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‘Rg-Veda O Nakshatra

r
THE Rg-Veds AND THE CONSTELLATIONS
by
Belabasini Gubha
and

Ahana Guha

This volume, divided into nine chapters, discusses, as its
name implies, the development of Indian astronomy in the Vedic
times. The chapters are arranged in the following order :
1. Introduction, laying down the fundamental ideas and concepts;
2. ‘Bramha’—a discourse on ‘Prdna’ which was believed by
the Rshis to pervade all universe; 3. The Atmosphere—
through which are welcome the life-giving rays of the Sun; .
4. The Sun in the Galaxy; 5. The Solar System—the planets ;
6. The Orbit of the Sun in Space and the Directions of the
Perihelion and the Aphelion of the Earth; 7. The Moon;
8. The Constellations of the Universe; and 9. The Rg-Veda
and the Constellations. This last chapler gives detailed dis-
cussion on the various constellations. Identities of these heavenly
bodies with their Rg-Vedic names have been established from
the various Rks (hymns) quoted.

A summary of the discussions in the sixth chapter preceded
by that of a portion of the introduciory chapter is given below
for the convenience of readers of other languages to enable them
to get a glimpse of the contents of this volume. Needless to
say, the following is by no means a full translation of the contents.

The fundamental basis of Indian astronomy is the Rg-Veda,
the oldest of the four Vedas.

Scholars, all over the world, differ widely in specifying the
age of the Vedas, and this difference is not of the order of centuries
but of thousands of years. Despite this controversy, it is borne
out conclusively by astronomical evidence that the Rg-Veda Samhitd

R4¢



YR @ THA

began to be put into writing more than six-thousand and two-
hundred years ago, though a few Rks (hymns) were collected
about two thousand years back. Reference of the then Pole Star
in the Rks of the Rg-Veda Samhita amply bears out the truth of this
statement,. '

The Vedas, of which the other name is the Shruti, are narra-
tion of truth realized through two distinct media, viz., through
the medium of the five senses, and through supra-brain-conscious-
ness attained through Zoga which surpasses the domain of the
senses. The truth expressed in a Vedic statement is not restricted
spatio-temporally, neither it depends on any individual, i.c., it
is invariant in relation to space, time, and the observer.

The ten thousand six hundred and twenty two ks (hymns)
of the entire Rg-Veds Samhita have been realized over seven
thousand years by the Rskis, who were philosophers (or rather
seers) and astronomers at the same time.

The introductory chapter entitled ‘Anukramanika’ stating the
fundamentals and the scope of this volume, establishes the age
of the Vedas on astronomical grounds, the antiquity being deter-
mined through calculation of the period for which a particular
constellation mentioned in a R% (or hymn) had occupied the posi-
tion of the Pole Star for the earth. The Sun’s path in space
extends from the top of the star Uttar dsadha (Hercules) to the
top of Anurddhd (Scorpionis). The western extremity of this path
is the constellation Prachetd (Draconis or Thuban). For the
period 5,160 B.c. upto the start of the Christian era, the stars be-
longing to the constellation Pracheti occupied in succession the
position of the Earth’s Pole Star. The fact that the Rks or hymns
addressed to the stars in Pracheld are included in the [Rg-Veda,
leads one to conclude reasonably that the antiquity of the Rg-Veda
is of the order of 5,100 B.c.

It is interesting to note that Valmiki, a poet of the post-Vedic
era who wrote the Ramdyana described himself as the ténth Pracketd,
the obvious significance of this being : the Ramdyana was com-
posed when the tenth star of the constellation Prachetd ‘occupied
the position of the Pole Star in the celestial sphere.
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According to the above Rg-Veda estimate, stars of this con-
stellation Prache!d continued to remain as the Pole Star until the birth
of Jesus Christ, i.e., even through the five hundred and thirty four
years after Buddha’s advent until the dawn of the Christian era,
at which point our present Pole Star (described in the Bible as
the bright star guiding the ‘Three Wise Men of the East’) took
over.

By a breath-taking similarity of scientific observation, the
ancient Egyptian astronomers came to possess this knowledge
about the Pole Star in the pre-Christian era. The name of the
Pole Star as inscribed on the Pyramids is Thuban which is the
same constellation as Draconis or Pracheis.

The Rg-Vedas, the oldest of the four Vedas, are divided into
2 number of Mandalas or books and consist of a multitude of hymns.
In the sixth chapter of this book, entitled The Orbit of the Sun
and the Directions of the Aphelion and Perihelion of the Earth’,
six selected verses from the First Mandala have been interpreted .
in the light of the modern astronomy. It appears from a study of
these verses that Rg-Vedic astronomers were definitely aware not
only of the annual rotation of the earth round the Sun in an
elliptic orbit, but also of the motion'of the Sup itself through space.

