrifice in itself but may 
indeed have subsumed the other four sacrifices to the gods, beings, ancestors, and 
men (Āśvalāyana Gr̥hyasūtra (ĀGS) 1.1-2, 3.1-4), thus facilitating the domestication, 
and even personalization, of late-Vedic ritual. However, while svādhyāya can be 
compared to a student’s initial Vedic education in two respects—namely, the obser
vance of regimens for purity and the study of the Veda without its secret texts—each 
of these comparisons requires careful handling. Firstly, to whatever extent 
svādhyāya is depicted as subject to numerous regulations governing the physical 
and temporal circumstances under which recitation is permitted to occur (e.g., 
ŚāṅkhGS 4.7-8), the power of svādhyāya was such that specific rules could be by
passed as long as purity of oneself and one’s place were ensured.7 In the 
Gr̥hyasūtras, this pertains particularly to behaviours and practices that are suitable 
in the context of a person who is socially engaged or a householder, but which in the 
context of brahmacarya are markers of asceticism. Secondly, although the separation 
of the special regimens of study (vedāvrata) and the Gr̥hyasūtras’ statements on the 
content of recitation make it clear that svādhyāya was regarded as ritually effective 
without the inclusion of the esoterica,8 the historical antecedent for self-study ap
pears in esoteric texts themselves. The Gr̥hyasūtras’ representation of svādhyāya as 
the culminating practice of Vedic education therefore appears to negotiate between 
upholding the restricted nature of the Āraṇyakas and the relevance of certain of 
their teachings to a new framework centred on domestic religiosity.
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In contrast with brahmacarya and svādhyāya, which are ordinary in the sense of 
the common expectation that they should be completed by all Brahmin household
ers, as well as, increasingly, by males of the Rājanya or Kṣatriya and Vaiśya varṇas, 
the Gr̥hyasūtras depict learning of the Veda’s esoteric portions as an optional and 
secret (rahasya) set of studies that could only be undertaken in the wilderness fol
lowing the completion of one’s formal training.9 Although the Gr̥hyasūtras and their 
commentaries are not explicit in naming the individual texts designated for such 
study, their survey makes it apparent that the rahasya included the mantras required 
for the performance of the Mahāvrata, the Pravargya, and other esoteric rituals 
along with their Brāhmaṇa-type exegesis, the Mahānāmnī or Śakvarī/Śakkarī verses 
and purīṣa verse-extenders, the upaniṣads affiliated with the Gr̥hyasūtras’ respective 
priestly schools (caraṇa), and expiatory or otherwise potent litanies. To the extent 
that these teachings are of limited relevance to the life of householders—the major
ity of whom would have been unlikely, then as now, to actually perform the esoteric 
rituals addressed in the Āraṇyakas—Lubin (1994, p. 203) is most likely correct in his 
observation that the appeal of these studies lay in the acquisition of personal power 
alongside material benefits more clearly in keeping with the Gr̥hyasūtras’ domestic 
orientation. Therefore, although the underscoring of social aims by ascetic practices 
is visible throughout the Gr̥hyasūtras, the negotiation of the social and the ascetic is 
particularly apparent in the study of the rahasya due to the requirement for excep
tionally rigorous regimens (vedāvrata) that recontextualize the student-subject by 
temporarily undoing all of their domestic relationships and relocating them to 
the wilderness. This is marked by the placement of restrictions on both the student’s 
speech and the teacher’s manner of recitation.

A particularly vivid account of this concern with textual engagement as it is medi
ated through vrata is given in the R̥gvedic ŚāṅkhGS (2.11-12). According to this pas
sage, the preparations for learning the Āraṇyaka involve a year-long observation of 
the rules (kalpa) that an ordinary student or brahmacārin is expected to follow—an 
undertaking that renovates the student’s relationship to the teacher and reinstates 
their earlier control of their senses—as well as an additional period of heightened 
restrictions during which the student of the secret texts engages in ‘deliberately un
civilized behaviour [that] is appropriate for the wilderness where these texts are 
studied’ (Lubin 1994, p. 215). While the teacher must also observe temporary brah
macarya and avoid impediments to study (anadhyāya), the period of heightened re
strictions placed on the student involves a suspension of the state of brahmacarya 
(i.e., of the ‘perpetual’—nitya—obligations) and an intensive regimen of fasting, 
blindfolding, and silence. These sensory constraints have two immediate implica
tions for the Āraṇyakas’ textuality. Firstly, according to the Khādira (KhGS 
2.5.29-30), because the act of blindfolding protects the student’s senses from risk 
of being ‘burned’ (pra √dah) by the recitation, with both sight and speech depicted 
as needing to be ritually restored at the end of the vrata (KhGS 2.5.30-31, GGS 
3.2.39-44), these behaviours can be understood as a response to the perceived dan
ger of the texts. Secondly, because these constraints isolate hearing as the student’s 
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sole mode of sensory involvement with the recitation—thus suggesting that hearing 
the texts alone is sufficient to cause ritual transformations in the subject—it is plaus
ible that the Gr̥hyasūtras’ perception of the power of the secret texts is consistent 
with the later commentarial assertion that no part of the Āraṇyakas can be heard 
by one who has not undertaken the vrata.10 The Śāṅkhayana’s detailed account is 
worth reading in full: 

atha vratādeśānam || 1 || tasyopanayanena kalpo vyākhyātaḥ || 2 || na sāvitrīm anvāha || 
3 || daṇḍapradānāntam ity eke || 4 || udagayane śuklapakṣe || 5 || ahorātraṁ brahmacar
yam upetyācāryo ‘māṁsaśī brahmacārī || 6 || caturdaśīṁ parihāpyāṣṭamīṁ ca || 7 || 
ādyottame caike || 8 || yāṁ vānyā bhapraśastāṁ manyeta tasyāṁ śukriye brahmacaryam 
ādiśet || 9 || trirātraṁ brahmacaryaṁ cared dvādaśārātraṁ saṁvatsaraṁ vā yāvad vā 
gurumanyeta || 10 || śākvaraṁ tu saṁvatsaram || 11 || vrātikam aupaniṣadaṁ ca || 12 
|| pūrṇe kāle carite brahmacarye śaṁyor bārhaspatyānte vede ‘nūkte rahasyaṁ 
śrāvayiṣyan akālaniyamaṁ cādeśena pratīyeta || 13 || ŚGS 2.11

[1] Now, the enjoining of the regimen. [2] The rule for it is explained in accord
ance with the initiation. [3] (The teacher) does not repeat the Sāvitrī mantra. [4] 
Some say the handing over of the staff forms the conclusion (of this ceremony). 
[5] During the sun’s northward course, on a bright fortnight (of the waxing 
moon), [6] and having undertaken brahmacarya for a day and a night, the teacher 
eats no meat (and) is celibate. [7] Except for the fourteenth and the eighth (days 
of the fortnight), [8] and the first and the last, according to some. [9] 
Alternatively, on another (day) he considers favourable according to the con
stellations, he should direct (the student) to brahmacarya as per the śukriya 
(regimen for the study of the Pravargya mantras). [10] (The student) should ob
serve brahmacarya for three nights, twelve nights, one year, or for as long as the 
venerable one deems fit. [11] The śākvara (regimen for the study of the 
Mahānāmnī verses), however, (should be observed) for a year, [12] (as should) 
the vrātika and aupaniṣada (regimens). [13] When the duration of time is com
plete, when brahmacarya has been observed, when the Veda has been recited 
down to the Śaṁyor Bārhaspatya (hymn), (the teacher) intending to teach 
the secret should make sure of the times and rules according to what is 
enjoined.

kr̥taprātarāśasyāparāhṇī ‘parājitāyāṁ diśi || 1 || hutvācāryo ‘thainaṁ yāsv eva devatāsu 
parītto bhavati tāsv evainaṁ pr̥cchat[y] agnāv indra āditye viśveṣu ca deveṣu caritaṁ te 
brahmacaryyam || 2 || caritaṁ bho3 iti pratyukte || 3 || paścād agneḥ purastād ācāryasya 
prāṅmukhe sthite ‘hatena vāsasācāryaḥ pradakṣiṇaṁ mukhaṁ triḥ pariveṣṭya || 4 || 
upariṣṭād daśāḥ kr̥tvā yathā na saṁbhraśyeta || 5 || trirātraṁ samidādhānaṁ 
bhikṣācaraṇam adhaḥśayyāṁ guruśuśrūṣāṁ cākurvan vāgyato ‘pramatto ‘raṇye deva
kule ‘gnihotre vopavasasveti || 6 || atra haike tān eva niyamāṁs tiṣṭhato rātryām evopa
diśanti || 7 || ācāryyo ‘māṁsācī brahmacārī || 8 || trirātre nirvr̥tte rātryāṁ vā grāmān 
niṣkān naitānīkṣetānadhyāyān || 9 || piśitāmaṁ caṇḍālaṁ sūtikāṁ rajasvalāṁ tedanim 
apahastakāṁ śmaśānaṁ sarvāṇi ca śavarūpāṇi yāny āsye na praviśeyuḥ svasya vāsān 
nirasan || 10 || prāgudīcīṁ diśam upaniṣkramya śucau deśe prāṅmuhka ācārya upaviśati 
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|| 11 || udita āditye ‘nuvācanadharmmeṇa vāgyatāyoṣṇīṣiṇe ‘nvāha || 12 || mahānāmnīṣv 
evaiṣa niyamaḥ || 13 || athottareṣu prakaraṇeṣu svādhyayam eva kurvata ācāryasyetaraḥ 
śr̥ṇoti || 14 || … || ŚGS 2.12.1-14

