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Abstract

Prabhasa-ksetra-mahatmya, which forms a part of Skanda Purana, contains interesting
information about ancient natural disasters affecting the Kutch-Mt.Abu region of India.
In this paper, selected readings of the Sanskrit text are presented with brief translations.
A comparison with similar information contained in Mahabharata, Ramayana and
Rgveda is also presented to interpret the Puranic text in a possible historical perspective.
It is inferred that the above texts taken together, have references to brightening of a star
in the Pleiades cluster and also to ground impact due to falling objects, presumably
fragments of an asteroid.
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Introduction

Sanskrit literature of ancient and medieval India is rich in information related to earth
sciences. Books referred as Sthala-purana or Ksetra-mahatmya offer details of places
that have been of historical and religious importance. It is observed that the contents of
these writings cannot be taken as accurate descriptions of the region or locale considered.
However, they may provide information that would be of interest to scientists, engineers
and archaeologists. While searching for leads on earthquakes and disasters in ancient
India, the present author came across the Prabhasa-khanda (Prabhasa module) of
Skanda-purana. This forms the last part of the Purana as available in the South Indian
versions. This part of the purana actually contains four books, namely, Prabhdsa-ksetra-
mahatmya, Vastrapatha-ksetra-mahatmya, Arbuda-khanda and Dvarakda-mahatmya.
Here, the interest is mainly in the first book, which itself is in two parts. Prabhdasa-ksetra-
mahatmya (abbreviated as PK) is implied to be concerned with the region around
Prabhasa. Gujarat region is well known to be seismically active and hence susceptible to
earthquakes and tsunamis (sea waves due to earthquakes) along the coast. What is found
in PK is an astounding narration of a phenomenon, which can only be interpreted as a
somewhat fanciful description of a natural disaster that should have visited the Gujarat
region in the remote past. An equally interesting event described is the burning of river
Sarasvati, which obviously is an ancient version of how the once bountiful river dried up
leading to disastrous consequences. The approach in the present paper is as follows.
First, PK is reviewed in detail. This is followed by brief reviews of Mahabharata (MB),
Ramayana and Rgveda, to see how far the events of PK can be matched with the
corresponding events of earlier texts. Prabhasa in popular parlance is currently identified
with the famous pilgrim center Somanatha (20.9°N 70.5° E) on the west coast of the
Sourashtra region. However, the present study indicates that the original Prabhasa was
not with Somanatha, but was probably located around (23.5°N 71.5° E), nearer to the
Kutch region. Further, a natural event that finds mention consistently in several texts is
conjectured to be a nova or brightening of a star in the star cluster of Kyttika (Pleiades).

Skanda-purana

The Purana literature in Sanskrit is voluminous describing what is popularly taken to be
mythology linked with Hindu religious practices. Historically Puranas are enumerated as
eighteen in number. It would appear that all the Puranas have evolved from a smaller
nucleus to their present size. Skanda-purana as available now is the largest of the
eighteen Puranas with slightly more than 84,000 verses. In line with other Puranas,
Skanda is also attributed to the authorship of Krspa Dvaipayana or Veda-Vyasa, the
legendary composer of Mahabhrata.  However, even a casual reading of the text
presently available point out that much material should have been added by different



authors at different times. It is known that the Nepalese version of Skanda-purana does
not contain Prabhdsa-khanda'. Hence, PK can be treated as an independent traditional
text, in Sanskrit. Alberuni who accompanied Mahamud of Ghazni (10-11 cent. AD) in
the plunder of Somanatha describes the place in his book on India®>. He also enumerates
all the Puranas including Skanda. PK contains description of consecration of a deity at
Somanatha in puranic style, but does not even remotely refer to a foreign invasion. Thus,
the composition of PK may be assigned to a period earlier than at least ninth century AD.
The style of PK is simple but old fashioned. It is in the form of a conversation between
the divine couple Siva and Parvati. Several other personages are brought in to narrate a
story that is at times inconsistent, and lacking in a sense of chronology, but nevertheless
amply describing a natural disaster of monumental proportions. The narration is in tune
with the ancient practice of personifying natural forces and dramatizing the phenomenon.
A typical example of this approach from Mahabharata may be cited here. Balarama,
elder brother of Krsna does not take part in the epic war. Instead, he goes on a pilgrimage
along the course of river Sarasvati. In his northward journey, he comes to a certain place
and wonders why the west flowing river should have suddenly turned eastwards. The
reason stated in the text is that when some sages on the eastern part of the land performed
a sacrifice, Sarasvati (personified as a goddess) flowed eastward to fulfill the wishes of
her devoted sages, who liked to bathe in the holy river. Such a mythological modeling is
a distinct possibility for a natural structure, since we see that river Satadru (literally one
who flows in hundred ways) presently called Sutlej, exhibits a steep eastward bend near
Ropar (30°N, 76°E). With this type of model in the background, a realistic reading of PK,
shorn of all religious interpretations, is presented here. The Sanskrit text followed is the
one brought out in Kannada script by the Mysore Palace’. This edition also contains a
near literal Kannada translation, which is not free from errors. In the present rendering of
the purana, the original Sanskrit text is followed closely. All the text specifically needed
for the present discussion is reproduced here as per the above edition. A working
translation that is not literal, but which highlights the implied meaning, is provided below
the text.

Prabhasa Region
The description of the Prabhasa region starts in the fourth chapter of the first part of PK,
in the form of a conversation between Siva and Parvati.

tasya pramanam vaksyami sarva-sima-samanvitam |
ksetram tu trividham proktam tatte vaksyamyanukramat ||
ksetram pitham garbhagrham prabhasasya prakirtate |
yathdakramam phalam tasya koti-kotigunam smrtam ||
ksetram tu prathamam proktam tacca dvadasa-yojanam |
pancayojana-manena ksetra-pitham prakirtitam ||
garbhagrhaiica gavyitih karnikd sa mama priya |
ksetra-simam pravaksyami synu devi yathakramam ||
ayama-vyasatascaiva adi-madhyanta-samsthitam |
purve taptodaka-svami pascime madhavah smytah ||
daksine sagarah tdvat bhadra nadyuttare mata |

evam sima-samayuktam ksetram dvadasa-yojanam ||



etat prabhdsikam ksetram sarva-pataka-nasanam |

tanmadhye pithika prokta parica-yojana-vistyta ||
nyankumatyaparenaiva vajrinyah purvatastathda |

mahesvarya daksinatah samudrasyottarastathd ||
ayama-vyasatascaiva panica-yojana-vistaram |

pitham etat samakhyatham atho garbha-grham synu ||
dakgsinottarto yavat samudrat kauravesvart |

purva-pascimato yavat gomukhdacca asvamedhikam || (4.11-4.20)

Prabhasa is divided into three parts namely, Ksetra (region), Pitha (podium or seat) and
Garbha-grha (sanctum sanctorum). The Ksetra is bounded in the east by Taptodaka, in
the west by Madhava, in the north by river Bhadra and in the south by the ocean. The
extent of the Ksetra is twelve yojanas. In the centre of the Ksetra is the Pitha, five
yvojanas in both length and breadth. This is to the west of river Nyanikumati, to the east
of river Vajrini, to the north of the sea and to the south of river Mahesvari. The Garbha
Grha is inside the Pitha. lIts extent is from the sea in the south to Kauravesvari in the
north; to the east is Gomukha and to the west is asvamedhika.

Taptodaka or Tapta-toya is identifiable as the hot water spring at (21.1° N 71.05° E) as
per the maps of Geological Survey of India®. Yojana is a length measure approximately
equal to six miles or 9.6 kilometers®’. The text proceeds in a fashion, which combines
geographical information with several religious symbols supposedly well known to the
readers or listeners of the Purana. A close link of the place with one or more fires of
marine origin is conspicuous from the beginning.

vosau kalagni-rudrastu procyate veda-vadibhih |

soyam bhairava-namnd tu prabhase sam-vyavasthitah ||

agnind yatra taptam tu divyabdhanam caturyugam |
megha-vahana-kalpe tu tatra lingam babhiiva ha ||

agni-midheti vedokta-prabhavah sura-sundart |
kalagni-rudra-nama ca devaih sarvaih udahytam ||

agni-isaneti devesi nama-tritayam ucyate | (4.68, 4.71-73)

One, who is called Kalagni-rudra, by those following the Vedas, is in Prabhdsa by the
name Bhairava. When Agni (Fire) burnt continuously for a length of four yugas in the
Indra Kalpa a linga came into existence there. This linga has three names, Agnimidha,
Kalagni-rudra and Agni-isana.

The word /inga means symbol that can signify gender. Thus, in popular parlance, it refers
to phallus of Siva. Reference to Veda, is perhaps for the famous Rudra Sitkta of
Yajurveda. In the seventh chapter, the location of Prabhdsa is again repeated with some
further information on the position of the /inga. The location of the /inga is surmised to
be at the center of the garbha-grha explained previously.



varunim disam asritya sagarasya ca sannidhau |

krtasmarasya parato dhanvantara-sata-traye ||

lingam mahda-prabhavan tu svayam-bhiitam vyavasthitam |

tatra sannihito devah sankarah paramesvarah ||

etasmin antare devi somesasya samipatah |

caturdase vibhdge tu dhanusam ca Sata-dvayam ||
samantan-mandalakaram karnika sa mama priya | (7.65-7.68)

Towards the west, near the sea at a distance of 300 bows (1bow~ 2 meters) due west of
Kytasmara mount, the great self-created linga exists. There stays Lord Siva. In between,
near to Somanatha (linga) there is a 200-bow diameter circular opening (karnika) with
fourteen divisions.

The fiery origin of the linga is indicated by the nomenclature fejolinga (ch. 7.58) and
later in chapter eight in the statements,

tacca lingam purd kalpe sapta-patala bhedhakam |
kathitam koti-siiryasya pralayanala-sannibham ||
tena kalagni-rudreti proktam somesvarah pura | (8.28-8.29)

That Somesvara linga in the previous epochs had broken out from the depth of the earth,
it was bright like one crore suns and was burning like the fire during the dissolution of
the world (Pralaya). Hence, Somesvara is referred to as Kalagni-rudra.

