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n the first attempt was made to trans- |
late the earliest poems of the Indo-Eu-

ropeans into English, the explanations
of medieval scholarship were still regarded as
authoritative. Horace Hayman Wilson based his
nineteenth-century version of the Rigveda on the
work of the fourteenth-century Indian commenta-
tor Sayapa. Sayana had let context dictate his
interpretation of the large proportion of the
_yocabulary of which he was doubtful. He
“explains the Rigvedic word “kar4”, for example,
at its nine occurrences in the text in nine different
ways: as “conch shell”, “shout”, “hymn”,
“solemn (rite)”, “author of success”, “servant”,
“battle”, “sound” and “granting”.

Manfred Mayrhofer has devoted a lifetime to
the study of Old Indo-Aryan, traditionally
known as Sanskrit. The first fascicle of his mon-
umental Etymologisches Worterbuch des Altin-
doarischen appeared in 1986, and the work is
now approaching completion in three volumes.
In fact, there are two distinct dictionaries: the
first two volumes, of ten fascicles each, cover

he language of the Vedic texts, the third the
Sanskrit of the epic and beyond. This is an
important innovation. Sanskrit lexicography
previously treated the language as one, a tradi-
tion which Professor Mayrhofer now likens to
producing a combined dictionary of Mycenaean
and modern Greek.

This is Mayrhofer’s second work of this kind.
His Kurzgefasstes etymologisches Worterbuch
des Altindoarischen was published between
1953 and 1976. In both works, definitions and
etymologies are supported by comprehensive
referencing to a large body of scholarly litera-
ture, each entry constituting an indispensable
bibliographical record. The vocabulary of the
Rigveda is covered in the first two volumes of

ke Etymologisches Worterbuch des Altin-
dischen. What progress are we making in pin-
ning down its obscurities?

The many hapax legomena are nearly all
doubtful, and Mayrhofer wisely makes no
attempt to guess at meanings, merely giving
“ohne gesicherte Interpretation”, ‘‘unklar”,
“problematisch” and so on. Setting these aside,
comparison with Mayrhofer’s previous diction-
ary reveals, more significantly, continuing
scholarly disagreement about a large proportion
of the vocabulary. Mayrhofer’s review of schol-
arship on the complexities of the important
word ari -appears in the second fascicle. It
occurs 103 times, and was given as “stranger”
W the earlier work. Now his entry is much fuller
(I translate): “In interpreting this disputed
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| Vedic word the assumption of homonymy
should be avoided where possible. The best defi-
nition offered continues to be ‘stranger’ . . .
which is consonant with its use to mean ‘guest’,
and, common in the later language, ‘enemy’
(like Latin hostis) . . . . G. Dumézil is foremost
in offering a contrary view.” The equally signifi-
| cant word viddtha, occurring 112 times, was
| previously translated as “distribution”, follow-
ing the literature, but now Mayrhofer is less con-
vinced: “Vedic word of disputed translation,
| perhaps belonging to the realm of (ceremonial)
allotment.” Between these two at either end of
the dictionary, comparison of entries reveals
pot progress towards a consensus, but a ten-

were given with assurance are now accompa-
nied by words indicating increased uncertainty:
“vielleicht”, “etwa”, “wahrscheinlich, *“wohl”,
“diskutabel”. The mass of scholarship, it
appears, is not getting us any further forward.
Alexander Lubotsky’s Rgvedic Word Con-
cordance is the first word index to the Rigveda
since that of Hermann Grassmann published in
1873. Although based on an electronic edition
of the text, errors occurring in that edition have
been corrected. Lubotsky is a careful editor, see-
ing his task as “to refrain as much as possible
from idiosyncratic choices”. Grassmann had
| analysed the text, distinguishing, for example,

dency to the opposite. Definitions that before |

An ancient jigsaw
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Agni, god of fire in the Vedas, in his later
role in Hindu art as one of the Dikpalas,

the eight guardians of the directions of
space; from Hindu Art and Architecture by
George Michell (224pp. Thames and
Husdon. Paperback, £8.95. 0 500 20337 7

case forms that can be confused, such as the fre-
quently homophonic genitive singular and nomi-
native plural. Lubotsky makes no attempt to do
this, and as a result many assumptions about
semantic relations are shed.

Professor Lubotsky does, however, make sev-
eral alterations to the readings of the text, which
he lists at the beginning. The Rigveda has come
down to us in two forms. The Samhita (“put
together”) is a continuous text, applying sandhi
rules which change the appearance of words.

Many of these rules belong to a period later than |

that of the composition of the poems, as the
metre makes clear. The Pada (“word”) text,
believed to be of similar antiquity, restores all
the sandhi changes, providing a word-for-word
version. It is our earliest linguistic analysis of the
text, and was compiled to protect it from corrup-
tion. In making alterations to it, Lubotsky has, as
he says, “opted for a conservative approac P
None the less, the changes he makes could be
questioned. At 10.95.12b and 13b, for instance,
he follows a conjectural emendation to the Pada
text first suggested in the 1950s, replacing the

| unfamiliar word cakrdn in both verses with the
familiar cakrdm, “wheel”. It is a fundamental
tenet of textual criticism that harder readings
are better than easier ones — that the less obvi-
ous is more likely to be correct. Another tenet,
that corruption breeds corruption, could also be
cited here: Lubotsky gives the Pada text reading
incorrectly as cakrdt. The Pada text has never
been published in transliteration, and is not eas-
ily accessible to Western scholars.

Barend Van Nooten and Gary Holland’s elec-
tronic edition, on which Lubotsky’s concord-
ance is based, was published as Volume Fifty of
the Harvard Oriental Series in 1994. The previ-
ous edition of the text by Theodor Aufrecht
(second edition 1877, reprinted 1953) had long
been out of print. Van Nooten and Holland's is
the first attempt to restore the Rigveda to iis
original metrical form. For the first time in ils
history, the Rigveda is clearly revealed, on the
printed page, as poetry. Textual errors notwith-
standing, this is by far the most exciting contri-
bution that has been made to Rigvedic studies
in recent years, although it too has now fallen
out of print.
| ‘We have inherited the Rigveda with an accu-

mulation of over two millennia of derivative
texts and texts deriving from those derivative
texts, of commentaries and commentaries upon
those commentaries, culminating in the work of
Sayapa. Until we abandon inherited assurnp-
tions about meaning, the text will probably
remain indecipherable. The prevailing dialect
of the Rigveda is not the direct ancestor of clas-
sical Sanskrit. None the less, it has traditionally
always been approached through that language.
| In giving us a separate dictionary of Vedic San-
skrit, Mayrhofer has prepared the way for the
Rigveda to be studied independently of the later
language and texts, and Lubotsky has provided
a concordance from which previously held
assumptions have been largely removed. Mean-
| while, existing translations are left to juggle
with meanings in the traditional way. The Pen-
guin selection by Professor Wendy O'Flaherty
| is the only version readily available in English,
reprinted many times in the past twenly years.
| For ari (see above) she usually offers the
{‘Mlater) translation “enemy”, but also gives af
one point “band of friends"; she transiates
viddtha variously as “rite”, “gathered people”,
“gacrifice” and “the wise”. With so many
Rigvedic words stubbornly refusing to fit where
we want them to, it must be time to look again
at the pieces of the jigsaw that we have had in
place since we began.
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