[1] When the morning meal is done, in the afternoon in a place to the northeast, 
[2] the teacher sacrifices and asks (the student) with respect to the deities to 
whom he has been dedicated, ‘Have you observed brahmacarya before Agni, 
Indra, Āditya, and the All-Gods?’ [3] When (the student) has replied, ‘I have ob
served it, sir’ [4] (and is) standing behind the fire, in front of the teacher, (and) 
facing east, the teacher wraps his face three times from left to right with an un
worn garment. [5] He tucks in the ends so that it does not slip off. [6] (The teacher 
says) ‘For three nights holding off on lighting a fire, going for alms, sleeping on 
the ground, and obedience to the venerable one, go and fast in the wilderness, 
in a house of the gods, or in an agnihotra (fire-shed), restraining your speech 
and undistracted’. [7] In respect to this, however, some teach that (one should ob
serve) those rules while standing through just one night. [8] The teacher con
sumes no meat (and) is celibate. [9] When three nights or one night has 
elapsed, (the teacher) departs the village. He should not look at these impedi
ments to recitation: [10] raw flesh, a caṇḍāla (outcaste), a woman lying in from 
childbirth, a woman who is menstruating, blood, those whose hands have been 
cut off, a cremation ground, and all corpse-like things which should not enter 
the mouth, casting (them) away from his house. [11] Going out in a northeastern 
direction, the teacher sits down facing east in a clean place. [12] When the sun has 
risen, he repeats (the secret text) according to the rules of recitation for (the stu
dent who) has restrained their speech (and) is wearing a turban. [13] This rule ap
plies to the Mahānāmnī verses only. [14] Now, for the rest of the sections, the 
other listens while the teacher performs svādhyāya only.

While the vratas and sensory constraints depicted in the Śāṅkhāyana and other 
Gr̥hyasūtras clearly differentiate the learning of the Veda’s esoteric portions from 
the practices of ordinary brahmacarya, it should also be briefly noted that the 
R̥gvedic Gr̥hyasūtras prescribe distinct rules for svādhyāya of the Āraṇyakas and 
the Mahāvrata recitation. The relevant passages occur at ŚāṅkhGS 611 and 
Aitareya Āraṇyaka (AitĀ) 5.3.312 and cite more extensive lists of rules pertaining 
to recitation than what is prescribed in the corresponding passages addressing regu
lar svādhyāya (i.e., ŚāṅkhGS 1.4, ĀGS 3.2-3, AitĀ 5.3.3 athātaḥ svādhyāyadharmaṁ 
vyākhyāsyāmaḥ). A comparison of these passages attests to differences of content 
in both the main and accompanying recitations, independent enumerations of im
pediments to study (anadhyāya), a requirement for departure from the village— 
though not explicitly to a wilderness—and restrictions on who can be taught and, 
subsequently, socialized with. To whatever extent these special rules reflect the 
role of svādhyāya in teaching the secret texts, the more important point lies in their 
suggestion that the textuality of the Āraṇyakas informs changes in a person’s ritual 
identity that are unlike those informed by ordinary Veda-study. This consideration 
in defining the Āraṇyakas may arguably reappear in the Mānava Dharmaśāstra’s 
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(MDhŚ 4.123) later assertion that svādhyāya of an Āraṇyaka is itself a cause for 
anadhyāya, the suspension of regular study until one’s purity to recite has been 
resecured.13

In the world of the Gr̥hyasūtras, the distinguishing value of the Āraṇyakas and re
lated texts is not the intersection of recitation and regimen that had overtaken the 
power of sacrifice, for this can be said of all aspects in the Gr̥hyasūtras’ view of Vedic 
education—and it is an emphasis that implicates the Vedic text recited, the prepara
tions for and activity of recitation, and the reciter themselves in a relationship geared 
towards the ritual construction of one’s person, whatever the text at hand. Rather, 
what allows us to distinguish the rahasya from the rest of the Veda’s learning are 
the heightened restrictions on speech and the senses that are enjoined at this inter
section between text and practice. While we may be unable to detect whatever it is 
that gives these texts more risk or greater potency, the presence of the vratas tells us 
that perceptions of danger and secrecy were handled with substance via adjusted 
modes of textual engagement that negotiated more rigorous, albeit temporary, forms 
of ascetic practice with the social priorities and responsibilities characterizing the 
Gr̥hyasūtras’ ideally domesticated male. These responses to rahasya provide a com
mon ground upon which the secret texts that are recognized or implied by the 
Gr̥hyasūtras’ distinct śākhās and caraṇas can productively be compared.

Here again, the ŚāṅkhGS passages translated above provide a useful point of ref
erence, for they are one of the clearest expositions of vedāvrata in which the texts 
associated with each regimen can be identified with a degree of confidence and 
the terminology employed is fairly well-attested by other Gr̥hyasūtras. Three vratas 
are mentioned in these passages: (i) the vrātika, relating to the study of Śāṅkhāyana 
Āraṇyaka (ŚāṅkhĀ) 1-2 and 9-14, and possibly AitĀ 1; (ii) the aupaniṣada for the study 
of ŚāṅkhĀ 3-6 (= Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad) and 7-8 (= the Saṁhitā Upaniṣad with parallels in 
AitĀ 3), as well as, potentially, AitĀ 2.4-6 (= Aitareya Upaniṣad) and the unnamed up
aniṣad in AitĀ 2.1-3; and (iii) the śākvara, which pertains to the Mahānāmnī verses 
and purīṣa verse-extenders documented in AitĀ 4.14 This provides an inclusive over
view of the contents of both R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas, and if it is further delineated on the 
basis of regimens, then the Śāṅkhāyana’s assignment of separate vratas for the study 
of the Mahānāmnī verses and Upaniṣads results in apparent agreement with the 
modern assessment that the focus of these Āraṇyakas should, historically, lie with 
the Mahāvrata ritual. Yet while a correspondence between perspectives may occur 
in the case of the R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas, it is the emphasis on restriction and the an
ticipation of changes to one’s ritual status that advances the question of whether 
an Āraṇyaka can be identified for the Sāmavedic tradition. With respect to this, 
the Gobhila and Jaimini Gr̥hyasūtras’ outline of vratas is clear: their vrātika regimen 
is for the study of the Arka-, Dvandva-, and Vrata Parvans of the Āraṇyagāṇa; the ādi
tya for the Pravargya mantras in the Śukriya Parvan; the śākvara for the Mahānāmnī 
verses in the Āraṇyaka Saṁhitā; and the aupaniṣada for the Brāhmaṇas and Upaniṣads 
affiliated with the Kauthuma and Jaiminīya śākhās respectively (GGS 3.1-2, Jaimini 
Gr̥hyasūtra 1.16-17).15
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While this outline is at odds with what Carlos Lopez (2022, p. 20) describes as 
the modern ‘secure guide to understanding the historical levels of Vedic texts’— 
following which the JUB is the text most frequently identified as a Sāmavedic 
Āraṇyaka or functional equivalent thereof16,17—it pertinently reinforces the argu
ment that what gives the Āraṇyakas coherence are the circumstances that surround 
their learning. Indeed, it is arguable that the Gr̥hyasūtras’ approach already leads us 
in the direction of a polythetic definition of these texts: the Āraṇyakas have a 
compendium-like appearance that accommodates the repetition of familiar con
tents alongside the inclusion of diverse ones,18 held together by a common insist
ence on their textuality and the need for careful engagement.19 And this 
conceivably may be what the Āraṇyakas’ most prominent commentators intend 
when they observe that although the Āraṇyakas contain subjects that are transmit
ted in other textual collections without restriction on learning or location, these re
strictions are expected to be upheld when they are studied as Āraṇyakas.20

3. Textual engagement in the Āraṇyakas

While the Gr̥hyasūtras’ approach to the Veda stresses the possibility that the per
ceived consistency of textual collections is reflected in differentiated practices of 
textual engagement, they nonetheless approach the Āraṇyakas and Upaniṣads 
equally, that is, as belonging to the same thematic corpus of rahasya and distin
guished only by the specific vrata required for the individual text to be studied. 
Because the Gr̥hyasūtras therefore do not address the Āraṇyakas and Upaniṣads 
as distinct collections, their evidence may well be taken to reinforce the argument 
for a ‘fluidity’ of genre classifications (Lindquist 2023, pp. 19, 202–03) that decentres 
the traditional fourfold Vedic typology and the recent attention to the Veda’s his
torical linguistic strata alike, shedding doubt on the value of the attempt to separate 
and define one collection against another. Yet, it is arguable that the preceding ap
proaches do not, and likely were never intended to, trace the coherence of the 
Āraṇyakas’ own representations and what these can tell us about their interests 
and concerns that warranted restriction.