In the eleventh chapter, there is a simple but clear description of the boundaries of the
Indian subcontinent. Some of these statements are similar to what appears in books
such as the Brhat-Samhita of Varaha Mihira (5-6 cent AD)°.

daksinaparato yasya pirvena ca mahodadhih |

himavan uttarenasya karmukasya yatha gunah ||

tadetat bharatam varsam sarva-bijam varanane |

esa kitrmo maya khyato bharate bhagavaniha |

tasya nairta pade tu saurastra iti visrutah |

tasya yo navamo bhagah sagarsya ca sannidhau |

prabhdsa iti vikhyato mama devi priyah sada || (11. 13-14, 28, 37-38)

The landmass enclosed by the great sea in the south, west and east and by the Himalayas
in the shape of a bowstring in the north, is Bharata-varsa. Bharata is equated with a
tortoise (Vispu as Kiirma).  In the southwest direction of this landmass is Saurastra.
The ninth part of this, near the ocean is called Prabhasa.

Here, the text once again gives the dimensions of the Prabhasa region as previously.
This chapter is very long but surprisingly, neither Somanatha nor the hot springs are

mentioned. Next, the text develops a connection between Sun and Prabhasa,

visvakarmd tu anujiiatah Saka-dvipe vivasvata)



bhumim aropya tattejah satandaya upacakrame ||

bhramata khalu devesi sacandra-graha-tarakam |

adhogatim mahabhage babhuvaksiptam-akulam ||

viksipta-salilah sarve babhiivusca tatha nadah |

vyabhidyanta tathd sailah sirna-sanu-nibandhanah || (11.141, 143, 145)

Visvakarma placed the heat of Sun on earth, in a place called saka-dvipa and filed him.
The spinning of Sun displaced the moon and the planets. The oceans got disturbed and
the mountains broke down.

This is perhaps a speculation on the part of PK about creation, in tune with what a
Purana is supposed to contain. The interesting point is that the text says a part of Sun
fell at Prabhasa. The text also identifies that out of the first fifteen parts of Sun, the
discuss of Visnu, the trident of Siva, the spear of Skanda, the weapons of all the gods and
demons were formed. (11.195-205). This is an allusion to the celestial origin of some of
the later religious symbols. The text is not clear on whether Saka-dvipa is same as
Prabhasa. However, a definite connection between the two places is mentioned in
Chapter 13.

Saka-dvipe mahadevi bhramistasya tada raveh |

varsanam tu satam sagram taksyamane vibhavasau ||
vadadya-bhagajam tejah tat prabhdse apatat priye |

patitam tatra tat tejah sthalakaram vyajayata || (13.5,6)

While at Saka-dvipa, Visvakarma worked on Sun, for hundred years reducing his heat.
The first part, which fell at Prabhasa took the shape of the land.

There is a speculation on when this incident could have taken place. There is also a
description of how large an area of the region was covered with dust, produced by the
event. A sample of such description is

vada svarociso devi dvitiyo abhiit manuh purd |

tasmin kale avatirno’ sau devastatra divakarah ||

etasminnantare devi sauram tejah prasarpitam |

tena pavitryam anitam ksetram dvadasa-yojanam ||
surya-daksina-nairtye patala-vivaram priye |

mandeha raksasa yatra tatha salakatankatah ||

suryasya tejasa dagdhah patalam agaman purd |

kalau tad dvaramevasti na patala-gatih priye ||  (13.11, 17, 32, 33)

Sun descended at the time of Svarocisa Manu (~1665 million years B.P). The dust
created by Sun’s energy spread for five yojanas, from Mahesvari River in the north. In
the east-west direction, it spread for five yojanas, from Nyankumathi River to Krtasmara
mount. The light spread much farther. The region acquired sanctity for twelve yojanas
by this light. Near that place of Sun, in the southwest direction, there is a deep opening in
the ground.  This is where in ancient times the demons Mandeha and Salakatankata,



went underground being burnt by Sun. Now in Kaliyuga, this opening can only be seen,
but it is not possible to go underground there.

The necessity of invoking such long periods of several million years is not explained.
Both the above episodes are perhaps reminiscences of a meteorite impact. The
underground opening is described in Chapter 16 further in twenty-seven verses.

patala-vivarasyapi mahatmyam synu sampratam |
purva-prstam mahdadevi brahmana visvakarmana ||
tamobhave samutpanne jatah tatraiva raksasah |
siuryasya dvesinah sarve hi asankhyatah mahabalah ||
te tu dystva mahdatmanam samudyantam divakaram |
te dhitmra-pramukhah sarve jahasuh siryamanjasa ||
nipetuh ambara-bhrastah ksina-punya iva grahah |
raksasaih vestito dhuumrah nipatan susubhe ambarat ||
ardha-pakvam yathd tala-phalam kapibhiravytam |
vadrcchaya nipetuste yantra-mukta yathopalah ||

tato vayu-vasat bhragtah bhitva bhiimim rasatalam |
Jjagmuh te ksetramasadya prabhasam varavarnpint || (16.1-3, 16.10-12)

When Visvakarma produced dark matter, several demons that were enemies of Sun came
into existence. Dhiimra (smoky) and other such demons laughed at the rising Sun and
made fun of him. Then Sun looked at them angrily and the demons tumbled down to
earth like planets devoid of their merits. ~Dhiimra, encircled by other demons shone,
while falling from the sky, like a half-ripe palm fruit surrounded by monkeys. They all
fell down like stones released by chance from a machine and carried by wind reached
Prabhasa and broke the earth to go underground.

vatra carkasthalao devah sarvasiddhi-pradayakah |

tat-sannidhya-stitham devi patala-vivaram mahat ||

anyani kotisah santi tani luptani bhamini |

krtasmarat samarabhya yavad-arka-sthalo ravih ||

iti sanksepatah proktam arkasthala-mahodayam |

raksasanam ca sampatat abhiicca vivaram yatha ||

evam tu prakatam tatra dysyate adyapi bhamint |

Sri-mukham nama tat dvaram raksyate matybhih priye || (16.13,14, 21,22)

The big underground opening is near Arkasthala. From Krtasmara upto Arkasthala
there were innumerable other holes in the ground. Now those are all closed. The birth
of Arkasthala (Sun-land) has been briefly explained along with the underground
openings caused due to the impact (sampatat) of the demons. Only one opening by name
Sri-mukha, protected by Sunandd is visible now, whereas others have vanished.

The above text is clearly a description of one or more heavenly objects hitting the then
seacoast or the ground near Prabhasa. The comparison given, the name of the demon as
smoky (Dhiimra) and the explanation that the demons fell from the sky like stones



indicates this to be a wide spread phenomenon. The story of the descent of Sun, in the
13™ chapter and the above ground impact due to stones may be memories of ancient
disasters, which were carried by different groups of people in different ways, by
personifying the natural forces and their effects. The text next explains how the place got
another name Somanatha (Moon's master). This story appears to be purely imaginary
lacking in physical significance and hence not presented here. However, Alberuni reports
a justification, which is reasonable’. From the 29" chapter onwards there are instructions
to visitors on what they have to see and do at Prabhasa. Further PK presents a story
linked with the receding of the sea and the resulting calamity. Briefly the text is,

varah Sapasca tasyayam purad datto yatha dvijaih |
evam saptah samudrastaih brahmanaih varavarnini |
tato varsa-sahasram tu hyaspysyah sambabhiiva ha || (29.25, 58)

This sea has been both cursed and blessed by Brahmanas. Being cursed by them, this sea
remained untouchable for thousand years.

The reason for the curse is described in a lengthy story (Ch.29.32-58) that once the
Brahmanas went to the sea, desperately seeking food. They were given sumptuous food
in the form of rice but fish-meat was concealed inside. The Brahmanas felt cheated, since
by eating prohibited food they lost their powers of going with Devas and Gandharvas in
the sky. The story goes further that, at the intercession of devas and Brahma, the local
Brahmanas agreed to retract the curse and make the sea fit for bathing. This story
obviously refers to a famine or failure of crops forcing people to resort to seafood on
large scale. There is also a reference to recession of the sea for a long time followed by
arise in the sea level. This phenomenon was connected with vadavagni as it is said,

tasya madhye mahasaram vadavam yatra vai mukham |
sri-somesat daksinato dhanvantara-satavadhi |
uttarat manasat pirvam yavadeva krtasmaram || (29.96,97)

In the centre of this (Agni-tirtha) situated to the south of Somesvara, to the east of
Manasa (lake) and upto Krtasmara mount is the 100 bow-wide face of Vadava.

The sequence of events starting with a meteoritic impact, receding of the sea, the learned
among the community, under compulsion to eat fish, and the marine fire that is equated
with kaldagni-rudra (angry fire of Time) of the vedas indicate a wide spread calamity.
There is no description of what may be considered a volcanic eruption. However, the
text refers to (vadavagni) a fire in the form of a horse without thighs, linked with River
Sarasvati. This starts in chapter 32, with the story of sage Dadhici living on the banks of
Candrabhaga (presently Chenab) river. The sage sacrifices himself so that Indra and other
gods could get their armaments made from his bones. Pippalada, son of Dadhici learns
about this from his mother and does penance so that he could take revenge on the gods
for whose sake his father had to die. From his left thigh comes Aurva or Vadavagni, that
is, a fire with the face of a horse without thighs. Vadava is ordered by Pippalada to eat
away the gods one by one. However, Vispu intervenes on behalf of the gods to



convince Vadava that he should first consume water, since water was the first to be
created among the gods. Vadava agrees to this but says he will go to the ocean only by
holding the hand of a maiden. Visnu asks Ganga and other rivers to carry the fire to the
ocean. They express their inability since the fire is too terrible to be carried by them.
Finally, River Sarasvati agrees to carry the fire with the permission of her father Brahma
(Creator) after a lengthy conversation between them. The gist of their discussion is,
Sarasvati is advised to stay underground, and is asked to turn east and show up whenever
she feels tired. All such places would be declared holy and fit to be recognized as tirthas.
This chapter also describes briefly the course of the river.

himavantam girim prapya plaksattatra vinirgata |
avatirna dhara-prsthe matsya-kacchapa-sankula ||
punya-toya-vaha devi sticyamana dvi-jatibhih |
vadavam vahnim adaya hayavegena nihsyta ||

bhitva vegat dhara-prstham pravistaStha mahitalam |
vada yada abhavacchrantd dahyate vadavagnina ||
tada tada martya-loke yati pratyaksatam nadr |
tatastu jayate prdci santaptd vadavena tu |
khadiramodam asdadya tatra sa viksya sagaram |
gantum pravrtta tam vahnim adaya sura-sundart ||
niriidha-bharam atmanam devadesat vicintya sa |
prahrsta sumanastasmat pravrtta daksinamukht || (33.41,43-45, 47-48)

Having reached Himalaya she started from Plaksa and descended to the earth with fish
and tortoise. Even as the Brahmanas were praising her, she carried Vadavagni, and
flowed with the speed of a horse. Whenever she got tired due to the burning, she broke
open the ground and came up. At such places, she turned eastwards and as told by the
ancients those places became Tirthas (holy waters or lakes). When she arrived at
Khadiramoda (grove of khadira or acacia catechu trees) and saw the sea, she felt happy
that she is carrying a burden as ordered by God. Being contented, she started flowing
southwards.

