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THE PURAINAS —PRIESTLY OR POPULAR 7
‘ By
3. L. BROCKINGTON

Debate about the precise character of the Puridnas has been going
on for a long time—though in the past it has perhaps concentrated on
their degree of historicity and their chronology, while more recently the
great debate has been between the text-historical and. the structuralist
approaches, carried on mainly in the pages of the jouvurnal Purdna by
Bedekar and  Biardeau.l But the question of their more briahmanical or
more popular orientation has not been neglected. Let me say straightaway
that I wused the term ““priestly” in mvy title for the sake of alliteration
and that brAhman acd brakhmanical would be more accurate. But, to stay
with my title for a moment, the answer to the implicit question depends
so much on definitions that it would be sensible enough to declare,
according to one’s standpoint, that the Purinas are *“‘priestly?, i.e.
bribman-doeminated, that they are popular, that they are both anod that
they are nezther, to follow the Buddhist tctralemma format.

- One halfof' the d;chotomy ie relatively stralghtforward 1o deﬁne, at
least initially, since the values and Functions associated with the brihman
class are well enough known. It may not exactly correspond to the term
“‘official®™ of this conference®™ owverall theme of “Official and - Popular

- Religion®’, which has also served as the title for wvolume 19 in Mouton’s

Religion and Society series,® but its owvertones are similar. Howewver,
are we to define ““popular™ then, as I think is often implicitly done in
Indian culture, as non-brihman or more specifically as belonging to the .

. lower levels of society and the tribal groups ?

Though composed and ed:ted by brihmans, the Purinas are never-
the]ess very much a manifestation of popular relizion; they bear witness
to the fact that the brihmans have maintained their position as guardians
and transmitters of the religious tradition only by being receptive, albeit
often reluctantly, to any innovations which achieve a real popular follow-
ing. So much is this the case, that the more popular form of Hinduism
from the Gupta period onwards has often been called Puranic Hinduism,
while equally they reflect the growing strength of the sects, since most
Purinas now have a definite Vaisnava or Saiva orientation. Though often
relevant to sectarian developments, they nonetheless constitute the frst
expression of the more synthesising strand, concentirating on simple rituals




:—--” received tradition which was supplementary to Sfrusé, the WVedas,
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KN rather than exact doctrines, which is characteristic of mediaeval and

- modern Hinduism. Indeed. as aclass: of text, the Purinas are largely
dedicated to this task of synthesis (not only between differing religiocus
trends but also between religious and more secular aspects of tradition)
as well as of establishing a religion more accessible and less hizsratic
than thar. wh1ch prcvaﬂed in the Ved;c schools. ' . :

. Neverthc]css. the origins of the Purifnas are very early. thc ferm
ﬁrst appecars in the Atharvaveda and thereaf'ter is often linked with the
stories elaborated to form the epics as the ““ancient™ material which, with

- : the Vedas, constitutes the traditional learning. Indeed, it can be argued

that the oldest material in the Purinas is contemporary with the Vedas

but was recited either in a different context from the ritual! or by others

o= than brihmans. Such an alternative context could be the source of the
Srnrsi tradition, within which both the epics and the Puranas arosc. Srarid

as a whole of course—1the name literally means “‘memory’®’, more gencr-
ally ““tradition®”—is that broader, less defined and more popular body of
and
vahdated by its acceptance by the guardians of £friai, the brabhmans. o

On the other hand, there is a good deal to be said for the view that
<thers than brahmans were involved, in particular ksatrivas. In that case,
however, is the label *‘popular®™ entirely appropriate T The ecvidence is

. strongest, of course, for the kzatriva background of the epics, with which
the Puranas are closely associated by tradition in the compound #ihasa-
Purdna, sometimes even claimed as the fifth Veda. et me remind you, too,
that a number of the debaters in the Upanisads are of aristocratic,
ksatriya rather than brihman background. It is noteworthy that the idea
of rebirth,. which appecars as a decided novelty in the two oldest Upani-
sads, is taught by a ks$atriva; there are several other clear indications that
these speculations were not the exclusive preserve of the brahmans.
Indeaed, if we accept the views so cogently argued by Paul Horsch.
the passages associated with the Kksatrivas may well be distinguishable
from the brahmanic material by their incluasion of verses in #£loka metre

the standard metre of the eplcs and Puranas 3 . -

The ksatnya background of the extant Puranas is revealed perhaps

C - most clearly in the king-lists which form one of their topics. I do not want
here to become embroiled in the qucstlon of the Puranas as sources of
Iondian bhistory or of Pargiter®s role in establishing them as such. Suffice it

to say that Pargiter assigned the Puranas to the class of ““ancient ksatriva
literature®, argued that this ““grew up in wvirtual independence of brah-
manical literature’, and claimed that this ksatriya literature provided

better historical data about fSincient India than the brahmanical litera-

ture.* His vwiews have attracted probably more opponents than sup-

g i e
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. porters,'gcncrating more heat than light. Personally, T would - agree with

the judicious summing up by Dimmitt and van Buitenen : It secems likely
tha these two traditions were never entirely distince, for Vedic literature
includes numerous stories of kings, and the epics and Purianas both pro-
mote the social and religious preeminence of brihmins and their wvalues.
Thus the Purinas represent an amalgam  of two somewhat different but
never entirely separate oral literatures : the brihman tradition stemming
from the reciters of the Vedas, and the bardlc poetry recited by saras that
we handed down in kgatriva circles.>S