The following discussion is motivated by the observation that unlike the ‘early’ or 
‘older’ Upaniṣads (Olivelle 1998; Cohen 2008), which frequently rhetoricize the se
crecy of their teachings via narrative depictions and the implicit understanding 
that their contents are, as upaniṣads, inherently arcane, the Āraṇyakas directly as
sert their secrecy through restrictions on how and to whom they should be recited, 
references to the dangerous or transgressive nature of the rituals they teach, and 
representations of the fatal outcomes of their improper recitation.21 These asser
tions are a regular feature of all four Āraṇyakas comprising the core collection, as 
well as of the upaniṣads contained in the R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas that are rarely counted 
among the texts making up the latter genre (e.g., AitĀ 3). However, as previously 
noted by Charles Malamoud (1977, p. 2), the standard definition of āraṇyaka as 
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naming collections of teachings, which should only be recited in the wilderness 
comes to us from the 14th century CE commentator, Sāyaṇa, who specified the con
nection between the wilderness and the study of these texts in his introductions to 
the Taittirīya and Aitareya (TĀ: araṇyādhyayanād etad āraṇyakam itīryate | araṇye tad 
adhīyītety evaṁ vākyaṁ pravakṣyate; AitĀ: araṇya eva pāṭhyaṁ syād āraṇyakam 
itīryatām). Apart from the fact that this equation does not appear in the earlier 
work of Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara Miśra (ca. 12th CE), it also appears to be wholly absent 
from the Āraṇyakas, which nowhere claim the restriction for themselves in total. 
Nonetheless, it has entered major scholarly explanations, referred to previously, 
where it has further been bolstered by the description of study in location 
‘(away) from the village without sight of roofs’ (TĀ 2.11: diśí grā́mād ácchadirdarśé; 
Kaṭha Āraṇyaka (KĀ) III 219: śúcau bhūmyavakāśé grámā[d aśchadírdarśe]) that is twice 
attested in these texts—once in direct relation to svādhyāya, and again in a partially 
reconstructed passage describing the avāntaradīkṣā regimen prescribed for the study 
of the Pravargya mantras (Witzel 2004, p. 84). While neither of these passages is 
therefore necessarily intended to define the contents or study of the Āraṇyakas 
overall, they each share conceptual connections with other representations of text
ual engagement and restriction that merit closer consideration.

For the purposes of this admittedly preliminary investigation, my aim is to clarify 
the restrictions that have most immediately come to define the Āraṇyakas, firstly by 
examining the scope and terms of the restriction that relegated these texts to the 
wilderness, and secondly by considering some primary examples of how this con
trolled mode of textual engagement is represented as contributing to the construc
tion of the reciter’s ritual identity, thus telling us something of the Āraṇyakas’ 
anticipated textuality. While this approach focuses my discussion on the Taittirīya 
and Kaṭha Āraṇyakas, it allows us to identify critical features of their self- 
representation that builds towards a working model of how the requirement for re
stricted recitation may accommodate the Āraṇyakas’ more diverse contents or be 
extended to a consideration of other texts.22 The remainder of this examination 
turns to two brief case-studies that address the following questions: How do restric
tions on recitation intersect with teachings on svādhyāya? What changes to ritual 
identity does svādhyāya effect or restrictions control? Is there a positive relationship 
between textual engagement and the wilderness—could the wilderness itself con
tribute to desired ritual outcomes?

3.1 Negotiating recitation in the Taittirīya Āraṇyaka

The second book or inquiry (praśna) of the TĀ is dedicated to teachings on svādhyāya 
that include information about its practice, content, and anticipated impacts on the 
ritual actor. These details are of major interest to the study of the Āraṇyakas because 
they indicate that the requirement to recite away from human settlements occurs 
within a broader discussion that applies to the Āraṇyakas indirectly. Secondly, 
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they suggest that a practice, which was or became in some sense quotidian—a mat
ter of daily religious life—may have been underscored by an understanding of text
ual engagement that was extraordinary and therefore restricted in its teaching. 
Indeed, we might recall that from the Gr̥hyasūtras’ perspective, while the first 
and expected stage of Vedic study qualified one to practice svādhyāya, study 
of the rahasya—presumably including the teachings on svādhyāya given in TĀ 
2—were optional and reserved. This difference in registers between rituals in prac
tice and the esoteric teachings that sit behind them reiterates the need for a careful 
rereading of the negotiation of village (grāma) and wilderness (araṇya) that appears 
in TĀ 2.11-15.

These passages commence with an account of the preparations for svādhyāya, in
volving self-purification in a place without sight of roofs followed by recitation of 
om, the Vyāhr̥tis (bhūr, bhuvas, and svar), and the Sāvitrī mantra. These preparations 
realize connections between the reciter’s acts, their body, and a host of ‘texts’ that 
these undertakings make favourable (√prī), and it is this change of ritual state that 
TĀ 2.11 emphasizes: the reciter themselves now functions as an instrument of sac
rifice, a soma-filter (pavitra) that receives and purifies the recitation, and is yoked by 
the recitation to the truth of speech. This account frames the act of departure in the 
context of the need to establish one’s purity to recite; at the same time, the concern 
with speech’s potency is reinforced by the citation of R̥gveda Saṁhitā (R̥V) 1.164.39, a 
verse that describes the descent of ‘inspired Speech’ to the human realm (Jamison 
and Brereton 2014, p. 353). The recollection of R̥V 1.164 also connects this teaching 
on svādhyāya to the Mahāvrata (AitĀ 5.3.2, ŚāṅkhĀ 2.18) and Pravargya recitations 
(Jamison and Brereton 2014, pp. 349–54, Houben 2000). 

brahmayajñéna yakṣyámānaḥ prā́cyāṁ diśí grā́mād ácchadirdarśá údīcyāṁ 
prāgudīcyā́ṁ vodíta ādityé dakṣiṇatá upavī́yopavíśya hástāv avaníjya trír ā́ cāmed 
dvíḥ parimŕ̥jya sakŕ̥d upaspŕ̥śya śíras cákṣuṣī nā́sike śrótre hŕ̥dayam ālábhya || 1 || yát 
trír ācā́mati téna ŕ̥caḥ prīṇāti yád dvíḥ parimŕ̥jati téna yájūm̐ṣi yát sakŕ̥d upaspŕ̥śati 
téna sā́māni yát savyáṁ pāṇíṁ pādaú prokṣáti yác chíraś cákṣuśī nā́sike śrótre hŕ̥dayam 
ālábhate ténā́tharvāṅgiráso brāhmaṇā́nītihāsā́n purāṇā́ni kálpān gā́thā nārāśam̐sī́ḥ 
prīṇāti || 2 || dárbhāṇāṁ mahád upastī́ryopásthaṁ kr̥tvā́ prā́n ā́sīnaḥ svādhyāyám 
ádhīyītāpā́ṁ vā eṣá óṣadhīnām̐ ráso yád darbhā́ḥ sárasam evá bráhma kurute || 3 || 
dakṣiṇottaraú pāṇī́ pādaú kr̥tvā́ sápavitrāv óm iti práiti padyata etád vaí yájus trayīṁ 
vidyā́ṁ práty eṣā́ vā́g etát paramám akṣáram || 4 || tád etád r̥cā́bhyuktam || 5 ||