The inner ideas of these verses (Rg-Veda 1.35.5, 1.35.6, 1.71.9,
1.115.5, 1.2.8, 1.85.6) which were written in Vedic Sanskrit (an
archaic form of Sanskrit) have been fully explained and amplified
* in Bengali. For the convenience of inquisitive readers of other
languages a summary of the discussion is being given in English,

In Indian Astronomy the zodical belt is divided into twelve
equal sectors, each of thirty degrees, and each sector is called a
‘sign’ or ‘Rési’. The constellations along the zodiac are again
divided into twentyseven nakshatras (asterisms) each occupying
a distance of eight-hundred minutes of the ecliptic. The nak-
shatras are named according to the most conspicuous star or group
of stars contained within this limit. The names of these nak-
- shatras as given in Rg-Vedas are somewhat different from those
adopted later in Siddhdntas (astronomical treatises) written after
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Vedic period). The Sanskrit word for season is Rtu, and in the
Rg-Veda each of the above twentyseven nakshatras are mentioned
as Ria which means ‘Truth’. The verses of the Rg-Veda thus
describe astronomical truth in terms of Rias or nakshatras.

The Sun, the centre of our solar system is itself a member
of a huge system of stars called the Galaxy which is roughly
lenticular in shape extending in its central plane over a distance
of about 100,000 light years. It has a central massive nucleus
in the direction of the brightest portion of the Milky way. The
sun and its retinue of planets are located in one of the spiral arms
of our home-galaxy at a distance of about 30,000 light years from
the galactic centre and at a distance of about 20,000 light years
inside from the edge of the galaxy. This immense accumulation
of stars and bright clouds of gas is in slow rotation under the
general influence of gravitation. The Sun which is situated in
one of the spiral arms of the galaxy is also revolving around the
galactic centre just as the planets themselves move around the
Sun. The Sun moves in an almost circular orbit, and it takes
something like 250 million years to complete one revolution.
This motion of the sun through space is not apparent to us here
on earth simply because the Sun and ‘planets all have it in common.
The position of the Sun among the stars can be determined by
observing the stars or star-clusters it passes during its round through
space. All the thousands of millions of Stars in the Milky Way
have a slow rotation along the galactic centre, but they can be
regarded a. presenting a virtually unchanging background as
they are considered as sufficiently distant objects.

According to Rg-Vedic astronomers this trajectory of the Sun
extends from Mitra or Anurddhd (Scorpionis) to Varuna or Satabhisaj
(Satabhisak or Satabhiss) nakshatra (Lambda Aquari and hundred
other adjacent stars including Pegasus). The asterism named
Mitra (Anudrahd) in Rg-Veda, which lies on the western side bf the
Sun’s orbit is composed of four stars lying on the head of Vreika
(Scorpio) 1ds5i. On the northern side lies Ursa Major consisting
of Saptarsi (Plough) and other stars. Surrounding the north-west
corner of the orbit, there is the conspicuous constellation Kdsyaps
(Cassiopeia). Stretching along the eastern side of the orbit there
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is the Varuna nakshatra belonging to Kumbha (Aquarius) rasi. To-
wards the southern side of the orbit of the Sun there lies Sravand
(Altair) or Makara ( Capricornus) rdsi. The Rg-Vedic name of
this asterism is Vishnu.

From the 5th and 6th Rks of the 35th Sukia of the First Mandala,
we also come to know that according to Rg-Vedic astronomers the
perihelion of the earth’s elliptic orbit (i.e., when the earth is near-
est to the Sun) is in the north, which means the Sun is in the north
focus of the elliptic orbit, and the aphelion (i.c., when the earth
is farthest from the Sun) is in the south. The above reasoning
is substantiated by the following facts.

In the clear night-sky of the winter season (late autumn,
winter and spring) the nakshatras of the southern side of the earth’s
orbit, ziz., Afvini (Hamal and Triangulum), Kritikd (Pleiades),
Kalapurusa (Orion), Pusya ( Preesepe ), Maghd (Regulus), Uttara-
phalguni and Purva Phalgun; (Dencbola and Zosma), Agastya
(Canopus) appear successively. The appearance of these nak-
shatras in the night sky indicate that the earth i passing through
its aphelion point near the south focus of its elliptic orbit.

Similarly, in the clear night sky of summer (summer, rainy
season and autumn) when the Sun is psssing through perihelion
near the north focus, we see the nakshatras of the northern side of
the earth’s orbit, viz., Citrd (Spica), Viakhd (stars of Corona’
Borealis and Serpens), jyesthd (Antares), Uttardaghd and Pur-
vasighd (stars of Hercules and Sagittarius), Sravand (Altair), Purva
Bhadrapada and Uttara Bhadrpada (stars of Pegasus and Andromedac).