This brabhman/ksatriva opposition is raised in a sense even more
acutely by the epics, for their origins and early development belong to the
ksatriya aristocracy. Originally therefore broadly secular works, recited at
courts by bards attendant on the kings, both epics grew over a long pericd
to include much other traditional material and acquired religious signi-
ficance as an important fignre in each was identified as an incarnation of
Vignu; in the process their transmission and amplification passed into
the hands of the brabhmans. Indeed, the Mahibhiarata and the Raimayana
are a major source for understanding the substantial transformation
taking place in the religion in the post-Vedic period. Even here, where
the shift is much meore clear-cut and far more work has been donE, the
chronology of the process is still not entirely clear.

Kt
To return to the Purana king-lists, these do in fact prov1de us w1th

some clues about the chronology o©of the Puranic literature. They fall
essentially into two groups, of which the first series of genealogies runs
from Manu, the mythical ancester of the human race, to the immediate

descendants o©ofF the heroes of the Mahabhiarata, while the second series

presented as prophecy (which may reflect their addition to the established
texts) but undoubtedly like all the best prophecies written ex post facto,
ends with the Guptas or another dynasty of the dth-61th centuries A. D,
The end point of the first scries, corresponding to the aftermath of the
supposed Bharata war, may well represent the period early in the first
millenium B.C. when this material originated. Similarly, the end point of
the second secries seems to mark the period at which this material
began to assume its present form in the extant Purinas, which were
compiled between the fourth and about the twellth centunes with
additions till mach more recent times in some instances.

Traditionally, each Purana covers Five topics (purdnapafdcalaksana) :
the emanation of the universe, its destruction and re-emanation, the
reigns and periods of the Manus, the gencalogies of the gods and sages,
and the genealogy of the solar and lunar dynasties {to which all Hindu
dynasties trace their ancestry). The first three of the traditiconal topics
amount to a full presentation of the developed Hindu cosmology. Im
their relationship to the other two topics of genecalogiecs, these topics re-

present & transition from the wuniversal to the more particular and a -

-3
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balance between them; in themselves, . they constitute quite as much of a
secular and even “'scientific” approach as a religious one; while the
genealogies have certainly at least as much to do with ksatriya values as
with brahman concepts. Thus, the impression given by.the list of five -
topics tends to reinforce the idea that the Purinas in theu‘ origins were
prlmarlly connected with the ksatnyas : :

Unfortunately, the first mention of five topjcs xsm the lexicon of
Amarasithha the dmarakosa, of the fifth or sixth century, and they are _

* . not named until later still.® Furthermore, while these five do occur in

some Purdnas they occupy only a tiny fraction of their extent and some
Purinas omit some of them. Thus, if they do form the original nucleus,
then the Purdnas have expanded out of all recognition, There is in fact a
fairly - general recognition  that the Purdnas have grown by accretion. As
part of this - process other topics were added, such as instruction on
the duties of class and stage of life (varnasramadharma), sacred sites and
pilgrimage, worship of images and construction of temples; among their
- characteristic themes are the greatness of the rewards which can be
" secured by little effort and their accessibility . to women and $0dras, an
obvious parallel to the emphases of the bhaktx movement, in this more
act1v1ty-rclatcd typc ol‘ rehglon

Agam 1here isa snmllar[ty to the eplcs for there are many parallels

" to verses of Manu. probably the oldest of the dharmasastras, in both epics,

especially in the Sinti and Anusisana parvas, the twelfth and . thirteenth

" books of the Mahabhirata, and the Mahabhdrata contains an important

section on pilgrimage in its third book (the Tirthayitriparvan); in both
cases this material has been added in Jater stages of the epics’ growth, The
difference is that, whereas for the epics considerable progress has - been
made in identifying the stages of this growth, far less coherence has been
achieved so far in the picture of Purdnic development.. One of the reasons
is of course the sheer bulk of material; whereas tradition ascribes a lakh
(a hundred thousand) of verses to the Mahdbharata, it assigns no less than
a crore {ten million) to the Purinas. Inflated as the ﬁgure probably 19, it
still gives an idea of the scale of the problem. = . -

Oné of the few overall schemes is that suggested by Dimmitt and
van Buitenen who declare @ .