r̥có akṣáre paramé vyòman

yásmin devā́ ádhi víśve niṣedúr |

yás tán ná véda kím r̥cā́ kariṣyati

yá ít tád vidus tá imé sám āsata íti || 6 ||
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trī́n evá prā́yuṅkta bhū́r bhúvaḥ svàr íty āhaitád vaí vācaḥ satyáṁ yád evá vācáḥ satyáṁ 
tád prā́yuṅktá[ḥ] || 7 || átha sāvitrī́ṁ gāyatrī́ṁ trír ánv āha pacchò ‘rdhárcaśo ‘navānám̐ 
savitā́ śríyaḥ prasavitā́ śríyam evā́pnoty átho prajñā́tayaivá pratipádā chándām̐si práti 
padyate || 8 || TĀ 2.1123[1] When he wants to sacrifice with the brahmayajña, he 
should sit at sunrise in a place east of the village without sight of roofs, or to 
the north or northeast, wearing his sacred thread to the right. He should wash 
his hands, sip (water) three times, wipe (himself) twice, touch (water) once, 
and grasp his head, eyes, nostrils, ears, and heart. [2] When he sips three times, 
he makes the r̥c-verses favourable. When he wipes twice, the yajus-calls. When 
he touches once, the sāman-melodies. When he sprinkles his left hand and his 
two feet, when he seizes his head, eyes, nostrils, ears, and heart, he makes the 
atharvāṅgiras hymns, the Brāhmaṇas, the Itihāsas, the Purāṇas, the Kalpas, the 
Gāthās, and the Nārāśam̐sīs favourable. [3] Having strewn a heap of darbha grass 
and made a lap, sitting to the east, he should recite svādhyāya. What is darbha is 
the essence of plants (and) truly of the waters. He makes brahman succulent in
deed. [4] Placing his right hand and foot over his left as a soma-filter, he begins 
by reciting om. Verily, the yajus is equivalent to the threefold knowledge, it is 
speech, it is the supreme syllable. [5] This is enjoined by a r̥c –

[6] The syllable of the verse, upon which all the gods have settled, is in the

highest heaven—

he who does not know that (syllable), what will he accomplish by his

verse? Only those who know it sit together here. [R̥V 1.164.39]24

[7] Three times indeed is he yoked (when) he says bhūr, bhuvaḥ, svar. This verily is 
the truth of speech. He is yoked to that, the truth of speech. [8] Now he repeats 
the Sāvitrī mantra, in the gāyatrī metre, three times: pāda-by-pāda, half-verse by 
half-verse, all in one breath. Savitr̥ is the inciter of splendour; splendour alone he 
obtains. Then, with the introductory stanza that has been made known, he com
mences the hymns.

Although the relationship between departure from the village and the establish
ment of ritual purity seems clear, this passage does raise an interesting observation: 
while this teaching on svādhyāya clearly occurs in an Āraṇyaka, it is not so clear that 
the Āraṇyakas are intended to be recited as svādhyāya’s subject. Therefore, does the 
obligation to recite in a place ‘without sight of roofs’ pertain to this Āraṇyaka’s reci
tation, or does it pertain to svādhyāya of the Veda without the rahasya? An earlier 
statement, TĀ 2.10.6, indicates that the content of svādhyāya concerned here con
sists of stanzas of Vedic hymns (yát svādhyāyám ádhīyīaíkām apy r̥cáṁ yájuḥ sā́ma 
vā tád brahmayajñáḥ sáṁ tiṣṭhate). For reasons that will soon become clear, I suspect 
the following passage, TĀ 2.12, implies this as well: 
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grā́me mánasā svādhyāyám ádhīyīta dívā náktaṁ vā || 1 || íti ha smāha śaucá āhneyáḥ || 2 
|| utā́raṇye ‘bála utá vācótá tíṣṭhann utá vrájann utā́sīna utá śáyāno ‘dhī́yītaivá 
svādhyāyáṁ tápasvī púṇyo bhavati yá eváṁ vidvā́nt svādhyāyám ádhīte || 3 || TĀ 
2.12.1-325

[1] ‘(When) in the village, he should recite svādhyāya with the mind, day or night.’ 
[2] So said Śauca Āhneya. [3] Or he should just recite svādhyāya in the wilderness 
when he lacks strength, or with the voice (i.e., aloud), or while standing or walk
ing or seated or reclining. He becomes filled with ascetic fervour, pure, who re
cites svādhyāya knowing thus.

To whatever extent Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara clarifies that these are secondary rules apply
ing to times of misfortune (āpatkalpa) rather than disagreements in opinion, the 
more important point is that the negotiation of wilderness and village occurs as 
part of a longer series of exceptions to behaviours that can be recognized as causes 
of anadhyāya in later Sūtra texts. Following Patrick Olivelle’s detailed analysis of 
anadhyāya, the states of being seated, standing, walking, travelling, and reclining 
typically constitute ‘improper bodily postures’ for Vedic recitation, while the vil
lage is considered ‘naturally unfit’ (2006, pp. 312–15); yet in AitĀ 5.3.3 by contrast, 
these behaviours are explicitly prohibited for recitation of the Mahāvrata but not 
for general svādhyāya. The tension between svādhyāya and importune circumstan
ces that typically prohibit it continues in TĀ 2.14, where components of the sacri
fice (yajña) are identified with times of day and meteorological events. While 
Olivelle also classifies these circumstances as being ‘naturally unfit’ for 
svādhyāya, TĀ 2.14 assimilates them into the esoteric explanation of svādhyāya it
self. According to this passage, the true knowledge of these identifications renders 
svādhyāya a powerful practice of austerity (tapas) and precipitates changes in the 
reciter’s ritual status that culminate in the defeat of repeated death and in union 
with brahman: 

tásya vā́ etásya yajñásya mégho havirdhā́naṁ vidyúd agnír varṣám̐ havís tanayitnúr 
vaṣaṭkāró yád avasphū́rjati só ‘nuvaṣaṭkāró vāyur ātmā́māvāsyā̀ sviṣṭakŕ̥t || 1 || yá 
eváṁ vidvā́n meghé varṣáti vidyótamāne stanáyaty avasphū́rjati pávamāne vāyā́v 
amāvāsyā̀yām̐ svādhyāyám ádhīte tápa evá tát tapyate tápo hi svādhyāyá íti || 2 || 
uttamáṁ nā́kam̐ rohaty uttamáḥ samānā́nāṁ bhavati yā́vantam̐ ha vā́ imā́ṁ vittásya 
pūrṇā́ṁ dádat svargáṁ lokáṁ jayati tā́vantaṁ lokáṁ jayati bhū́yām̐saṁ cākṣayáṁ 
cā́pa punarmr̥tyúṁ jayati bráhmaṇaḥ sā́yujyaṁ gacchati || 3 || TĀ 2.1426

[1] This sacrifice truly has the raincloud as its gift of oblation, lightning as its fire, 
rain for the offering, thunder for the cry vaṣaṭ! When it thunders, vaṣaṭ cries after 
it. The wind is its self, the night of the new moon (when moon and sun dwell to
gether) is its perfectly made offering. [2] When one, knowing thus, recites 
svādhyāya when clouds shower down, when lightning flashes, when it crackles, 
when it thunders, when the wind sifts through, when (the moon and sun) dwell 
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together (on the night of the new moon), that is just the practice of austerity, for 
svādhyāya is austerity. [3] He mounts the heavenly vault; he becomes the utmost 
of equals. Truly, indeed, as much as he conquers the heavenly world (by) giving 
this (earth) full of wealth, he conquers the world, he defeats the greater and im
perishable—repeated death. He goes to union with brahman.

What can we make of these teachings on svādhyāya and how might they increase our 
understanding of the Āraṇyakas? I suggest that TĀ 2 needs to be distinguished as an 
esoteric teaching on svādhyāya, the true understanding of which supplants regular 
observations of anadhyāya that are mapped in later Sūtra literature, but which still 
preferences the wilderness in satisfaction of the explicit requirements for purity of 
body and place (TĀ 2.15.1: tásya vā́ etásya yajñásya dvā́u anadhyāyaú yád ātmā́śucir yád 
deśáḥ). The relevance of distinguishing the content and purpose of the recitation in 
practice is reinforced by TĀ 2.15.3, a passage that relates svādhyāya in the context of 
brahmayajña to the payment of debts (r̥ṇa) and asserts that it may be undertaken, 
with the correct knowledge, in either the village or wilderness,27 whereas svādhyāya 
for the purpose of a sacrificial rite is performed in the wilderness (TĀ 2.17: sá yéna 
yajñakrátunā yājáyet só ‘raṇyaṁ parétya śucaú deśé svādhyāyám evaínam ádhīyann āsītá). 
Retaining these distinctions, it is feasible that the direction to recite in place without 
sight of roofs in TĀ 2.11 does not directly describe the Āraṇyakas’ own study. 
Nonetheless, it is also arguable that the exceptions to anādhyāya detailed in TĀ 2, 
while made permissible by the esoteric knowledge transmitted in the Āraṇyaka, 
do not apply to recitation of the Āraṇyakas themselves. As much may be implied 
by TĀ 1.32, a passage concerning the vrata for studying the mantras and teachings 
of the special Āruṇaketuka form of the Agnicayana ritual: after stating that the in
struction for this regimen is as for the Pravargya (pravargyavad ādeśaḥ), the passage 
asserts that those who would undertake the regimen should recite in the wilderness 
(araṇye ‘dhīyīran). It then directs the student to touch water with the Mahānāmnī 
verses and, observing that these injunctions are in accordance with the dharma of 
svādhyāya, repeats the restriction on location (evam̐ svādhyāyadharmeṇa | araṇye 
‘dhīyīta).