Khadiramoda, perhaps refers to the region around the present day Khadir island
(23.87°N,70.25 °E) in Kutch. At this stage, PK describes that Sarasvati divided into five
streams called, Harini, Vajrini, Nyanku, Kapila and Sarasvati, which have been
associated with Prabhasa in an earlier Chapter. Further, Sarasvati approaches a mountain
by name Krtasmara. Here follows a poetic description of the mountain with its flora and
fauna. The hill is peronified as the king of mountains who first woos; but after being
rejected, forces Sarasvati to marry him. To this Sarasvati responds,

yvadi mam tvam parinaye rudantim ekakam tathd |
grhana vadavam haste yavat snanam karomyaham ||
evamukte sa jagraha tam nagendropavarjitam |
krtasmarah tat-samsparsat ksanat bhasmatvam agatah ||
tatah prabhrti te tasya pasana mydutam gatah |



grha-deva-kularthaya grhyante silpibih saha ||
dagdhva krtasmaram devi punaradaya vadavam |
samudrasya samipe sa sthitd hysta-tanuruhd || (33.88-91)

‘If you like to marry me, one who is weeping and alone, then hold this fire in your hand
till I bathe’. As soon as Krtasmara held the fire, he was reduced to ashes. From then
onwards, the stones of that mount became soft and artisans started using them for
building temples and houses. After burning Krtasmara hill, Sarasvati carried Vadava
further to the sea.

The description of the spout through which the river supposedly vanished eventually is
also figuratively described. Vadava being pleased with Sarasvati, asks her to seek a
boon from him. She in turn thinks of Visnu for a suggestion.

tatastena hrdisthena prokta devi sarasvati |

prarthaniyo varo bhadre stici-vaktratvam adarat ||

tatastvabhihito devyd yadi me tvam varapradah |

tatah siici-mukho bhiitva tvam pibapo mahdabala ||

evam uktena tat tena siuci-vedha-samam kytam |

ghatika-piiranam yadvat papau tad-vadanam jalam ||  (33.99-101)

Then, she was advised by Visnu, staying in her heart, “Dear Sarasvati, ask him to
become needle faced”. Accordingly, as per her request, Vadava acquired a funnel like
neck as in an hour-clock, to drink water.

The next chapter of PK is called Sarasvati-avatara-mahima-varpanam, which, means
description of the purpose of the avatara (descent) of Sarasvati. The vadavagni episode
with some more details is again repeated.

tam samarpya tatah tasmin nadi bhiitva sarasvati |
pravista sagaram devi naradesvara-margatah ||
tatoSbdhim sampravista sa parica-srota mahanadr |
svarupenaiva sa punyd punah punyatamaSbhavat ||
prabhasa-ksetra-samparkat samudrasya ca sangamat |
sagaroSpi samasadya sarasvatyastu vadavam |

nirdhano dhanamiva prapyaScintayat kva ksipamyaham ||
sa tenaiva karasthena dipyamanena sagarah |

vahnind Sikharasthena bhati merurivaSparah ||
tasyocchvasanilodbhiitam tat-toyam sagaradbahih |
nirmaryadeva yuvatih itascetasca dhavati ||

atha kale gate devi sugyatyambu Sanaih sanaih | (34.15-19, 26,27)

Then having offered (vadavagni) to the sea, Sarasvati as a river entered the ocean
through Naradesvara. The river, dividing itself into five, flowed into the ocean. She who
was already holy became the holiest, due to her contact with Prabhasa and the ocean.
The ocean having got vadavagni from Sarasvati, like a pauper getting money, did not
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know where to keep him. With fire in his hand, the ocean lit up like another Mt.Meru
with fire at its peak. Due to the gases emanating from the sea (ucchvasa-anila-
udbhiitam), the waters overflowed and traveled in all directions, like a maiden without
discipline. After some time, the waters slowly started drying up.

In this chapter it is mentioned, that after the fire started burning, initially the sea exceeded
in its boundaries but later the coast started receding. The text goes on to say that, at the
request of the sea, the waters were restored, after some time. This is similar to the
statement in a previous place, that the sea at Prabhasa once receded and once exceeded its
boundary. In the next chapter, again the path taken by Sarasvati in her travel is
delineated in a poetic language.

evam ukta tada tena brahmana ca sarasvatr |
himavantam girim prapya pippaladasramat tada ||
udbhiitd sa tada devi adhastat vrksa-miillatah |

tasmat sthanat tato devi praticyabhimukham yayau |
antardhanena sa praptd kedaram hima-madhyagam ||
tat-samplavya gireh sSyngam kedarasya purah sthita |
tenagnind karasthena dahyamand sarasvati ||

bhumim vidarya tasyaSdhah pravista gaja-gamini |
tad-antardhana-margena pravrtta pascimamukhf ||
papa-bhiimim atikramya bhitmim bhitva vinirgata|
tatra kiupah samabhavannamna gandharva-sanjiitah ||
tasmat kipat punardysya sa babhitva mahanadr |
matih smrtih tathd prajia medha buddhih gira dhara ||
updasikah sarasvatyah sadetah prasthitastada |

punah pravrttd sa tasmat udbhedat pascima-mukht ||
bhutisvaram samayata siddho yatra mahamunih |
bhutisvare samipastham tatra prapta manoramam ||
tasya daksina-dik-samstham rudra-kotyupalaksitam |
srikantha-desam vikhyatam gata sarvausadhi-yutam ||
tasmat punyatamat desat srikanthatmda manasvini |
samprapta vahnind sardham kuruksetram sarasvatf ||
punah tasmat kuruksetrat virata-nagarasya sa |
samudbhuita samipastha antardhanat manorama ||
gopayano giriryatra tatra sa punarudgatd ||

gopayitd kesavena yatra te pandu-nandanah |
kurvantah svani karmani na kaiscit upalaksitah ||
tatra kunde sthitd devi maha-pataka-nasint |
punar-gopayandt devi ksetram praptaSti-sobhanam ||
kharjiari-vanam apanna nandda-namniti tatra sa |
sarasvati punah tasmat vandt kharjiira-sanjnitat ||
meru-padam samasadya markandasramam agata |
yvatra markandakam tirtham meru-pade samasritam ||
sarasvati punah tasmat arbudaranyam asritd |

gata vata-vanam ramyam markandeydasramat subhat ||
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tapastaptam purd yatra vasisthena samasritat |

tasmat vata-vanat punyat udumbara-vanam gata ||
meru-pade ca tatraiva tandih yatra atapat tapah |
udumbara-vanat tasmat punardevi sarasvati ||
antardhanena sikharam anyat prapta mahanadr ||
meru-padam tu sumahat-sura-siddha-nigevitam |
bhinnanjana-cayakaram golangiilam iti smytam ||
sthanam mano-ramam tasmat udgata sa sumadhyama |
vamsa-stambhat suvipuld pravrttda daksina-mukht ||
tatrodgama-vatah tasyah tat-samakhyo vyavasthitah |
tatah prabhrti sa devi suprabham prakata sthita ||
antardhanam parityajya praninam anukampaya |

tasyah tatesu ramyesu santi tirthani kotisah ||

tesu tirthesu sarvesu dharma-hetii sarasvati |
rudraSvatara-margeSmin pravaram prathamam smrtam ||
tarattaranga-namadhyam kaka-tirtham mahda-prabham |
tatra tirtham punstvanyat tirtham dharesvaram smytam ||
dharesvarat punahscanyat gangodbhedamiti smytam |
sarasvatam tatha gangam yatraikam samsthitam jalam || (35.21-47)

Sarasvati sprang up near the roots of a tree, in the hermitage of Pippaldda, in
Himalayas. From there, she started towards west and went underground. She reached
the Kedara Mountain in Himalayas, wetted its peaks and stayed in fron. When the fire
burnt her, she broke the earth and went westwards underground. She crossed the sinful
land and broke the earth to come out from a well (kiipah) called, Gandharva. Then she
became a big river with six tributaries Mati, Smrti, Prajida, Medhd, Buddhi and
Giridhara. From this place, she again flowed west. Then, having reached Bhutisvara,
the place of sage Siddha, she went nearby south to Srikantha-desa, which is famous for
its medicinal plants and minerals. From Srikantha-desa, she reached Kuruksetra along
with Aurva. From here, she traveled and went underground near Virata-nagari and
came up at Gopayana hills. From Gopayana Lake, she reached Kharjiiri-vana (forest of
date-palms). From here, she was known by the name Nanda. She reached the hermitage
of Markandeya, where Markanda Lake is located on the slopes of Meru hills. From the
hermitage of Markandeya she came to Arbudaranya where previously Vasistha had done
penance. From the banyan tree at this place, she went to the udumbura (country fig;
ficus glomerata) forest of sage Tandi in the same Meru hills. From the udumbara forest,
she went underneath to reach a dark peak called Golangula at the foot of the hills.
From this place, she started flowing, with a size thicker than a bamboo stick, southwards.
This place became famous as Udgamavata. From here, she remained above ground and
flowed clearly, with several holy places on her banks. Among the various tirthas (holy
waters) the foremost is Kaka tirtha also known as Tarattaranga. Then, there is another
placed called Dharesvara. After Dharesvara is the tirtha called Gangodbhava. Here
the waters of Ganga and Sarasvati mingle together. After this is Pundarika tirtha.

