
Rig Veda Saṃhita, X.54Ṛṣi Bṛhaduktha Vāmadevya, devatā Indra, chandas triṣṭubh.1"When thou hadst given wholly the fullness of the ideal to thy fame, O Maghavan of the fullness, when both the firmaments cried to thee in their terror, thou didst protect the gods, thou didst transfix the Enemy, by teaching the strength of the Spirit, O Indra, even for this creation.When thou didst range abroad increasing in thy force of substance and progressing strength to the people, that force was sufficient for thy battles of which they tell, but for thee, thou knowest today no enemy nor before thou knewest.Who were the sages before us that came to the end of thy greatness equal-souled? Didst thou not give being to thy father and thy mother together out of thine own body?Four, verily, are thy untameable mightinesses when thou dwellest in the Vastness; all of them thou knowest and by them thou hast done thy works, O Maghavan.Thou holdest all these that are absolute existences, thou makest known the objects that are hidden in the Secret Places of Being; smite not asunder my desire, O Maghavan, thou art he that commands it and thou art he that giveth.He who placed light in the heart of other light and joined sweetnesses to sweetness, to that Indra this love, this force, this thought was spoken from Bṛhaduktha when he fulfilled in himself the Brahman."2

The son who births his own progenitors, the famed warrior who has never fought a battle, the deity who is the both the source and satisfaction of the votary's longing:  the god Indra, in this verse from the tenth maṇḍala of the Rig Veda Saṃhita, is praised through mystical paradox and logical contradiction.  The author of this unusual hymn, the ṛṣi Bṛhaduktha, describes Indra from many perspectives, struggling to approach a divinity who defies comprehension.  The sage ascends to higher levels of understanding at each verse, and finally concludes with a graceful revelation, revealing the source of his multi-faceted vision: Through the immortal Indra, the mortal ṛṣi has become realised and absorbed in God.  Bṛhaduktha has awakened, within himself, the Brahman.  He has reached the height of the Divine, where all perspectives are unified and no true contradiction exists.  Like other mystic poets, Bṛhaduktha the devotee has become one with the object of his devotion, and for this experience ultimately no words may suffice.  This essay will examine this hymn verse by verse, tracing Bṛhaduktha's journey to the fullness of Indra, and discussing the ways in which the Ṛṣi characterizes and relates to the Divine. Among Hindus who study the Vedas as directly-heard divine revelation (śruti), it is taught that the respectful way to cite Vedic verse is by first remembering the hymn's inspirer, recipient, and form.  Therefore, before exploring the interrelationship of the devatā (god/divine luminary) and ṛṣi (poet-seer) of this hymn, it is appropriate to briefly consider the chandas (poetic metre) in which RV X.54 is composed.  The triṣṭubh metre consists of four parts (or “feet,” pāda-s) of eleven syllables each.  This metrical form is intimately associated with Indra; the Brāhmaṇa texts, which discuss the meanings of Vedic verses by linking language to myth, explain that the triṣṭubh is the vital energy of Indra (indriya vīrya).3  The triṣṭubh metre thus gives an ideal shape for this hymn, in which the seer is suffused with the vigour of the god.
When thou hadst given wholly the fullness of the ideal to thy fame, O Maghavan of the fullness, when both  

the firmaments cried to thee in their terror, thou didst protect the gods, thou didst transfix the Enemy, by teaching  
the strength of the Spirit, O Indra, even for this creation.

1Rig Veda.  “Maṇḍala X.”  Berkeley Linguistics Department.2Ghose, (Śrī) Aurobindo, ed. and trans.  “X. 54 To Indra.”  Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust E-Library.3Eggeling, Julius, trans.  “Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 12, 7, 2, 18.”  Internet Sacred Text Archive.