Finally, we might note that the R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas demonstrate a similar concern 
for esoteric teachings on svādhyāya (AitĀ 3.1-2, ŚāṅkhĀ 7-8, 13-14) with particularly 
firm restrictions placed on the recitation of their own contents (AitĀ 3.2.3-4, 5.3.3, 
ŚāṅkhĀ 1.1, 8.5-7). While the distinction implied here between a widespread ritual 
practice and the secret teachings behind it may explain the inclusion of some of 
the Āraṇyakas’ more diverse contents, such as the funerary mantras in TĀ 6 or 
the construction of amulets in ŚāṅkhĀ 11, the texts’ shared references to R̥V 
1.164 verses 39 and 41 and to R̥V 10.71.6 occur across teachings on svādhyāya, the 
Mahāvrata, Pravargya, and Āruṇaketuka alike. These citations foreground a concern 
with inspired speech’s presence in the human world and highlight restrictions on 
recitation as the proper mode of textual engagement needed to sustain the relation
ship between reciter and speech itself.28
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3.2 Identifying the wilderness in the Kaṭha Āraṇyaka

With these points in mind, let us briefly turn to some final representations of reci
tation and restriction that appear in the Kaṭha Āraṇyaka. These passages make im
portant contributions to the picture of textuality given in the Āraṇyakas, for they 
raise a consideration that has been missing from our examination thus far: the 
KĀ represents the wilderness in a manner suggesting the village is inappropriate 
to specific changes in ritual identity that are anticipated by the Āraṇyakas’ contents. 
While Olivelle has argued that the village is naturally unfit for svādhyāya due to the 
risk of ritual pollution, what I am asking by contrast is whether there is a positive 
relationship between the wilderness and ritual constructions of identity that could 
delineate the Āraṇyakas from similar corpora. This point again to the intellectual 
coherence that textuality brings to the restrictions that most broadly define the 
Āraṇyakas as a collection, suggesting that the anticipation and handling of texts, 
as recognized in their self-representations and teachings, can make significant con
tributions to their scholarly description.

Unlike the representations of svādhyāya in the TĀ, which cast the wilderness ei
ther in terms of purity (Veda study) or vrata (study of rahasya), the KĀ uniquely ap
pears to assert a qualitative relationship between the wilderness and the practices 
surrounding the Pravargya. According to these representations, the araṇya is not 
merely a location away from human settlement, but possesses qualities that the re
citer seeks to gain for the success of the ritual or regimen. The first such indication 
occurs in the explanation of Pravargya mantras that provides the focus of KĀ II.1. 
This passage follows the sequence of mantras in the preceding book (KĀ I 1): as 
each mantra is presented, the explanation settles its core significance and relates 
this to the mantra’s affective function within the Pravargya ritual. It is important 
to note that what I have referred to as core ‘significance’ is perhaps more accurately 
regarded as a quality that is transferred from the mantra when it is recited, in turn 
becoming part of the identity of a ritual actor or object. The recitation of each man
tra and the resulting transfer are therefore implicated in what Patton refers to as a 
‘complex subjectivity’ that overlaps with other subjectivities and entities in the 
world (2012, pp. 368–69). At its simplest, this means that every identity is con
structed with other identities and, when a mantra is recited, the speaker exerts 
agency over these constructions.

In KĀ II.1, this development of ritual identity is seen in the construction of the 
Pravargya (or Mahāvīra/Gharma) vessel as it is composed using qualities contained 
in the Pravargya mantras. The particular mantra that concerns us here is KĀ I 1.4 (= 
R̥V 1.40.1c úpa prá yantu marútaḥ sudā́navaḥ) from which the quality of ‘wildness’ 
(āraṇya) is derived from the Maruts and the wilderness (araṇya) where they belong 
and the Pravargya vessel is prepared. In order to preserve the context of the trans
ferral of āraṇya to the Pravargya vessel, I cite the relevant passage within its broader 
compositional sequence, highlighting the role of speech in the construction of ritual 
identities. 
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yuñjáte mána ity āhavanī́́ye juhoti. mánasā vái [prajā́]patir yajñám atanuta, táto vācā́ 
tátaḥ kármaṇā. mánasaiváitád yájamāno yajñáṁ vitátya, táto vācā́, tátaḥ kármaṇā kar
oti. devásya vas savitúḥ prasavá íty ábhrīr ā́datte. savitŕ̥prasūta eváinā devátābhir 
ādatte. cátasra ā́datte. cátas[ro vái dí]śo. digbhyáḥ pravargyàs sámbhriyate. digbhyá 
evá pravargyàm̐ sámbharati. vānaspatyā́ bhavanti. vánaspátibhir vái pravargyàs 
sámbhriyate. vánaspátibhir evá pravargyàm̐ sámbharaty. úttiṣṭha brahmaṇaspata íty 
úttiṣṭhati. bŕ̥haspátir vái bráhmaṇaspátir. bŕ̥haspátir evá bhūtvóttiṣṭhaty. úpa 
práyantu marútas sudā́nava íti. sudā́navo vái marúta āraṇyā́. áraṇye pravargyàs 
sámbhriyaté.’raṇya evā́raṇyáṁ karoti. práitu bráhmaṇaspátir íti prátitiṣṭhati. 
bŕ̥haspátir vái bráhmaṇaspátir. bŕ̥haspátir evá bhūtvā́, prátitiṣṭhaty. ā́ devy ètu 
sūnŕ̥téti. vā́g vái devī́ sūnŕ̥tā. vācā́ pravargyàs sámbhriyate. vācáivá pravargyàm̐ 
sámbharaty. || (KĀ II.1.1-629)

With the words ‘they engage the mind,’ (the Adhvaryu) offers into the āhavanīya fire. It 
was with the mind, surely, that Prajāpati extended the sacrifice – then with speech, 
then with the ritual act. It is with the mind, therefore, that the sacrifice’s patron (first
ly) spreads out the sacrifice – then he does it with speech, then with the ritual act.

With the words ‘at the pressing of the god Savitr̥ (I command) all of you,’ (the 
Adhvaryu) takes the wooden shovel. Pressed by Savitr̥ in this way, he takes (the 
shovel) by means of the deities. He takes the four. Four, indeed, are the directions. 
The Pravargya vessel is composed from the directions; from the directions, he pre
pares the Pravargya vessel. They (= the shovels) are made of wood. The Pravargya 
vessel is composed with trees; with trees, he prepares the Pravargya (vessel).

At the words ‘arise, lord of bráhman!’ (the Brahman) stands up. Clearly, the lord of 
bráhman (the sacred formulas) is Br̥haspati. Becoming Br̥haspati, he stands up.

(The Adhvaryu recites) ‘may they press forth, the Maruts of good drops!’ The wild 
Maruts possess good drops indeed. The Pravargya vessel is composed in the wil
derness; in the wilderness, surely, he makes it (the Pravargya vessel) belong to the 
wilderness.

At the words ‘the lord of bráhman must proceed!’ (the Brahman) holds firm. 
Clearly, the lord of bráhman is Br̥haspati. Becoming Br̥haspati, he holds firm.

(The Adhvaryu recites) ‘the goddess Sūnr̥tā must come forth!’ The goddess Sūnr̥tā 
clearly is Vāc. The Pravargya vessel is composed with Vāc (speech); with Vāc, he 
prepares the Pravargya vessel.

This passage contains the only two attestations of the term āraṇya in the KĀ. While 
this leaves its exact implications unclear, the action of making the Pravargya vessel 
‘wild’ does suggest that the wilderness possesses a value beyond the preservation of 
secrecy or purity alone. This is implied again by the KĀ’s description of the avāntar
adīkṣā regimen that prepares the student for the study of the Pravargya mantras (KĀ 
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I) and brāhmaṇa exegesis (KĀ II–III). Here, however, the importance of the wilder
ness is more clearly connected to the construction of the ritual actor’s identity: 
KĀ III 219 directs the student to depart to a place in the wilderness ‘without sight 
of roofs’ but substantiates this with a description of the village as Death’s ‘cow-pen’. 
The wilderness, this passage claims, belongs to the gods and the one who knows the 
truth of this identification conquers repeated death. 