Some of the places mentioned above can be identified. Srikantha-desa® is the region
around Sthane$var (29°58°N, 76°48°E). Arbudaranya is the region around, Mt.Abu
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(24.75°N, 72.25°E). Kharjurivana, Tarattaranga and Dhare$var can be identified as
Khajuria (24.5°N, 72.25°E); Taranga hills (23.5°N, 72.6°E) and Dharewada (24°N,
72.4°E) respectively. In this fashion several more places through which Sarasvati is
supposed to have flown, are named. Places where the flow could have changed its
direction are indicated. For example at Siddhe$vara, (Sidhapur 23.9°N, 72.3°E),
Sarasvati flowing westward to reach the western ocean, turned eastwards. At this place is
Brahma ftirtha, also called Siddhavata. Similarly, Sarasvati flowed eastwards at
Pracinesvar. There are considerable inconsistencies in the narration and there are
differences between this chapter and what was stated in the previous chapters. For
example, it was said previously that Sarasvati divided into five branches near Prabhasa.
However, here this happens at a place called Ganga-sangama after Valakhilya tirtha.
Places such as Vate$var, Mandisvar and Dvaravati, which may be identifiable (?), find
mention. A few more verses are quoted here.

daksinam disamasthaya punah pascanmukhi tada |
sarasvati mahddevi vadavanala-dharint ||

taduttare tate tirtham ekadvaramiti smytam |

tasmat tirthat punahscanyat tirtham yatra guhesvarah ||
guhesvarat natidiire vatesvaramiti smytam |

divyam sarasvati-tire vyasenaradhitam pura ||

amardaki nadi yatra sarasvatyd sahaikatam |
sangamesvara-nameti tatra lingam pratisthitam ||
mundisvareti ca tatha prasiddhim agamat ksitau |
mundisvara-samipastham sarasvatyam mahodayam ||
namnd yat prangmukham tirtham sarasvatyah tate sthitam |
mandavyesvara-namnda vai yatresah sampratisthitah ||
pilukarnika-sanjiiam tu tirthamanyat punahstatah |
sarasvati-tira-gatam rsina sevitam mahat ||

tasmadanyat sarasvatyam tirtham dvaravati smytam |
tirthanam pravaram devi yatra sannihito harih ||
tatastasya samipastham tirtham govatsa sanjiitam |

govatsat nairte-bhage dysyate loha-yastika ||

tatastasmat mahatirthat balakridanaki yatha |

anulomya vilomyena daksinena uttarena ca ||

rullam prapya punardevi samudbhuta manorama |

rullam ndama puram yatra systam devena sambhuna || (35.67-81)

Sarasvati the carrier of vadavagni, went south and then turned west. On her northern
bank is Ekadvara tirtha. Guhesvara and Vatesvara, worshipped by sage Vyasa, come
after this. This is the place where a river by name Amardaki merged with Sarasvati.
This place is famous on earth as Mundisvara.  Near this place is the east facing
Mahodaya tivtha. Similarly on the banks of Sarasvati is Pilukarnika where there was a
settlement of sages. After this place, is Dvaravati where Visnu is present. Near this is
Govatsa. To the southwest of this place a metal column is visible. From here onwards
Sarasvati along with her tributaries started flowing back and forth, South and North, as

13



she liked, like a playful child. Then Sarasvati reached the city of Rulla, founded by
Sambhu (Siva) himself.

Further to the above, the progress of the river as per the text is confusing, but eventually
she divides herself into five branches, burns Krtasmara mount and deposits the fire Aurva
in the salt sea (verse 35.94). The first part of PK consists of 125 chapters. After the 35™
chapter referred above the text drifts into the details of a large number of holy places in
and around Prabhdsa.

Second Part

The second part contains the remaining 240 Chapters, some long and some short with
two or three verses. Here and there, some interesting information is available. What is
significant is that distances between various places along with specific directions are
provided. A folkloric picture of a natural disaster with a famine, perhaps related to a
meteorite impact and/or drying up of Sarasvati river is further elaborated. Thus, we find
in Chapter 129, titled Aksamalesvara-mahdatmya-varnanam;

kadacit samanuprapte durbhiksah kala-paryayat |

rsayasca mahddevi ksudhakranta vicetasah ||

sarve cannam paripsanto gatah candala-vesmani |
Jjaatvanna-sangraham tasya prarthayaricakruh antyajam ||

bho bho antyaja mahabuddhe raksasman anna-danatah |
prana-sandeham apannan kyrsangan ksutprapiditan || (129.5-7)

Once due to vagaries of time (weather), there was a severe famine and the sages became
so desperate for food, they went to the house of a candala who had a store of food and
begged him. “Hey! Kindly give us, (emaciated with hunger), food and protect us from
death .

Here ensues a conversation between the sages and a candala. The sages defend their
action of begging food from a low caste person as an emergency measure to protect their
lives, and hence not objectionable. They cite examples of sage Bharadwaja eating beef,
Visvamitra and Vamadeva accepting dog’s meat, when otherwise they would have died.
Finally, the capdala agrees to give food for one year, provided the best among them
consents to marry his daughter. The sages are embarrassed, but agree to the condition as
being reasonable. Thus, the best among the sages, Vasistha marries Aksamala the pious
daughter of that candala, who later by her spiritual powers distinguished herself as
Arundhati. Among the various geographical references, there is mention of a dry river
citrapatha near prabhasa, which can be seen, only in the rainy season. A lake called
brahma-kunda, rich in chemicals, is described near this river;

ete rasasca vividhah drsyante tatra sarvada |
rajatam ksipyate tatra suvarnamiva jayate ||
pratyaksameva tatraiva rasayanam anuttamam |
pasyanti manavah devi kautukam tatksanadbhutam ||
rasam hi paramam divyam tatrastham ca kalauyuge |
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siddham siddharasam pumsam vyadhinam ksayakarakam || (135.35-37)

Various chemicals are present in that lake. Silver thrown into the lake becomes like gold.
People look at this as a miracle. There are special chemicals (mercuric compounds?)
which, cure men of their diseases.

Chapter 187 enumerates five Prabhasas namely: i) Prabhasa; ii) Vrddha Prabhasa; iii) Jala
Prabhasa; iv) Krtasmara Prabhasa and v) Bhairava Prabhasa. Even though a question is
raised about how five Prabhasas came into existence, no reasons are provided. On the
contrary, the story of the linga (symbol or phallus) of Siva falling on earth is described.

tatastatpatitam lingam tatksandat sankarasya ca |

tasmin prapatite bhiimau prakampata vasundhara ||
ksubhitah sagarah sarve maryadam vijahustada |

Sirnani giri-Syngani trastah sarve divaukasah || (187.22-23)

As soon as the linga of Sankara fell down, the earth shook. The oceans got disturbed and
crossed their boundaries. Peaks of mountains broke down and gods trembled with fear.

In chapter 198, the /inga is cited as the reason for the five Prabhasas, mentioned above.

atha kale ca kasminscid vajrinaScchaditam priye |
indrendgatya vasudham bhayendgatya sundari ||

isma tadudbhavo devi nirgacchan avarodhitah |
dasa-koti pravistirnam jvalagram linga-ripa-dhrk||
prabhdsa-kgetram asthdaya bhitva avirbhavam dsthitam|
dhiima-sanghaih sametastu vyapayamadasa tajjagat ||
tatah sura-ganah sarve rsayo veda-paragdah |

astuvan vividhaih sitktaih vedoktaih sasi-Sekharam ||
samharasva sura-srestha tejah svam dahanatmakam |
na yavat pralayam yati tavadraksa suresvara ||

evam abhasamanesu tridivesu suresvari |

tattejah panicadhavistam vyapyasesam jagat-trayam ||
panica-prabhdasa-ripena bhitva tatra vasundharam |
yvena margena nigkrantam tanmarge ca mahanmahah ||
tatra taih sthapitam dvaram supradese asmajam priye |
vihite atha ca randhreSsmin dhumo nasamupeyivan || (198.4-7; 9-12)

Once, Indra covered the linga with his vajra weapon. Due to this, the heat (iisma)
produced by the fire got blocked. A flame in the shape of a linga broke open the ground
at Prabhdsa and spread all around, with clouds of smoke. Then all the gods and sages
praised Siva with vedic hymns. “Great Lord, take back your energy in the form of fire,
and protect the world from dissolution”. Then the fire broke the earth at the five
Prabhdsas and receded through the same opening. The smoke subsided after the holes
were covered with stone slabs.
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This story again is that of an object falling from the sky and the resultant widespread fire.
The text further drifts into descriptions of various /ingas in and around Prabhasa, their
names and days auspicious for worshipping them. A description, unconnected with
other parts of the text, is that of river Rsi-toya. This is supposedly near the hot spring,
which forms the eastern boundary of Somanatha region. Rsi-toya is said to be flowing
east and merging with the sea. On the bank of this river a city called Unnata (presently
Una?), is described as being an ancient settlement of Brahmanas. So far in PK natural
phenomena, which could have lead to catastrophes were described, but nothing about loss
of life. In the 346™ chapter, there is reference to large-scale loss of life associated most
probably with a sea wave or a tsunami. This is the story of the Kalakeya demons hiding
in the ocean and sage Agastya eventually drinking the waters to dry up the ocean.

kalakeya iti khyatah trailokyoccheda-karakah |
hata-Sesah-samudrante pravistah bhaya-vihvalah ||
tataste mantrayamasuh pidyante devatah katham |
hanyantam dharmino yeStra vidyante dharani-tale ||
atha te samayam krtva ratrau niskramya sagarat |
nirjaghnuh tapasan tatra yajiia-dana-ratan priye ||
prabhdase tu mahadevi tatra dvadasa-yojane |
vasisthasydasrame tatra maharysinam mahatmanam ||
bhaksitani sahasrani parica-sapta ca tapasan |
satani parica raibhyasya visvamitrasya sodasa ||
cyavanasya ca saptaiva jabalerdvisatam muneh |
valakhilydasrame punye sat-satani durdatmabhih ||
nihsvadhyaya-vasatkaram bhiitalam samapadyata | (346.4,8-12,16)

Kalakeya demons being afraid (of Visnu) hid in the sea. They chalked out a plan to hurt
the gods by killing pious people on earth. Finding an opportunity in the night to come
out of the sea, they killed those in the Prabhasa region, for an extent of twelve yojanas.
In Vasistha-asrama, twelve thousand persons were eaten away. In Raibhya’s place five
hundred, in the hermitage of Visvamitra sixteen hundred, in Cyavana’s place seven
hundred, in Jabala-asrama two hundred and in Valakhilya-asrama six hundred people
died. Due to this catastrophe, earth became devoid of Vedic learning and practices.