As the Sun travels along its orbit while the earth rotates
round it, the earth’s polar axis points at different times to different
constellations on the celestial sphere. The star or the group of'
stars to which the earth’s axis orients itself becomes the Pole Star
which appears stationary to the eye in comparison with other
stars moving round it. The time required by the axis of rotation
for one complete revolution against the background of the cons-
tellations is 25,800 years. As the polar axis of the earth makes
4 circle on the celestial sphere, the perihelion of the carth’s orbit’
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round the Sun advances through space while the two nodes of the
carth’s orbit regress. The position of the Sun among the stars,
the position of the perihelion and that of the node can be deter-
mined by knowing precisely the correct orientation of the polar
axis,

The star which is very near the north celestial pole at present
is Alpha Ursa Minoris of the constellation Ursa Minor (Sisumdr
in Sanskrit) which is also known as Polaris or Dhruva (lit. fixed).
The constellation Saptarsi (Great Bear) containing seven bright
stars (seven Rsis) appear to revolve round the Polaris which is
in line with the two front stars (Kratu-Dubhe and Pulaha-Merak)
of the Saptarsi, In the present epoch, the descending node or
the autumnal equinoctial point of the earth’s orbit is passing
through six degrees forty minutes of the Uttara Bhadrapada nakshatra
(Andromedac) in retrograde motion. The Rg-Vedic name of this
asterism is Ahirbrudhnya. The vernal equinoctial point, which is
180° apart from it is now regressing through the last part of the
Hastd nakshatra ( 8-Corvi) which is known as Sabitd nakshatra in
Rg-Veds. The time required by these equinoctial points to pass
through a nakshatra is 255 years 6 months and 20 days, and to com-
plete a round through all the nakshatras encircling the Sun’s path
is 25,800 years.

“  As mentioned in the Bible, which is another old scripture
of the world like the Rg-Veda, we come to know that at the time
of the Jesus’ birth a bright new star was observed in the sky. One
thousand nine-hundred and sixty seven years from now, that new
star showed the direction and led the astrologers or ‘Wise Men
from the East’ to the birth place of Jesus. Without entering into

- hair-splitting mathematical calculations, this eventual time may
be assumed to be coincident with the advent of the present Pole
Star—Polaris. This star will remain as the Pole Star for another
38,203 years. Durmgthulongpenod the Sun will be at the north
focus of the earth’s elliptic orbit, as it was in thedaysof&g Veda,
and the perihelion will be towards the north.

. After a little over 82 centuries the Sun will move eastward,
and as the Sun’s motion in space is interlinked with the motion
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of the earth’s apsidal line, the perihelion of the latter will also
come to the east. The pulsating stars of the Cepheus (Sibi)
constellation, which surrounds the north-east and the cast parts
of the Sun’s orbit, will be our Pole Stars successively during the
Sun’s eastward journey, from 3,203 to 8,363 years.

In the middle of the clear summer sky an imaginary triangle
can be formed with the white star Alpha Cygni (Deneb), white-
yellow star Altair (Sravand or Visknu) down the sky, and the blue-
white star Alpha-Lyrae or Vega (4bhijit) up in the south towards
Asadhas (Sagittari). The white super-giant Alpha Cygni, which
is 10,000 times brighter than the Sun, will be our Pole Star after
8,363 years from the present time when the Sun will be traversing
the south-cast part of its trajectory through space. The star
Alpha Cygni which is now visible just in the middle sky of the
summer or rainy season, will remain near the north pole of the
celestial sphere for a period of 2,580 years, i.c., upto 10,943 years,
Obviously, the perihelion will be now in the south-east corner
and aphelion on its opposite side.

Thereafter, the Sun commences to move gradually south-
wards. The middle portion of the above imaginary triangle
formed by Deneb, Vega, and Altair indicates the direction of the
southernmost part of the Sun’s orbit. The constellation Cygnus
is shaped like a cross, and the stars in the left-hand side of the
horizontal arm of the cross stretch to the south-east direction, and
those of the right-hand side point to the south of the solar orbit.
After 10,943 years the polar axis of the earth will be passing across
the stars of the right-hand side of the Cygnus constellation. At
this time the perihelion will be towards the south, and the aphelion
to the north upto 16,103 years.

After a little over 16 thousand years, Alpha Lyrae or Vega
(Abhiit) will be our Pole Star. The star Abhijit, which is figured
as a triangle (Shringdtak) with two other fainter stars of the same
constellation, will remain as our Pole Star for 2,580 years when
the Sun will be passing through south-east part of its orbit.

The stream of stars, which starting from Hercules and Sagit-
tarius (Nirti Mild nakshatra of the [Rg-Veda) stretches upto
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" Scorpiofiis (Mitra makshatra of the Rg-Veda)' in a semi-circulay
pattern, are collectively called Prachetd makshatra in the Rg-Veda
The corresponding European name is Draco, and in Egypt it is
known as Thubdn. The Prachetd nakshatre surrounds the west
and the north-west side of the Sun’s orbit. After 18,683 years,
the star Thubdn will be our Pole Star, and it will rcmam near the
north celestial pole for 5,160 years.

At the end of 25,800 years'from now, the polar axis will again
return to its present position at 27 degrees 18 minutes of the con-
stellation Ursa Minor,

From the foregoing we see that the-observed motion of the
heavenly bodies (S&yana motion) are their motions relative to the
moving earth, the motion of which is in turn a combination of itg
orbital motion about the Sun and the motion of the Sun itself.
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