[áthaiṣa vratáṁ cariṣ]yánn, áraṇyam parétya, śúcau bhūmyavakāśé grámā[d aśchadír
darśe ‘dhyāpaya]ti. mr̥tyór vā́ eṣá goṣṭhó yád grā́mo; ‘thaiṣá devā́nāṁ yád á[raṇyam. 
ápa punarm]r̥tyúṁ jayati, yá eváṁ védódita ādityé pūrvāhṇé pūrvapakṣá udagáyané 
‘dhīyītaitád vái tríśukriyaṁ. tríśukriyo bhavati, yá eváṁ véda || (KĀ III 21930)

Now when he will be performing the regimen, he departs to the wilderness and 
undertakes instruction on a pure patch of earth (away) from the village without 
sight of roofs. Death’s, surely, is this cow-pen which is the village – the wilderness 
belongs to the gods. One who knows thus conquers repeated death. When the sun 
rises in the morning in the fortnight of the waxing moon during the sun’s north
ward course he should recite. This indeed is triply blazing. He becomes triply 
blazing, who knows thus.

After stating that understanding of the indicated times for recitation leads the ritual 
actor to become ‘triply blazing’ as per the brightness of the rising sun, the waxing 
moon, and the sun’s northward course,31 KĀ III 219 lists the restrictions that apply to 
the studyof the mantras. These include constraints that implicate avoidance of hu
man settlements: the brahmacārin must not study near cows or around the death 
of a two-footed or four-footed animal, nor after having seen the death of a two- 
or four-footed animal, or meat, bone, blood, a Caṇḍāla, or something impure 
(áśuci). The passage then states that the brahmacārin must not come into contact 
with the sight of village animals when he has not performed the appeasement 
that concludes the regimen. It is also of note that meteorological events are cited 
here, in the context of Āraṇyaka recitation, as causes of anadhyāya: 

nā́bhreṣu, ná samauhé, ná gávām ánte, ná párvopaparvayor: ātmánó ‘hiṁsāyai. ná 
mr̥táṁ dvipádāñ cátuṣpadām práty: ātmánó ‘hiṁsāyai. ná, mr̥táṁ dvipádāṁ 
cátuṣpadāṁ, māṁsám, ásthi, lóhitaṁ, caṇḍālám, áśuci vā dr̥ṣṭvā́medhyā́ni, vā́ etā́ni: 
medhyatvā́ya. ná, pūrvedyúr māṁsám attvā́. ná, pūrvedyúr abrahmacaryám upétya. 
ná tad áhaḥ pūrvāhṇé keśaśmaśrū́ lomanakhā́ni vāpayen, nā́valikhen, nā́ñjyān, 
nā́bhyàñjyān, ná snāyāt: téjasó ‘navabhraṁśāya. ná grāmyā́ṇāṁ paśū́nāṁ 
sandárśanenā́śāntikr̥tas sáṁsr̥jeta… (KĀ III 219)

Not when there are thunderclouds, not when there is a whirlwind(?), not near 
cows, not on the day the moon changes or the day before that – for the purpose 
of not harming oneself. Not around the death of a two-footed or four-footed ani
mal – for the purpose of not harming oneself. Not having seen the death of a 
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two-footed or four-footed animal, meat, bone, blood, a Caṇḍāla, or (something) 
impure – these are truly foul – for the purpose of being fit to sacrifice. (He 
must not recite when he has) eaten meat on the day before, nor having been un
chaste on the day before. In the morning of this day, he should not trim his head 
and beard hair or his body hair and nails, he should not scratch, he should not 
anoint (himself), he should not adorn (himself), he should not bathe – for the non- 
destruction of his vital power. He should not come into contact with the sight of 
village animals when he has not performed the appeasement…

The constraints placed on the study of the Pravargya mantras and brāhmaṇa—that is, on 
the entire extant text of the KĀ—indicate that contact with the daily activities of village 
life does pose a risk of ritual impurity, a lack of ‘fitness to sacrifice’ (medhyatvá), or harm 
to the self. And, given the polarity of village and wilderness that appears at the com
mencement of KĀ III 219, we might infer that the araṇya is sufficiently removed 
from the village to be free of these compromising influences. However, I think it would 
be mistaken to read the avoidance of what is foul or impure (amedhyá) simply in cor
relation to the sacredness of the texts studied or even as the primary concern that rel
egates the Āraṇyakas to the wilderness. The array of restrictions and purposes listed in 
KĀ III 219 are connected by the intention of controlling the changes to the brahmacārin’s 
ritual identity that are anticipated to result from his environment and behaviour. While 
this construction of identity admittedly prepares the brahmacārin for the study of the 
Āraṇyakas, an earlier passage (KĀ III 198) makes it clear that ritual attributes beyond 
purity/impurity also require management through restrictions on behaviour and reci
tation. In this example, the brahmacārin is directed to suspend the activities of speaking 
aloud and looking at objects, by which means he places vitality or radiance in himself 
(téja evā́tman dhatte). After enjoining restrictions on physical behaviour which maintain 
this state of being ‘with radiance’ (satejastvā́), the text directs the brahmacārin to repeat 
the Pravargya mantras. This recitation deprives the brahmacārin of radiance alongside a 
number of qualities connected to their social and ritual identity.32 Finally, by recom
mencing structured activities of speaking and looking, the brahmacārin reconstitutes 
himself with the qualities lost through the recitation of the mantras, which ostensibly 
restores his status as a social participant. 

téjasā vā́ eṣá prajáyā paśubhir brahmavarcasénānnā́dyena ca vyr̥̀ddhyate yó brahmacārī́. 
yán nā́bhivyāhárati nā́bhiprékṣate, téjo evā́tmán dhatte. yát kanyā̀m abhivyāháraty 
abhiprékṣate, prajā́m evā́tmán dhatte. yád vatsám abhivyāháraty, abhiprékṣate, paśū́n 
evā́tmán dhatte. yádādityám abhivyāháraty abhiprékṣate, brahmavarcasám evā́tmán 
dhatte. yát kṣīraudanám abhivyāháraty abhiprékṣate, ‘nnā́dyam evā́tmán dhattè. ‘tho 
tejasvī́ prajā́vān paśumā́n brahmavarcasy ànūrādho bhavati, yá eváṁ véda || (KĀ III 19833)

The brahmacārin is deprived of radiance, offspring, livestock, the lustre of brahman 
and proper food. When he does not speak and does not look, he places radiance in 
himself. When he speaks to a young woman, when he looks, he places offspring 
in himself. When he speaks to a yearling, when he looks, he places livestock in 

Stephanie Majcher 21 D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jhs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jhs/hiaf025/8429851 by D

a-C
ollect C

hifley Library AN
U

C
 user on 27 January 2026



himself. When he speaks to the sun, when he looks, he places the lustre of brah
man in himself. When he speaks to rice boiled with milk, when he looks, he places 
proper food in himself. Indeed, he becomes possessed of radiance, offspring, live
stock, the lustre of brahman, and happiness, who knows thus.

A final observation is in order. While these KĀ passages allow us to conclude that the 
wilderness is an appropriate location for the study of this Āraṇyaka’s contents because 
it removes the actor from influences that would compromise their textual engagement 
and thus allows them to manage changes to their identity in a structured manner, the 
same correlations between wilderness and recitation are not made so explicitly in the 
R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas. Nonetheless, I would argue that the latter texts do contain a simi
lar conceptual framework in which restrictions on textual engagement are intended to 
control changes to the reciter’s identity. A pertinent example of this appears in ŚāṅkhĀ 
1.1, which commences with a warning that directs attention to another risk of im
proper recitation, namely, the unwanted transferral of the intended ritual outcome 
from the reciter to someone else. As has been discussed elsewhere, the restrictions ar
ticulated in this passage draw their coherence from personhood’s complexity and im
ply that recitation acts on the formative relationship between speaker and text (Caley 
Smith 2017, pp. 168–69). Thus, while the following restrictions are not explicitly con
nected to the need to recite in the wilderness, they point to a concern with controlled 
textuality shared by R̥gvedic and Yajurvedic Āranyakas alike. 

prajāpatir vai saṁvatsaras tasyaiṣa ātmā yan mahāvrataṁ tasmād enat parasmai na 
śaṁsen net sarveṣāṁ bhūtānām ātmānaṁ parasmin dadhānīty atho indrasyaiṣa ātmā 
yan mahāvrataṁ tasmād enat parasmai na śaṁsen ned indrasyātmānaṁ parasmin 
dadhānīty atho yam evaitam r̥ṅmayaṁ yajurmayaṁ sāmamayaṁ puruṣaṁ 
saṁskurvanti tasyaiṣa ātmā yan mahāvrataṁ tasmād enat parasmai na śaṁsen net 
sarveṣāṁ chandasām ātmānaṁ parasmin dadhānīti kāmaṁ tu sattriṇāṁ hotā śaṁset 
pitre vācāryāya vātmane haivāsya tacchandastaṁ bhavaty ātmanaiva tad yajñaṁ sa
mardhayati… || ŚāṅkhĀ 1.1 ||

Prajāpati is the year; this is his body which is the Mahāvrata. Therefore, one 
should not announce this to another, nor (should one say) ‘I place the body of 
all beings in another’. Likewise, this is the body of Indra which is the 
Mahāvrata. Therefore, one should not announce this to another, nor (should 
one say) ‘I place the body of Indra in another’. Likewise, this which is the 
Mahāvrata is the body of this person made of the r̥c, yajus, and sāman, whom 
they complete. Therefore, one should not announce this to another, nor (should 
one say) ‘I place the body of all the metres in another’. However, one may freely 
announce it as the hotr̥ of the Sattrins for (one’s) father or teacher, for that is re
cited just for oneself. Just with oneself does one fulfill the sacrifice.