Prabhasa and Sarasvati of PK

The above description of the text of PK provides what is purported to be the genesis,
including a brief geography of Prabhasa region of Saurastra. It has to be borne in mind
that in ancient times the connotation Saurastra included the present day Kutch region
also. The text narrates five natural phenomena, namely, (a) falling of celestial objects
and their intrusion into earth, (b) receding of the sea coast, (c) swelling of the sea leading
to wide spread loss of life, (d) a terrestrial fire attributed as the cause of drying of River
Sarasvati, (e) a severe famine. It is not that the text cogently describes any of the above
in a systematic fashion. Nevertheless, a reader of PK will be able to surmise that a
textual tradition exists to the effect, the northwestern part of India, suffered a great
natural disaster. It may be speculated that, this should have been the reason for migration
of population out of this region. About the description of the places, if we take Prabhasa
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of PK as the place, with the same name (identified with Somanatha) today, some
locations such as the tapta-toya hot springs and an east flowing river are in order.
However, when it comes to the path of Sarasvati, its link with Somanatha is riddled with
contradictions. The path described in Ch. 35.21-47, is reasonably consistent upto present
day Rann of Kutch. How the river could have reached, Somanatha (20.9°N 70.5° E) is
not explainable from the contents of the text. One has to only speculate that perhaps
Sarasvati had a branch reaching Somanatha, not delineated by PK for some unknown
reasons. The statement of Alberuni that a river by name Sarasuti was flowing at
Somanatha may lend some support to this assumption®. Recently geologists have also
speculated on the possibility of the Himalayan Sarasvati reaching the present day
Somanatha alias Prabhasa’. On the contrary, the conflicting contents of PK might imply
that river Sarasvati reached the sea only in Rann of Kutch. The text of PK contains
lengthy chapters, which describe only Prabhasa. There are also chapters, which mix up
Prabhasa with Soma (moon), Some$a, Somes$vara and Somanatha in a rather confusing
manner so much so these appear to be later interpolations into an earlier text. A corollary
to this would be that the ancient Prabhasa should have been somewhere along the Gulf of
Kutch. Due to severe natural disasters, emigrating people might have founded another
town of the same name, along the southwestern coast of present day Saurastra, and
named a near by river notionally as Sarasvati. Another possibility is that of an existing
holy place being renamed as Prabhasa. This issue will be discussed in detail later. As far
as the chronology is concerned, PK is of no help, notwithstanding the postulation of a
long time span for creation, interms of yuga, kalpa, manvantara and parardha, which is a
clear anticipation of the modern day geological time scale. The apparent confusion about
the time sequence and about the location of Prabhasa indicates that PK was not composed
in a single period. It is plausible the disaster was so cataclysmic; it led to a long
discontinuity and divergence in the cultural traditions of the society. PK, as it is now,
perhaps represents a collection of diverse traditions and opinions, in a single place to
preserve them to posterity, without attempting to resolve the contradictions.  The
descriptions of weather change, famine, a falling celestial object, wide spread haze,
emanation of gases, and sea waves can not be brushed aside easily as the inventions of
the priestly class of ancient India to keep the ignorant masses under their sway. On the
other hand, the occurrence of these natural events finds support in the still ancient epic
literature. The great epics Mahabharata and Ramayana contain anecdotes identifiable as
rare natural phenomena and in some cases as disasters. Vedic literature starting with
Rgveda, the earliest literary composition of India, also contain references to celestial
phenomena and disasters related to ground impact. It is possible PK recounts some older
incidents, in a different way. Hence a brief review of such incidents, even if they sound
strange and mythological would help in understanding PK better.

Mahabharata™

In the 66™ chapter of Adi Parvan, there appears a description of creation with
personification of celestial objects. For example, Moon is supposed to have twentyseven
wives, who are ‘eyes of Time’ (kalasya nayane) and ‘associates of stars’ (naksatra-
yoginyah, v. 17). In a similar tenor it is stated

agneh putrah kumarastu sriman Saravanalayah|
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krttikabhyupapattesca kartikeya iti smytah|
tvastri tu savituh bharya vadava-riipa-dharini)
asityata mahabhaga sa antarikse asvinavubhaul| (adi. p. 66. 24-25,36)

Kumara, son of Fire is located in Saravana (forest of Sara grass). Due to his birth in
Krttikas (Pleiades), he is remembered as Kartikeya. Tvastri (daughter of Creator) wife of
Sun, having taken the form of a fiery horse-head (vadava), gave birth, in the sky, to (the
twins) Asvins.

The above verses appear in all the editions of MB. Actually two celestial events are
indicated here. The first is associated clearly with Arttikas or Pleiades, whereas the
second is an object in the form of a horse-head out of which A$vins were born. The word
Vadava does not occur in Rgveda. It appears in Vedic literature, in Aévalayana Grhya
Sttra, as a proper name. The popular meaning of this word in later Sanskrit, is pit-fire,
marine-fire''. Its connection with a horse-face, (or a horse without thighs), is attributed to
the Vedas, for, it is said in MB

tatastam krodha-sanjatam aurvoSgnim varundlaye|

utsasarja sa caivapa upayunkte mahodadhau||

mahat haya-siro bhiitva yattad vedavido viduh|

tamagnim udgiran vaktrat pibatyapo mahodadhau|| (adi.p.180.21-22)

Then Aurva discharged the fire in the ocean. He having become a big horse-head, as
known to those learned in the Vedas, spews fire from his mouth and drinks water in the
ocean.

Thus, this form of terrestrial fire called vadava (same as badaba) has had a celestial
teleconnection, from very early times. In aranpya parvan, while describing places of
interest (tirtha-yatra), in Chapter 82, a visit to badabd is mentioned after Kashmir and
river Vitasta. This is not same as the fire of PK, supposed to be the cause of drying up of
river Sarasvati. Interestingly we have historical evidence that in Kashmir people used to
celebrate a periodical festival where food was cooked on a natural fire'. Another
interesting statement in MB is,

tato gaccheta dharmajnio himavat-sutam arbudam|
prthivyam yatra vaicchidram purvam asit yudhisthira|| (ara.p. 82.55)

Then, one should go to Arbuda (mountain), son of Himavan, where in the past an opening
was in the earth.

This is a clear reference to a crater or opening near Mt.Abu. Ptolemy' knew about this
in second century AD. A deep pit at Vasisthasrama, which is traditionally identified to be
near Mt.Abu, is mentioned in PK also. After a few more verses, we read about Vinasana,
the place where Sarasvati supposedly flowed underground, by the side of Meru-hills
(ara.p. 82.111). In MB there is no emphatic narration of a fire linked with the vanishing
of Sarasvati. On the other hand, in Aranya-parvan, several chapters are devoted to the
description of Agni (Fire) in his various aspects. The story of Skanda as the son of a
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strange fire (Adbhutagni) is narrated in detail. Here a selection of such description is
presented.

esa raudrasya sanghato mahan yuktasca tejasal

somasya vahni-suryabhyam adbhutoSyam samagamahl|

samahiito hutavahah soSdbhutah siryamandalat||

vinihsrtya yayau vahnih vagyato vidhivat prabhuh| (ara.p. 223.19,28 )

When Sun and Moon were together (on amavdasya), there was a terrific impact along with
a light. This meeting of Moon with fire and Sun was a strange phenomenon. A strange
fire emanated from Sun and traveled as told by Brahma (Creator).

The narration personifies a celestial fire (light) with the name Adbhuta (literally strange).
In continuation of the above, it is narrated that Adbhuta desired the wives of Seven Sages
(Saptarsi i.e. Ursa Major). There is an ancient myth cited in Satapatha Brahmana, that
Krttikas were denoted as wives of Saptarsis. Thus in this story a strange fire is
associated with Pleiades. However, Svaha (a daughter of Daksa) approaches Adbhuta in
disguise, to collect his energy and to land on earth in the form of a bird Suparni. MB
presents this as a historical event to have occurred much before its own period. If
believed, the birth of Kartikeya would indicate an exploding or a brightening star. It is
said that, Skanda grew bigger day by day for five days.

dvitiyayam abhivyaktah tytiyayam sisurbabhaul|

anga-pratyanga sambhiitah caturthyam abhavad guhah)||

lohitabhrena mahata samvrtah saha vidyuta|

lohitabhre sumahati bhati sirya ivoditah||

tavatapantau sampreksya sabaloSrka-sama-dyutih|

dvabhyam bhujabhyam akasam bahuso abhijaghanah||

kridan bhati mahdasenah trin lokan vadanaih piban)|

parvatagre aprameyatma rasmiman udaye yathda |

sa pasyan vividhan bhavan cakara ninadam punah|

tasya tam ninadam Srutva apatan bahudha janahl||

sa tada vimala Saktih ksipta tena mahatmanal

bibheda sikharam ghoram svetasya tarasa gireh||

tatah pravyathita bhumih vysiryata samantatah||

athainam abhajallokah skandam suklasya paiicamim||
(ara.p.224.20,24,26,28,30,37,38,40)