The paean most frequently raised in the Vedic hymns is gratitude to Indra for his defeat of Vṛtra, the demonic force which restrained the life-giving Waters.  Indra is the God who hears the frightened pleas of the crying worlds (rodasī)4; he is the valorous victor over Vṛtra and the active protector of the cosmic order. However, this hymn interprets the story as a numinous triumph instead of a physical destruction, praising Indra for transfixing (rather than killing) the Enemy.  The sage sings Indra as the fully-realised ideal of the sagacious saviour; by superior wisdom, the god rescues creation.  This first śloka establishes Indra as a guide, whose direction may deliver the suppliant from spiritual danger.
When thou didst range abroad increasing in thy force of substance and progressing strength to the people, that  
force was sufficient for thy battles of which they tell, but for thee, thou knowest today no enemy nor before thou  
knewest.In the popular mind, Indra is celebrated as a warrior, who battles superhuman forces and aids earthly kings in war.  But Bṛhaduktha seeks a reality beyond the common tales and, continuing with his contemplation of Indra's deeper nature, he comes to a startling realisation: the knowledge of Indra's fights as false and his enemies as illusion.  Suddenly, a critical theme of the prior nine maṇḍalas of Saṃhita text – the tale of the great Indra saving humanity from the hoarding monster – is thrown into confusion by this strange assertion.In the preceding verse, Indra is addressed as Maghavan, the bounteous one, and is also saluted as the god expressed in fullness.  This idea of fullness is of central importance to the hymn, as an essential quality of the Supreme Being.  In the later Bṛhadaranyaka Upaniṣad, Yājñavalkya clarifies his teaching of the imperishable Whole by asking, "When, however, the Whole has become one's very self, then who is there for one to smell and by what means?  Who is there to see and by what means?”5  He continues with questions in a similar vein, a list to which we might add, “Who is there to fight and by what means?”  This Indra is the “imperishable,” as defined by Sage Yājñavalkya; the Deva has no enemies because he is everything.  He fights no battles, because the all-pervasive divinity cannot be truly opposed by that which is ultimately himself.   Bṛhaduktha's Indra is not only a leader for the spiritual aspirant, but the end goal of the spiritual quest.
Who were the sages before us that came to the end of thy greatness equal-souled? Didst thou not give being to thy  
father and thy mother together out of thine own body?Here, the ṛṣi begins to speak in paradox.  The first question is not truly a question; the sage is not requesting a list of names, but glorifying Indra, whose grandeur even the transcendent poet-seers cannot measure.  The second inquiry is still more profound.  The lone immortal One from the last verse, the one who is everything, is now suggested as creating his own origin, other beings besides himself.There are two interpretations of this second question.  The first possibility is that the query is a simple play on names.  Indra's parents are addressed, elsewhere in the Rig Vedic hymns, as Aditi and Dyaus - or Earth and Sky, whom Indra separated to make free space upon the world.  So in this sense, the cosmic Indra would “give being” to those later identified as his own father and mother, out of his own substance or “body”. However, understanding the wordplay does not completely clarify the meaning of this verse.An allegorical story, told in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, may help in illustrating the height of Bṛhaduktha's praise.  The Chāndogya explains the Supreme by telling of the Hiraṇyagarbha, the “golden womb” or egg, which split into two halves that became the earth and sky, and revealed all of creation.  The mystery taught by this image is that the egg, and all that proceeds from it, are the same solitary Supreme.6  In Hindu thought, time moves differently for the immortal than the mortal, and so Maghavan of the fullness may certainly be the origin of his own parentage.  Thus does Bṛhaduktha again demonstrate that Indra is One; the God is both the origin of creation, and creation's complete expression.
4Dange, Sadashiv A.  “The Crying Worlds.”  Images from Vedic Hymns and Rituals.5Olivelle, Patrick, ed. and trans.  The Early Upaniṣads: annotated text and translation.  69-71 (Bṛhadaranyaka Upaniṣad 2.4.14).6Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, ed. and trans.  The Principal Upaniṣads.  399-400 (Chāndogya Upaniṣad III.19.1-4).



Four, verily, are thy untameable mightinesses when thou dwellest in the Vastness; all of them thou knowest and by  
them thou hast done thy works, O Maghavan.The ṛṣi now speaks of four mighty forces, of which the Deva is master.  He does not name them, but through other appearances of the number four in Vedic thought, the reader may surmise as to the nature of these four powers.

• Veda is considered to be originally one unified body of knowledge.  It was Vyāsa, later known as the author of Mahābhārata, who split this one wisdom into four parts: the mantras, songs, and ritual and magical actions that are known as the Rig, Sāma, Yajur, and Atharva Vedas.  
• The Puruṣa Sūkta (RV X.90) is an important Vedic hymn that presents another tale of divine division, similar to the Hiraṇyagarbha story.  The Puruṣa, the great primeval man, is sacrificed, and from his dismemberment, all earthly and heavenly domains and creatures arise.  From different parts of his body are created the four varṇas – literally translated as “colours,” but more familiarly known as “castes” – of mankind.
• The total number of syllables in the triṣṭubh verse, the metre that is the divine power of Indra, is 44.
• The Chāndogya Upaniṣad presents the teaching of the four quarters of Brahman: four divine natures composed of four attributes each, which together comprise the Supreme Being.7 Any or all of these four meanings would illuminate this verse well.  As the unifier of the four Vedas into the primordial One, Indra would embody the ultimate knowledge.  As master of the triṣṭubh's magical sound, Indra would possess supreme power by which to work upon the universe.  The four “untameable mightinesses” could also signify the reunion of the slain Puruṣa, by which Indra, the embodied ideal of Man, achieves eternal triumph over mortality and control over all beings.  Finally, if Indra encompasses all of the underlying principles of the Supreme, then he is indeed That to be revered.It is also notable that the Vedas give three levels or "worlds" of the universe - the foundation, the earth, and the heavens (bhūr, bhuva, svaḥ) – and the Vastness of Indra here would be the fourth.  This Vastness is perhaps the realm known in the Vedic hymns as the “Waters,” and to later Hindu theology as the Sudha Sagara, the ocean of milk upon which god Viṣṇu rests.  To reference “the Vastness” is to signify the state in which the Supreme dwells. Later in the Hindu sacred texts, the Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad defines God (identified as Śiva rather than Indra) as the possessor of these same attributes: He is the one who comprehends all that humans do not, the one who controls as mortals cannot.8  This is indeed the definition of puissant godhead that Bṛhaduktha gives here; the sage reveals that through this sublime mastery, Indra works upon all of creation.  The Deva's powers and attributes surpass even the qualities of strength and manifestation.