While such passages reinforce scholarly appraisals of the Mahāvrata and Pravargya 
as providing the Āraṇyakas’ core focus, they also do something much more relevant 
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to the question of their definition—they frame themselves with a concern for how 
their teachings are engaged with on the basis of the personal changes they are per
ceived to instigate. This concern is explicit in restrictions on recitation; however, a 
careful consideration of the Āraṇyakas’ contents, their applications, and intertext
ual references shows that the concern with recitation and ritual identity is compre
hensive in degree and can be expressed in many forms. And in this matter, despite 
chronological differences and compositional diversity, the Āraṇyakas show little in
ternal discord.

4. Conclusions

We are finally in a position to return to the question of whether and how the 
Āranyakas can be regarded as a coherent collection with an identifiable contribution 
to make to our understanding of Vedic culture. Rather than forging decisive conclu
sions based on this preliminary examination, I offer a few responses and general 
observations.

A general survey of scholarly reactions to the Āraṇyakas from the late nineteenth 
to early twenty-first centuries shows that the singularly most significant issue com
plicating their definitive description has been their diversity both internally, on a 
text-by-text basis, and across the collection as a whole. This has largely resulted 
in accounts that are either so strongly focussed on the contents the Āraṇyakas do 
share that their diversity becomes secondary, left aside as an extrinsic and some
what meaningless accretion of later materials, or which succumb to that diversity 
because, in lieu of explanation, the possibility of the Āraṇyakas’ integrity is repre
sented instead as miscellaneity. Nor has the full extent of their diversity been ad
dressed in this study: for the purposes of an initial investigation into whether we 
can identify coherence behind the numerous interests and contents presented by 
these texts, I have preferred to focus on a ‘control’ based, firstly, on the four 
Āraṇyakas by name and, secondly, on the restrictions that have served a definitive 
function in their traditional representation and handling. My intention in doing so 
has been to compare accounts for patterns that illuminate why these restrictions 
have mattered and whether they represent a conceptually consistent response to 
concerns with recitation and secrecy.

But is there any value in attempting to define the Āraṇyakas in the first place? 
There is if our struggle to discuss these texts meaningfully has informed a lack of 
scholarly interest in what they contribute to our understanding of Vedic culture 
or a desensitization to their ongoing role in that culture and its evolutions. While 
there is little surprise in the fact that modern and traditional conceptualizations 
of these texts have differed, the critical extent of this difference should alert us 
to the equal fact that concerns with compositional style and chronology were un
likely to have been the major issue at stake for the Āraṇyakas’ historical recipients, 
or indeed for their composers and compilers. I argue that if we are to locate different 
answers, we need to ask different questions—questions that, ideally, are responsive 
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to those that were asked by the people engaged in the pursuit of learning the 
Āraṇyakas and reciting their teachings. Thus, we learn from the Gr̥hyasūtras that 
while content matters, textual engagement also distinguishes Vedic corpora and ex
presses ritual anticipations in ways that content alone may not. By heeding the at
tention to vrata and the optionality of studying the rahasya, we begin to see the 
nuance in the Āraṇyakas’ restrictions and self-representations: if content informs 
differences in restrictions, the functional coherence of recitation in the construc
tion of ritual identity shows these differences to be mutually explicable and reveals 
the necessity of the wilderness in a new light.

Finally, although I acknowledge the history that only linguistic chronologies can 
tell, it has been more pertinent to return to textuality and its self-representation. 
Unlike chronologies, textuality provides a polythetic basis on which to start appre
ciating the Āraṇyakas’ value as multilayered texts: with the restriction on recitation 
both in place and grounded in controlled constructions of identity, it is understand
able that secret recitations can occur alongside instructions for secret rituals, or that 
secret teachings can surround quotidian practices, or that earlier or later materials 
whose textuality was similarly anticipated were appended to these collections. 
Perhaps most compelling is the question of why later Sūtras see the Āraṇyakas’ reci
tation to be cause of anadhyāya when later Upaniṣads endorse their recitation in the 
renunciation of orthodox practices and aims. It is, after all, worth considering what 
the commentators meant when they said that these entire texts were to be learned 
in the wilderness.
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Notes

1 For a comprehensive overview of the disagreement over concepts such as experience and 
its applicability in a South Asian textual context, see Frederick Smith (2006, pp. 15–23). 
This discussion is complemented by Laurie Patton’s theorisation and examination of 
the evidence for ritual agency and imagination in the late-Vedic Gr̥hyasūtras (2012).

2 According to Sāyaṇa’s introductory comments on Taittirīya Āraṇyaka, four sections of 
the text were transmitted in the Brāhmaṇa of the Kāṭhaka school and do not have the 
restriction on learning in the wilderness applied to them; see verse 12: 
nāraṇyādhītiniyamaḥ sāvitrādicatuṣṭaye | atas tadbrāhmaṇagraṇthe śrutaṁ vyākhyātam 
apy adaḥ || Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara likewise identifies these sections, but states that the ex
ception pertains to whether the prescribed regimen for study (vrata) is undertaken 
(Sastri and Rangacharya 1985, p. 1). It is likely, however, that the restriction on learn
ing in the wilderness is implicit in Bhāskara’s statement.

3 The attention to secret and dangerous rituals as a defining characteristic is rein
forced by references to modern performances of the Mahāvrata and Pravargya; 
see for example Lopez (2022, p. 20) and Knipe (2015, p. 219) on the dangerous char
acter of the Pravargya, and Knipe (2015, pp. 230–32) for the transgressive nature of 
the Mahāvrata. For the latter, see also the statement that much is done on the 
Mahāvrata day that is ‘forbidden’ (bahu vā etasminn ahani kiñca kiñca vāraṇaṁ kriyate) 
repeated at AitĀ 1.1.3, 1.2.1, 1.2.2, and 1.5.3 (x2).

4 TU 1 = Kaṭha Śikṣa Upaniṣad 11; see Witzel (1977). Note also that Sāyana refers to TU 1 
as a saṁhitopaniṣad, which could be compared to the Saṁhitā Upaniṣad presented in 
AitĀ 3 and ŚāṅkhĀ 7-8.

26 Seeing the Forest for the Trees D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jhs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jhs/hiaf025/8429851 by D

a-C
ollect C

hifley Library AN
U

C
 user on 27 January 2026

https://www.academia.edu/2606868/The_Householder_Ascetic_and_the_Uses_of_Self_Discipline
https://www.academia.edu/2606868/The_Householder_Ascetic_and_the_Uses_of_Self_Discipline


5 Clearly asserted at Āśvalāyana Gr̥hyasūtra 1.1.1-4.
6 For a detailed discussion of ascetic practice in the Gr̥hyasūtras and the claim that ma

terial and spiritual benefits resulted particularly from undertaking the more rigor
ous vratas required for study of the esoteric portions of the Veda, see Lubin (2013).

7 ĀGS 3.4.5-6: athāpi vijñāyate sa yadi tiṣṭhan vrajann āsīnaḥ sayāno vā yaṁyaṁ kratum 
adhīte tenatena hāsya kratuneṣṭaṁ bhavatīti | vijñāyate tasya dvāv anadhyāyau yad 
ātmaśucir yad deśaḥ | Compare TĀ 2.15.1 for the two restrictions and see ŚB[M] 
11.5.7.4 for the permission to study when lying on a couch or while being anointed, 
adorned, etc. While these allowances appear to be acceptable in the case of ordinary 
svādhyāya (i.e., not including the rahasya), their acceptance is not so clear in the study 
of secret texts.