He manifested on the second day, became a child on the third and acquired his limbs on

the fourth day...He is covered with a huge metallic glow and lightning. He shines in the

reddish sky like the rising sun.... That boy, equivalent to Sun in his light, hit the sky

several times with his two hands. Mahdsena, playing as though drinking the three worlds

with his mouth, shines at the top of the mountain like Sun in the morning. He made a

loud sound, hearing which large number of people fell down....  Then, that spear

projected by him, broke the peak of White Mountain. The tormented earth broke in many

places...then, people worshipped him as Skanda, who fell down on the fifth day of the

bright fortnight.
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Even though the narration indicates that the celestial event was followed with disastrous
effects on earth, difficulty in separating myth from reality is apparent. There are different
versions of the same episode available in MB, giving a feeling that the celestial and
terrestrial events might have been mixed up in popular imagination. It is further said in
the epic that a war broke out between gods and demons. This may be an allusion to
falling objects, which were perhaps thought to be originating from the region around
Pleiades. The anecdote is continued in the next chapter indicating change in weather.

tasmin jate mahdsatve mahdasene mahabale|

samutthasthuh mahotpatah ghora-rupah prthagvidhah)|

stri-pumsoh viparitarica tatha dvandvani yani ca|

graha-diptadi sankham ca rardasa ca mahi bhysam||

nivasanti vane ye tu tasmin caitrarathe janah|

te bruvannesa soSnarthah pavakenahito mahan||

apare garudim ahuh tvayanarthoyam ahrytah| (ara.p. 225.1-5)

While the strong Mahasena was born, there were great disasters of different kinds.
Opposition between men and women and similar inversion of dual phenomenon
occurred. Planets blazed and earth groaned strongly. People living near that Caitraratha
forest, said that all these bad happenings were brought about by Fire. Others, blamed
Garudi for the calamities.

The above verses are interesting, in that there were people who thought differently about
the same event. The socalled inversion of dual phenomena (this verse does not find a
place in the critical edition from Pune) has been interpreted to mean ‘summer became
winter and winter became summer’, by later commentators. This also hints at the
possibility of the flying Garudi or Suparni to be a meteorite impacting the ground leading
to calamities. The place Caitraratha is traditionally identified as the region, in the upper
reaches of Sarasvati River, towards Himalayas. The event, whenever it might have
occurred, should have been of great import to the various groups of people populating the
country. We find the same basic episode, described in different ways in later chapters
also. In chapter 230, Skanda is described as son of Rudra and

“Rudra, embraced his son and released him. As Skanda was released, a big disaster took
place and this suddenly stunned the gods. The sky and stars burnt and the universe was
paralysed.... Skanda (or Mahdasena) came burning with anger like Sun. Mahasena
released the spear (sakti). That spear removed the head of demon Mahisa. The fallen
head created a passage sixteen yojanas long, but being obstructed by the falling
mountain, remained unpassable. However, now the people of Uttara-kuru, travel
through that path easily.” (ara.p. 230. 59,60,93,96-99)

Again, we come across the episode of Kartikeya in Salya parvan, during the travelogue of
Balarama along the course of Sarasvati. The story is similar to what was described
above, with minor differences. Here, Kartikeya is said to have split into four parts, called
Skanda, Sakha, Visakha, and Naigameya (Sal.p. 45.39-40). As per the description in this
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parvan, the last part namely, fiery Naigameya arrived in Ganga. This notation
Naigameya (one related to Nigama or Veda) is indicative of a connection of this episode
with Vedas, which will be discussed later. Once again a battle between Kartikeya and a
demon, this time called, Bana is narrated. During this fight, Kartikeya is described as
breaking Mt Kraufica, with the spear given by Fire (Sal.p. 47.84). In Salya-parvan itself,
the story of sage Sarasvata and a severe famine, which affected the region around River
Sarasvati find mention.

atha kale vyatikrante mahatyati bhayankare|

anavystih anuprapta rajan dvadasa varsiki)

tasyam dvadasa-varsikyam anavrstyam mahaysayah|

vrtyartham pradravan rajan ksudhartah sarvato disam||  (sal.p. 52.37-38)

After some time, a severe drought occurred for a period of twelve years. In that drought
great sages affected by hunger, searching for sustenance, went in all directions.

This famine is described in detail again in Santi-parvan, chapter 139. Here a few verses
are quoted to highlight the realistic tone of the text. Bhisma is supposed to tell
Yudhisthira,

atrapi udaharantimam itihasam puratanam)|
visvamitrasya samvadam candalasya ca pakkanel|
treta-dvaparayoh sandhau tada deva-vidhi-kramat|
anavystih abhiit ghord loke dvadasa-varsiki||
prajanam ati-vyddhanam yugante samupasthite|
treta-vimoksa samaye dvapara-pratipadanel||

na vavarsa sahasraksah pratilomoSbhavat guruh|
jagama daksinam margam somo vyavrtta-laksanahl||
saramsi saritascaiva kupah prasravpani cal|
hata-tviso na laksyante nisargat daiva-karitat||
upa-suska-jala-sthaya vinivrtta sabha prapal
nivrtta-yajiia-svadhyaya nirvasatkara-mangalal|
ucchinna-kysi-goraksa nivrtta-vipanapand)
nivrtta-yupa-sambhara vipranasta-mahotsaval|
asthi-saricaya-sankirnd mahabhiita-ravakuld|
sunya-bhityistha-nagara dagdha-grama-nivesandl||  (san.p. 141.12-20)

Even now, people cite the ancient historical discourse of Visvamitra in the settlement of
the Candala. At the junction of Tretayuga and Dvaparayuga, a twelve year long drought
occurred. There was no rainfall and Jupiter was retrograde. Moon went south being
eclipsed. Lakes, rivers, wells and springs with no water were not seen due to nature’s
wrath. Reservoirs dried up, assemblies (of people) dissolved, and scholarly studies,
sacrifices and celebrations were withdrawn. Agriculture, diary, and commerce were
given up. Empty cities and burnt down villages filled with the cries of goblins, became
collecting places of bones.
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The picture presented is that of a horrible famine. As per the text, sage Visvamitra stole
dog meat during this famine, unable to bear the pangs of hunger. In the same book after a
few more chapters, Nakula is supposed to ask Bhisma about the importance of ‘sword’.
Here again a celestial event connected with Pleiades is described.

candrama vimala-vyoma yathabhyudita-tarakam|

vikiryagnim tatha-bhiitam utthitam Srityate tadal||

tasmin utpata-mane ca pracacala vasundharal

mahormi-kalitavartah cuksubhe sa mahodadhih||

cacara vividhan margan mahabala pardakramah|

vidhunvan asim akase tatha yuddha cikirsayal|

krttikah tasya naksatram aseh agnisca daivatam|

rohinim gotram dasthapya rudras ca guru-sattamali|| (san.p. 160.37,40,52,82)

When the sky was clear with moon and stars, it is said that Asi (sword) arose, emitting
fire. As it arose, the earth shook and the oceans got disturbed. Displaying the sword in
the sky, being intent on a battle, (Rudra) moved in various directions. For Asi, Krttika is
the birth star; Agni (fire) is the god; Rohini (Aldebaran) is the clan and Rudra is the
teacher.

This myth is again that of a celestial object, since it is said that Brahma (Creator) assured
the gods and sages that he had intentionally created this Asi, which means sword or spear.
The sword is given to Rudra the deity of constellation Ardra (Orion) to fight the demons.
The further verses indicate that a metallic object eventually landed on earth, leading to
earthquakes and disturbances in the oceans. Names of twenty-eight kings, who were
recipients of the original sword in succession, are listed, starting from Manu the first
king. This list ends with Krpa, the teacher of Pandavas and Kauravas. The above myths
of Mahabharata are all similar in indicating that a long time before the MB period, a
strange fire was observed in the sky. It may be surmised that, this event could have been
variously interpreted by different groups of people. As MB passed through many bards
and copyists, differing traditions of Kartikeya, might have found their place in the epic.
In any case, a celestial light or object (nova) associated with Pleiades, should have given
rise to all further imaginative descriptions. It is probable that this was followed (not
necessarily immediately) by a meteor, thought to be originating from a near by region
(Taurus) of the sky, hitting a populated part of the country leading to a famine.

Ramayapa'

The legend of Kartikeya mentioned in Bala-kanda (Ch.36.16-19) can be recognized as a
celestial phenomenon, even though it is not as dramatic as in MB. There is reference to
River Sarasvati and River Ganga as flowing next to each other in Ayodhya-kanda
(Ch.71). However, in Yuddha-kanda (Ch.22), the desertification of the land of Abhiras in
the northwestern part of India is attributed to Rama’s anger against the southern sea.

Vedic Literature

Fire or Agni is a prominent god in the Vedas. He is not same as Sun, even though,
similarities are present. He is connected with heaven and earth in a unique way. In
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interpreting the word arati, which is used only with reference to Agni, twentyone
relations have been identified between Agni on one side and heaven and earth on the
other side”. All of these highlight presence of Agni as a bright light in the sky, in a
physical sense also. The available Vedic literature, comprising of Samhitas, Brahmanas,
Upanisads and subsidiary texts is too vast for a brief review. The attempt here is only to
point out a few hymns of Rgveda addressed to Agni, meanings of which have close
resemblance to the type of celestial phenomena under discussion. We read in the first
book of Rgveda'®

“Tvastar's ten daughters, vigilant and youthful, produced this Infant borne to sundry
quarters”.

“Three several places of his birth they honour, in mid-air, in the heaven, and in the
water”.

“Who of you knows this secret One? The Infant by his own nature hath brought forth his
Mothers”.

“Like Savitar his arms with might he stretches, awful, he strives grasping the world's two
borders. He forces out from all a brilliant vesture, yea, from his Mothers draws he forth
new raiment”. (1.95.2,3,4,7)

“The beloved (Agni), strong, rich in food, rests in the brilliant (sun); secondly, in the
seven auspicious mothers.”