Thou holdest all these that are absolute existences, thou makest known the objects that are hidden in the  
Secret Places of Being; smite not asunder my desire, O Maghavan, thou art he that commands it and thou  
art he that giveth.The ṛṣi smoothly segues into this next verse, confirming that the god he praises lies beyond any definition of greatness.  Indra knows the hidden facets of existence, and he is able to reveal these secrets, granting his follower the boon of knowledge.  Now Bṛhaduktha, in his meditative praise, has followed Indra from the personified warrior of the Vedic stories, beyond the worldly level and into the cosmic precipice, where form and name are only masks for a fathomless reality.  He has begun to comprehend Indra's glory, though uncertain if he can truly aspire to it.  His next statement is heart-rending in its humility and devotion: the seer gently pleads with the god to grant him that gift of realisation.  Knowing that the desire for God is inspired by God, and may be answered only by God, Bṛhaduktha prays to Indra for the ultimate revelation.7Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, ed. and trans.  The Principal Upaniṣads.  408-411 (Chāndogya Upaniṣad IV.6.1-IV.7.4).8Roebuck, Valerie J., ed. and trans.  The Upaniṣads.  309-311 (Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad book V).



In these verses, Bṛhaduktha has not merely expressed reverence for a favourite god; he has painted a masterful, complete portrait of God as the creator, sustainer, and destroyer, the divine mind impelled by the divine will, the answer and the question both.  The rest of the hymn hinges upon the divine response to the sage's prayer.
He who placed light in the heart of other light and joined sweetnesses to sweetness, to that Indra this love,  
this force, this thought was spoken from Bṛhaduktha when he fulfilled in himself the Brahman. The ṛṣi concludes his praise with this loving statement of divine grace.  Indra is beautifully praised as the ensouling power of the world, who infuses pure spirit into all forms of existence.  And thus it is from his own soul, from his newly-awakened being, that Bṛhaduktha offers his gratitude: his love, force, and thought simultaneously, the wordless communication of the divine.  For the first time, he names the true subject of his hymn, the Supreme Being to which he has aspired through the path of Indra, the Self now remembered and awakened within himself: Brahman.This hymn is a song of Bṛhaduktha's journey, through knowledge to loving devotion and finally union with God, from his mortal form to the memory of his own divine nature, ultimately non-different from the object of his devotions.  It is a profound truth that is later summarised in Bṛhadaranyaka Upaniṣad succinctly: “If a man knows, 'I am brahman' in this way, he becomes the whole world.”9  However, the Bṛhadaranyaka warns that the Devas do not like to lose their human servants to this elevated awareness; this hymn, by contrast, praises the Deva Indra is the seeker's divine helpmeet: companion, teacher, inspiration, and ultimately, the one who grants the fruits of the spiritual quest.  It is with Bṛhaduktha's awakening that the hymn ends, with the bliss of That to which every seeker may aspire.The apparent contradictions of this hymn actually reflect a complex mystical language, which is meant to both cloak and reveal this profound spiritual truth.  Indeed, the god Indra is intimately associated with, and even named for, esoteric mystery.  In one story from the Aitareya Upaniṣad of the Rig Veda, the animating principle of all beings seeks to ensoul man, and it searches for an opening in the human body through which to enter.  When that divine energy finally suffuses man, it looks upon the world and comprehends the fundamental nature of everything as Brahman.  It recognises the Supreme with a cry of Idam adarśam (I have seen That). This spirit hence possesses the true name of Idandra, but by his preference is known as Indra, “because the gods seem to love the mysterious.”10This preference for mysticism is wonderfully expressed in the hymns of the Rig Veda Saṃhita, and through X.54 in particular.  Bṛhaduktha's hymn to Indra is a marvelous example of this practice, distilling an entire spiritual transformation into a few weighty verses, words that might easily confuse a hearer ignorant of the higher knowledge.  The hymns of the Veda Saṃhitas are often hastily judged as obscure and irrelevant, but when studied closely, each verse is like a flower-bud, waiting to unfold with knowledge for all who are willing to peer through “the veil of the Unrevelation”11 and to discover That which Bṛhaduktha has:“Brahmā knows it as the womb of brahman,That which is hidden in the Upaniṣads that are hidden in the Vedas.The gods and Ṛṣis who knew it of old,Becoming of a kind with it, became immortal.”12

9Olivelle, Patrick, ed. and trans.  The Early Upaniṣads: annotated text and translation.  49 (Bṛhadaranyaka 
Upaniṣad 1.4.10).10Roebuck, Valerie J., ed. and trans.  The Upaniṣads.  231-232 (Aitareya Upaniṣad I.3.11-14).11Ghose, (Śrī) Aurobindo, trans.   “Aitareya Upanishad, chapter I, section III.”  Indian Texts Archive.12Roebuck, Valerie J., ed. and trans.  The Upaniṣads.  310 (Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad V.6).
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