8 ĀGS 3.3.1 specifies the r̥cs, yajus, sāmans, the atharvāṅgiras hymns, the Brāhmaṇas, the 
Kalpa Sūtras, the Gāthās, the Nārāśaṁsīs, the Itihāsas and the Purāṇas. Compare 
ŚB[M] 11.5.7.5.

9 For use of the term rahasya, see the discussion in Lubin (1994, p. 203) and, for ex
ample, the statement of Mānava Gr̥hyasūtra 1.23.21 (rahasyam adhyeṣyamānaḥ pravar
gyam). A distinction between study of the Veda and its secret texts is also suggested 
at Mānava Dharmaśāstra 2.165 (…vedaḥ kr̥tsno ‘dhigantavyaḥ sarahasyo dvijanmanā). The 
separation of the formal period of study and the advanced study of secret texts re
quiring special observances is clearly stated at ŚāṅkhGS 2.11.13.

10 For example, see Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara’s statement etad āraṇyakaṁ sarvaṁ nāvratī śrotum 
arhati in his introduction to TĀ (Sastri and Rangacharya 1985, p. 1), repeated verba
tim by Sāyaṇa in his introduction to the same (Mitra 1872, p. 2).

11 The svādhyāya of the Āraṇyakas is described in ŚāṅkhGS 6. The distinction between 
these passages appears to have been missed by both Oldenberg (1886, pp. 8–11) and 
Lubin (1994, p. 217) who regard ŚāṅkhGS 6 as a repetition and elaboration on 
ŚāṅkhGS 2.12. However, ŚāṅkhGS 6 clearly states that its subject is svādhyāya of 
the Āraṇyaka (ŚGS 6.1.1: svādhyāyāraṇyakasya niyamān udāhariṣyāmaḥ) whereas the 
preamble to ŚāṅkhGS 2.12 refers to the teacher’s decision to impart the secret texts 
after the main period of Vedic study has been completed (ŚGS 2.11.13: pūrṇe kāle car
ite brahmacarye śamyor bārhaspatyānte vede ’nūkte rahasyaṁ śrāvayiṣyanakālaniyamaṁ 
cādeśena pratīyeta).

12 A sūtra-type text attributed to Āśvalāyana that apparently supplements the 
Āśvalāyana Śrauta- and Gr̥hyasūtras.

13 MDhŚ 4.123; cf. Yājñavalkya Dharmaśāstra 1.145 listed in Olivelle (2006).
14 Following the analysis of ŚāṅkhGS 2.11-12 by Oldenberg (1886, p. 8) and Lubin (1994, 

pp. 205–07, 212–14).
15 According to Masato Fujii (1997, p. 91), the GGS’s aupaniṣada relates to the Kauthuma 

Chāndogya Upaniṣad or the Chāndogya Brāhmaṇa (= Mantra Brāhmaṇa + ChU), while the 
JGS’s aupaniṣada pertains to the Aupaniṣada Parvan of the Jaiminīya Āraṇyakagāṇa. A 
different analysis of the latter is given by Caland (1922, p. 26), who suggests that this 
regimen corresponds to the study of the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Vaṁśa Brāhmaṇa, 
Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa, Kena Upaniṣad, and the Ārṣeya Brāhmaṇa.

16 For the ritual orientation of JUB, see for example Bodewitz (2019, pp. 86–87): ‘Let it be 
clear that every Brāhmaṇa…presupposes a systematic treatment of the ritual. Every 
text that does not suit this description is not a Brāhmaṇa. Therefore JUB is not a 
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regular Brāhmaṇa. On the other hand a real Upaniṣad (after an opening which clearly 
shows the connections with the relevant Vedic branch) does not take too much heed 
of the ritual as such. Therefore the JUB is not a real Upaniṣad. This text has too many 
connections with the Sāmavedic ritual. Indeed, an Āraṇyaka it may be.’

17 The correspondences between JUB and the R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas may also be cited in sup
port of the identification of JUB as an Āraṇyaka (e.g., JUB 1.9.5 ≈ AitĀ 5.3.2, JUB 3.3.2 ≈  
AitĀ 2.1.4, JUB 3.3.6-13 ≈ AitĀ 2.2.3 ≈ ŚāṅkhĀ 1.6, and JUB 3.3.5 ≈ ŚāṅkhĀ 1.5). On the 
other hand, as Brian Black (2011) and Steven Lindquist (2011, 2023) have argued, the 
adaptation of earlier Vedic narratives and teachings play a critical role in establishing 
the authority of new genres. This strategy is particularly visible in the Upaniṣads.

18 The Āraṇyakas, including texts recognised as such in the Gr̥hyasūtras, have a number 
of contents in common. These include the Pravargya mantras (TĀ 5, KĀ 1, Āraṇyagāṇa 
6), the Mahānāmnī verses (AitĀ, Āraṇyaka Saṁhitā), the purīṣapādāni appended to the 
Mahānāmnī verses and which also appear embedded in TĀ 1.20 and 1.23, and the 
Mantha recitation (ŚāṅkhĀ 9, ŚB 14). The role of these contents in the identification 
of Āraṇyakas or in descriptions of the corpus has not, to my current knowledge, been 
subject to close examination.

19 Sāyaṇa states the need for care explicitly in his introduction to TĀ (v. 7ab): kāṇḍam 
āraṇyakaṁ sarvaṁ vyākhyātavyaṁ prayatnaḥ |

20 See Sāyaṇa and Bhaṭṭa Bhāskara’s discussions of this in their introductions to the TĀ, 
in which case the issue is the acknowledgement that certain of the TĀ’s contents have 
been (separately or previously?) transmitted in the Kāṭhaka Brāhmaṇa. Regarding AitĀ, 
Sāyaṇa states that the āraṇyakakāṇḍa of the Aitareya Brāhmaṇa – including all five of its 
sections – is known as such due to the requirement that it is studied in the wilderness 
(introduction to AitĀ vv. 5-6ab in Mitra 1876, p. 2). This expectation – and the fact that 
it provides a sufficient basis for the inclusion of diverse texts – is also articulated in 
Sāyaṇa’s comments on AitĀ 5, which he states has been included in the Āraṇyaka 
due to the intention that it be subject to the restriction on location (Mitra 1876, p. 236).

21 The key characteristics of the Upaniṣads’ approach to representing their secrecy via rhet
oric and narrative have been summarised by Brian Black (2011). In this essay, Black per
tinently observes that the while the Upaniṣads might describe their teachings as secretive, 
it is possible to see the Upaniṣads as ‘less cryptic or enigmatic’ and the earlier Vedic texts as 
‘more inherently secretive’ (2011, p. 120). See also Lindquist (2023, pp. 211–12).

22 Although both R̥gvedic Āraṇyakas present restrictions on recitation, neither text 
contains explicit references to the wilderness. It is however arguable that the restric
tions on location found in the TĀ and KĀ share a conceptual framework with the re
strictions in the AitĀ and ŚāṅkhĀ, especially given the texts’ common references and 
shared intertextual citations. Unfortunately, the level of detail required for such an 
analysis is beyond the scope of the present essay.

23 Malamoud (1977, p. 108).
24 R̥V 1.164.39 translation by Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton (2014, p. 358).
25 Malamoud (1977, p. 109).
26 Malamoud (1977, pp. 109–10).
27 TĀ 2.15.3 (Malamoud 1977, p. 110): yá eváṁ vidvā́n mahārātrá uṣásy údite vrájam̐s 

tíṣṭhann ā́sīnaḥ śáyāno ’ráṇye grā́me vā́ yā́vattarásam̐ svādhyāyám ádhīte sárvām̐l lokā́ñ 
jayati sárvām̐l lokā́n anr̥ṇo ’nusáṁ carati…|
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28 R̥V 10.71.6 is cited at AitĀ 3.2.4, ŚāṅkhĀ 8.6, and TĀ 1.3.1 and 2.15.1. R̥V 1.164.39 oc
curs at TĀ 2.11, while R̥V 1.161.1-41 is required by AitĀ 1.5.3, 5.3.2 and ŚāṅkhĀ 2.18, 
and R̥V 1.164.41 is cited at TĀ 1.9.6 (Mysore ed.). In addition, references to R̥V 
1.164.31 occur at AitĀ 2.1.6, KĀ 2.101, and TĀ 4.7.1 and 5.6.4.

29 Witzel (2004, p. 16).
30 Witzel (2004, pp. 82–84).
31 Witzel (2004, p. 85) translates ‘dreifach glänzend.’ The connotation of śukriya as the 

name of certain Pravargya sāmans, not to mention the broader association of the 
Pravargya and the sun, may well also be intended here.

32 Malamoud (1977, p. 83) observes the same deprivation of the reciter in the TĀ.
33 Witzel (2004, p. 76).
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