“Then also entered he the Mothers, and in them pure and uninjured he increased in
magnitude.” (I. 141.2;5)

In the second book, hymn (I1.2.2) says Agni shines day and night. He also increases in
size, for;

“Him have they set in his own dwelling, in the vault, like the Moon waxing, fulgent, in the
realm of air.” (I1.2.4)

In the ninth and tenth books, Agni is the child of Seven Sisters, by which the star group
Pleiades is meant. Moreover, he could be seen along with the sun.

“The Sisters Seven, the Mothers, stand around the Babe, the noble, new-born Infant,..”
(IX. 86.36)
“High hath the Mighty risen before the dawning, and come to us with light from out the
darkness. Fair-shapen Agni with white-shining splendour hath filled at birth all human

habitations.” (X.1.1)
“He shines, all-knowing, with his lofty splendour: chasing black Night he comes with
white-rayed Morning.” (X.3.1)

“When he surpassed with his splendour the Dark and the White, bringing forth the
woman born of the great father and holding firm the ray, raised high, of the sun, the
brilliant one (Agni) shines with the bright ones of Heaven” (X3.2)"
“He, calling loudly to the Seven red Sisters, hath, skilled in sweet drink, brought them to
be looked on. He, born of old, in middle air hath halted, and sought and found the
covering robe of Pusan”. (X.5.5)
Reference to a fiery celestial object falling on earth is also found in the tenth book.

Divya angari irine nyuptah sitah santo hydayam nirdahanti/ (X.34.9)
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This means, ‘heavenly charcoals having ploughed into irina, burn the heart’, where irina
should refer to a locality and not ‘dice-board’ as interpreted by Griffith'® and a few
others. The real meaning of the word irina, is of considerable interest and will be
discussed later. In the seventh book, attributed to the authorship of Vasistha(s),
indications of calamities, fire spread and falling objects are found. A few verses from the
translation of Velankar' are as follows.

“Out of fear for you, the dark-skinned tribes went away helter-skelter, abandoning their
posessions, when, O Vaisvanara, you blazed forth, shining for Puru and battering the
forts (of his enemies) O Agni.” (VII. 5.3)

“O Indra and Soma, do hurl down from the heaven; do you strike down in the abyss the
voracious demons, with your never aging (weapons), which are heated with fire, which
kill with stones and which are destructive by their heat.” (VIL.104.5)
The above verse from the famed raksoghna hymn can be interpreted as a description of
meteorites falling on earth, similar to the demons Dhiimra and others of PK going
underground. There are verses that hint at difficulties faced due to Varupa (god of
Oceans or Waters).

“And when I had gone within his presence, I considered Varuna'’s face to be that of Agni
(through anger). May the sovereign ruler take me to see the great wonder, namely, what
the sun and the darkness are in the rocky caves.” (VIIL.88.2)

“May I not go to the house of clay, O king Varuna; ...... ,have mercy”

“When I go forth, bursting as it were like a fully inflated skin-bag, .....have mercy.”
“Thirst has attacked your singer, while yet he stands in the midst of waters; ....have
mercy” (VIIL.89.1,2,4)

Indication of a famine is indirect, as when Vamadeva says,

“In deep distress I cooked a dog's intestines. Among the Gods I found not one to
comfort.” (IV.18.13)'

Another reference to a famine, in the Vedic literature, appears in Chandogya Upanisad
(I.10.1), when the Kurus were destroyed, hit by a shower of stones and Usasti Cakrayana
ate food in the village of elephant catchers (ibhya-grama). Kosambi'®, discussing the
above two texts, interprets “....the Brahmin could take soiled food from the lowest caste
only in times of unutterable famine.”

Discussion

The main purpose of the present work has been to review Prabhdsa-khanda of Skanda-
purana. To understand the historical background with which PK might have been
composed it became necessary to review the epics, particularly Mahabharata. This in
turn necessitated a brief review of Rgveda, for clues on observation of natural phenomena
in ancient India. It may be appropriate to mention here that there is clear evidence in
Rgveda for sage Atri having observed a total solar eclipse (V.40.5). It is easily seen from
the verses cited previously, that the birth of Agni in Rgveda to the seven red sisters,
should be same as the birth of Kartikeya to Krttikas in MB. Both the texts indicate that
the object in the sky was comparable to the sun in brilliance. In Rgveda, it is said that the
object waxed like the moon; while, as per MB it increased in its brilliance for five days.
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Thus, there is a strong case for identifying the phenomenon as an explosion or
brightening of a star. The memory of this event perhaps was waning by the time PK was
composed, since in PK there is only an unconnected statement to the effect that a demon
was born in Pleiades (...samutpannah krttikasu nisacarah// 20.45). Eventhough there are
references to falling objects and weapons from the heavens in Rgveda, they are not as
categorical as in MB and PK. In MB, the birth of Kartikeya is almost immediately
followed by his falling on earth as Skanda. PK denotes the heavenly objects falling on
earth, as demons hit by Sun. Such differences would only go to indicate that some
important events have been variously interpreted and merging traditions in course of time
have brought up still newer myths. Hence, the texts taken together indicate a meteorite
hitting the earth at an unknown time, which perhaps caused considerable destruction in
the country. Vedas as is well known, promote a way of life with fire as the vehicle of
worship. We read in Atharvana Veda",

pramuricanto bhuvanasya reto gatum dhatta yajamandaya devah)|
upakytam sasamanam yad asthat priyam devanam api etu pathah|| (2.34.2)

“Do ye, releasing the seed of being, (bhuvanasya reto), show the way to the sacrificer O
gods: what, brought here and immolated, stood up, living, let it go to the own abode of
the gods.”

This hymn may mean that, what fell down from the heavens was interpreted, at least by
some, to be the essence of the universe. Vedic sacrifices (yajiia) originated in analogy
with cosmic phenomena (e.g. Fire Altar as Prajapati and as Year), a few of which atleast
were celestial happenings. After observing a nova and a falling meteorite, it was perhaps
natural for the esoterically minded followers of the Veda to hail Agni as the messenger
from the heavens. However, others (dgamikas) perhaps physicalized the falling object as
reta (semen) or linga (phallus) or sakti (power) of Rudra and took the phenomenon to
herald the arrival (@gama) of his son, Kumara. Nevertheless, all the texts are unanimous
in indicating serious distress in the society due to a famine. The texts also strongly hint
that this should have been due to ground impact caused by the heavenly object.
Interestingly, PK attributes the famine and distress more to the recession and swelling of
the sea.

Place of Occurrence

On the question of the place and time of occurrence of the events, none of the texts
provides any direct information. We can nevertheless surmise that the disasters should
have taken place broadly in the northwestern part of the country, with particular reference
to the border regions between Rajasthan and Gujarat, including Kutch. PK starts with
Prabhasa on Sourastra coast, but describes more accurately, the course taken by river
Sarasvati from Himalayas through Sthanesvar, Kuruksetra and Arbudaranya, ending up in
Rann of Kutch. PK refers to Prabhasa as the best among the holy places in the desert
(isara-ksetra). Its naming of five Prabhasa, including one called Vrddha (old) Prabhasa,
but failing to give their locations, adds to the suspicion that Sarasvati in ancient times, did
not reach the present day Somanatha. This is not to say that there was no Prabhasa, but
only it was in some other place, probably in Rann of Kutch. This region even as it is now,
fits in with the description in PK of a dried up sea. PK mentions of a lake containing rasa
or mercury near Prabhasa (Ch.135.35-37) cited already. Kardama Mountain, which is
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said to contain cinnabar as per Rasarpavakalpa', has been identified as being near
Siddhapura (24°N, 72.5°E) by Murthy® a geologist from Geological Survey of India.
Another curious information as per the official Survey of India map of Gujarat is of
interest here. A place called Miila Dvaraka (original Dvaraka) exists along the west
coast, below Somanatha. B.C.Law”' in his book, Historical Geography of Ancient India
informs that Krsna’s Dvaravati was originally situated near the mountain Girnar, but in
later times, it has been recognized as Dvaraka on the seashore on the extreme west coast
of Kathiawad. This means that the present day Dvaraka was not considered the original
Dvaraka by many people. What could be the reason for this? A careful reading of MB
text helps one to conclude that Prabhasa and Dvaraka should have been close to each
other. Hence, identification and integration of the destroyed ancient Prabhasa emotionally
with Somanatha, might have lead to the naming of a near by place as Miila Dvaraka.
Thus, PK has internal evidences to show that the disastrous events were not along the
present day Sourastra coast, but in the Kutch-Mahesana region. Ramayana indicates that
the land of Abhiras became a desert. MB puts the place of vanishing of River Sarasvati
near the land of Abhiras. As per MB, Abhiras attacked Arjuna on his way back from
Dvaraka, after the passing away of Krspa. Kosambi** with his incisive approach to MB
text cites this as an evidence to argue that Krsna’s Dvaraka could not have been at its
currently assigned location. PK does not contradict this inference, since Sarasvati is said
to have passed through Dvaravati, before reaching Prabhasa. In the tenth book of
Rgveda, the stray verse about heavenly charcoals ploughing through Irina is intriguing.
The word Irina is phonetically connected with Rin or Ran (of Kutch), which would mean
this was the place where some fiery objects should have fallen. This word occurs in
Satapatha Brahmana (V.2.3.2), where it is interpreted as a self produced hollow or cleft,
the residence of deity Nirti who presides over destruction”.  Periplus of the Erithrean
Sea”, which is an ancient account of a voyage along the coast of India, refers to the Gulf
of Kutch as Eirinon, which can be recognized as the /rina of Rgveda. This conclusion is
also supported by what Ptolemy had to say about the geography of India". It is known
that Ptolemy collected his information from travellers and from contemporary Indian
sources. Thus, place names and locations currently forgotten, but remembered by the
ancient society, are found on his map of India. The important among these for our
discussion are Sarbana, Ordabari and Theophila. Sarbana is undoubtedly Saravana in
Sanskrit, celebrated as the place of birth of Kartikeya. As per McCrindle “...the position
of Xodrake and the other places in the list must be sought for in the neighbourhood of
Ran of Kachh. Xodrake and Sarbana have not been identified, but Yule doubtingly
places the latter on the Sambhar lake.” Further, Orbadarou is identified with Arbuda or
Mt.Abu. The identification of Theophila meaning ‘dear to God’ in Greek has not been
possible, because, this is the translation or explanation of a Sanskrit name. There is no
mention of Prabhasa or Dvaravati in the list, but arguably, either of them have a claim to
be called Theophila. PK, mentions Vasisthasrama, which is traditionally near Mt.Abu, as
being near Prabhasa. The crater near this place mentioned in the arbuda-khanda of PK,
should be same as the one mentioned by MB to be in Arbuda. Ptolemy refers to Mt.Abu
by two names Apokopa alias punishment-of-gods. The former name in Greek means
primarily ‘what has been cut off”. As per McCrindle” “ It (Mt.Abu) was mentioned by
Megasthanes in a passage which has been preserved by Pliny who calls it Mons Capitalia
i.e. the “‘Mount of capital Punishment’ a name which has an obvious relation to the by-
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name which Ptolemy gives it, the punishment of the gods.” This interpretation, fits in
with the description in PK and MB about breaking of mountains and destruction of
Vasistha’s settlement near Prabhasa. We find some interesting references to this part of
the country, in the travels of the Chinese pilgrim Yuan Chwang, who visited India during
629-645 AD. He does not mention either Prabhasa or Somanatha. However, Thomas
Watters* the translator of the Chinese account informs; “The narrative in the Records
proceeds to relate that from Bharukhachcha the pilgrim went nort-west above 2000 /i to
the Mo-la-po country.....It was situated on the south-east side of the Mo-ha
river.....About 20 /i north-west from the capital was the brahmin’s town, and beside it the
Pit of Descent; the torrents of summer and autumn never fill the latter, and its side was a
small tope. The pilgrim then gives the local legend of the proud blasphemous brahmin of
the town who went down alive into hell at the spot where the Pit appeared.” We see here
again clearly reminisences of a pit through which a celestial object (demon) went
underground near Prabhasa as per PK. The country, which the Chinese traveller visited,
has been identified as a kingdom of Western India lying between Broach, Kutch, Valabhi
and Anandapura®. It is known that during the seventh century AD in this area, which
overlaps with the present day Mahesana district of Gujarat, Buddhism was flourishing.
Thus, it was natural for Yuan Chwang to refer to the legend in a way supportive of
Buddhism. The place with which his Brahmin’s town can be identified is Brahman-wada
(23.6'N, 72°E) west of Mahesana. Thus, all the ancient literature reviewed so far points
to the region around (23.5°N, 71.5°E) as the scene of the natural disasters described in PK
and hence as also the likely location of the ancient Prabhasa Ksetra, where River
Sarasvati joined the sea.

Time of Occurrence

From the texts cited it is impossible to fix up any kind of dating for the celestial
phenomenon of Agni (fire) in Krttikas, or for ground impact due to falling objects. An
indirect approach has to be adopted to address this question. It is well recognized that
Vedic rituals are codified in the Brahmana literature composed after the Samhitas. Hence,
it would be most appropriate to ask the question, whether the fact of observing fire in
Krttikas as inferred from Rgveda, finds support in the later texts. Satapatha Brahmana,
provides evidence that the Agnyadhana ritual was based on such an observation. The
relevant verses as translated by Eggeling® are as follows.

“He may set up the two fires under the Krttikas; for they, the Krttikas are doubtless
Agni’s asterism, so that if he sets up his fires under Agni’s asterism, (he will bring about)
a correspondence (between his fires and the asterism): for this reason he may set up his
fires under the Krttikas.” (IL.1.2.1)

“Moreover, the other lunar asterisms (consist of) one, two, three or four (stars), so that
the Krttikas are the most numerous (of asterisms): hence he thereby obtains an
abundance. For this reason he may set up his fires under the Krttikas.” (I.1.2 .2)
“And again, they do not move away from the eastern quarter, whilst the other asterisms
do move from the eastern quarter. Thus his (two fires) are established in the eastern
quarter: for this reason he may set up his fires under the Krttikas.” (I.1.2 .3)
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“On the other hand (it is argued) why he should not set up the fires under the Krttikas.
Originally, namely, the latter were the wives of the Bears (rksa); for the seven Rsis were
in former times called the Rksas (bears). They were however, precluded from intercourse
(with their husbands), for the latter, the seven Rsis, rise in the north, and they (the
Krttikas) in the east. Now it is a misfortune for one to be precluded from intercourse
(with his wife): he should therefore not set up his fires under the Krttikas, lest he should
thereby be precluded from intercourse.” (I.1.2. 4)

“But he may neverthless set up (his fire under the Krttikas); for Agni doubtless is their
mate, and it is with Agni that they have intercourse; for this reason he may set up (the fire
under the Krttikas)” (I1.1.2 .5)

The first of the above is a clear enunciation of a celestial model for the ritual under
consideration. There is an assertion that there is fire in Pleiades, which should have been
based on an accepted fact or traditional knowledge. If a doubt prevails, in line with
popular belief that this might be an imaginary or mystical statement, it is removed in the
fourth verse. This is significant in that a critic questions the basis of the model, on which
the starting of the ritual was being proposed. What he points out, as a weakness in the
model, is the lack of physical nearness between U.Major and Pleiades. In answer to this,
the fifth verse confirms the presence of Fire in Krttikas in an intimate physical sense,
implying this to be sufficient reason for the validity of the proposal. Even though, other
asterisms were permitted for the ritual the pride of place was for Krttikas only. The
second verse, establishes that the Seven Sisters of Rgveda Sambhita were infact the star
cluster Krttika that arose in the east. The third verse is a statement considered helpful in
fixing a time epoch for the observation of Pleiades rising in the east. S.B.Dikshit* a
renowned Sanskrit scholar of 19™ century, by astronomical calculations, found that such
a perfect eastern position for Pleiades would have been observable in India around 3000
BC. More recently, N.Achar®” has demonstrated using modern planetarium softwares that
the stated position fits in accurately for 2926 BC. The most conservative interpretation of
Krttika being in the east would refer to its heliacal rising at the vernal equinox. Parpola®
in his monograph on deciphering of the Indus script, observes that Krittika was exactly at
the equinoctial point c. 2240 BC, and that it was the star nearest to the equinoctial point
during 2720-1760 BC. In any case, the physical observation of a blaze in Krttika, as
described in Rgveda, should have been earlier than the Agnyadhana ritual and the
composition of Satapatha Brahmana text. This would put the probable time-period of
observation of the nova to ¢. 2500-3000 BC or even earlier. There is again no clue to
when the ground impact and fire due to a falling object might have taken place. The tenth
book of Rgveda, where the falling of a fiery object finds mention, is generally considered
a relatively late composition. Moreover, the books of Rgveda are organized along family
lines with an unknown chronological order. Hence, considerable time might have
elapsed between the above two events, eventhough no definitive conclusion is possible.
MB mentions the two events as though they were historical and consecutive. Thus, the
ground impact including the crater near Mt.Abu should have been much before the
central theme of MB. Unfortunately, the date of MB has remained undecided. Recently,
the present author” has shown that, the eclipses and planetary positions mentioned in MB
are compatible with the epoch 1443-1493 BC. This would indicate that the impact should
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have occurred prior to this period, in a broad time window of a few centuries. If we take
the statement in Santi Parvan of MB that twentyeight persons were in posession of Asi as
a historical statement and assign, on an average, twentyfive years of posession to each
person then it follows this event could have occurred in 1800-2200 BC. A more precise
estimation of the date, based on the above literature alone, appears not possible. About
River Sarasvati PK gives a plausible course of flow. This matches reasonably well, with
what modern geologists have surmised as the possible flow route®. The river should
have started from Himalayas and flown through Kuruksetra, with several tributaries. A
tributary (Mandakini?) originating in the Aravalis should have joined the river downhill
of Mt.Abu. Severe ground upheavals, reasons for which included a meteorite impact,
should have caused Sarasvati to slowly dry up and eventually vanish near Vinasana of
MB. The tributary from Mt.Abu continues to flow, known by the name Sarasvati, in the
official Survey of India map of the State of Gujarat.

Summary and Conclusion

Prabhasa-khanda, traditionally considered as a part of Skanda-purana contains interesting
information about natural disasters, which should have affected the northwestern part of
India in the remote past. Eventhough, the narration is mythological in format, the
contents are such that the narrated events should have actually taken place and the
memory passed on from generation to generation in the form of folk stories and
anecdotes. All the incidents mentioned in PK find place in one form or other in MB and
to some extent in Rgveda. However, there are considerable differences in the details and
hence these texts perhaps represent different traditions. The observation of Fire in
Krittika finds mention in Rgveda, Satapatha Brahmana, MB and PK. The first two,
properly belonging to Vedic literature do not propound this as the birth of a god or a
divine being with form, whereas both Ramayana and MB refer to this event as the birth
of Kartikeya, who is a popular deity of the Hindu pantheon. The description in MB is
vivid and detailed. From the way the event is described, it is conjectured that this should
have been an observation of brightening of a star (nova) in the cluster of Pleiades.
Astrophysicists may be in a position to evaluate the veracity of the observation of this
event in scientific terms. PK cursorily refers to this event, but dwells more on the ground
openings caused due to impact of falling objects. Perhaps these were meteorite impacts,
which caused considerable direct destruction and in addition generated sea waves. MB
supports the story of impact and in one place goes to the extent of informing that a
metallic object landed on earth. The implication is that this was the sword (Vel or Sakti)
of Kartikeya, who is known by the names Velayudha and Saktidhara. All the texts are
unanimous that subsequently there was a severe famine leading to prolonged misery in
the society. The place of occurrence of the impact and related phenomenon should have
been in the Kutch-Mt.Abu region. There are evidences in Rgveda, MB, and PK to this
effect. It follows that the present day Prabhasa, popularly identified with Somanatha, was
not the original site of ancient Prabhasa. Archaeological investigations at the ancient site,
near (23.5°N, 71.5°E), should lead to interesting new information.
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