In the course of their long history the Purdnas have becomc truly

encyclopedic in content. They contain four principal types of

material which - .. have accrued in an identifiable, if not precisely

datable, order : the poficalaksana, or “‘five characteristics”; bhakti,

or devotional theism; dharma, or social duty; and practical matters,
. denved from both arts and sciences.”
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. However, as soon as one looks at the details. this scheme becomes
a good deal less plausible. Pilgrimage, il we are to judge by the evidence
of the Mahibhiarata, was a popular practice at a relatively early date;
after all, its description of #irtfias starts with the one major cult spot still
associated with Brabmida, making hyperbolic glaims about its sanctity,
and so suggests that Brahmi was much more important than subseguently.
Although Hacker has demonstrated ithat there is some evidence for
Brahmi’s importance in the earliest levels of the Puranazas,® in most of them
Brahm3i has given way to Siva and Visnu. Fe retains a place only in the
grimmiirsi, which perhaps refiects a transition phase in the relationship of
the three gods but becomes fossilised and retained mechanically later.
Incidentally, as I have suggested elsewhere,” it may bs that one reason
for Brahmz®s ultimate eclipse is that he had become too closely identified
with the interests of the brahmans as a class. If so, this provides ancther
interesting slant on our theme. - ' - ’

Alongside Brahma’s cclipse, the Pur3nas also indirectly attest the

r:sc of the Goddess. Devl, in whom are fused various Iocal and more or less

““popular’ female deities {the warrior goddess, IDurgia, conqgueror of the

buffalo demon, MahisdsuramardinT, the blood thlrsty Kalt the mothers or

matrkas, Ambika, Candika and s on) and who is somctimes WVisnua's

consort (Vnsnumaya Sr7, Laksmi), more often Siva-s (LUSma or Parval‘.l).
and often also independent.

Again, if the bhakti element is the second group of rnaternal after
the ““five characteristics™, this implies that the Puramnas as they were
redacted during the Gupta period lacked the elements -which presumably
they classify under this heading, and this seems an unduly restrictive view
of the Purdnas at that period. MNevertheless, it is with the bhakti material
that we come to anything which can definitely be labelled “popular® in the
sense of belonging to the masses rather than to the elite. So far, our
discussion has becn in terms of brAZAhman and ksatriva and of the links
between the Purimas and the epics, which are in origin pre-eminently
_ksatriya literature. The rise of the bhakti niovement proper in south
India from about the 7th century A.ID. was truly a movement of the
lower levels of society. Yet even before its influence reached the north,
elements were being incorporated into the Puranas which must reflect
a broader and to that extent more popular attitude to religion.

Indeed, much of the dharma material is probably a great deal
less brahman-oriented than might be thought, since, while there is an
acceptance of the varndsSramadkbkarma, far Iess emphasis is placed on the dis-
abilities attaching to the lower varnas tham on the means by which they
can achieve religious merit. Pilgrimage is one of these means, which must
have a popular background, for such a cult of localities is at wvariance
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with the mobile character of WVedic ritual. The cuilt of pilgrimage to
sacred places, firrfiay, became lairly widespread by the mediaeval period |
and was a popular way to remove sins and accumulate merit; the merit
acquired in visiting them was commonly reckoned ia terms of the perfor-
mance of so many Vedic rituals, but, unlike the sacrifices that they thereby
replace, the sacred sites were open to all.. As their name rirtfig suggests,
such pilgrimage centres are usually (though mot invariably) associated
with rivers and especially with the Gangda. However, the city of Varanasl
‘"on its banks is a particularly sacred city f{and . is - celebrated, for
example. by its older name oF KAsST in the Kasikhanda of the Skanda
Purana).l® Gradually other rivers and sites carmme to be cenires of pilgri-
mage, or in several cases no doubt older ftraditions of pilgrimage asso=
ciated with local, tribal cults were granted orthodox recognition. To mark
this, passages eulogising these sirthas were inserted in one or another of the
Puranas. Some Furanas even dezl mainly with #frthas, such as the Padma,
Skanda and Bhavisyva Puranas, and occasional minor Purdnas are litile
more than extended mabharmyas, eulogies of such sacred sites, of which an
example is the Sarasvati Purana, a local Purana from Gujarat which
describes the rirffras on the banks of the Saraswvatl there.

There is in fact a definite regional eclement to some of the Purdnas,
to judge by the tirzhigs and the temples mentioned. Would it be going too
far to say that this reflects one pattern, even the main pattern, of their.
transmissjon after the decline of the Gupta dynasty 7 Possibly the Puranoas
were preserved in the local literature of certain temples and shrines, which
would help to account both for the regional emphases and for the
increasing openness to popular attitudes and beliefs. If so, the smaria
brahmans, who are particularly associated with the group of five deities
which replaced the earlier synthesis of the frimarri and who cectainly

played quite a s:gnlﬁcant ritual role for several groups, may well have
played an important part in thls. ~

This queslion of regional variation is obwvicously a significant onc in
our understanding of the development of the Puranas in gemeral, as well
as to the popular origin of particular featurcs. However, the inmadequate
textual basis for many —indecd most—Purinas severely inhibits its explo-
ration as vet. As an example, let me qguote a point that Ludo Rocher
makes in his recent bock on the Puranas H

In their descnpt;ons of the Durgapuja the n:band!zakdra: quotc
numerous verses from a wariety of purimnas—Bhavisya®, Linaga®,
- etc.—, which do not appear in the editions of these texts. We
Co may therefore assume that the place of Durgapija in the puranas:
of northeast India was and probably still is—far more imporiant
than their written versions seem to indicate.3?
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Further study of the variant versions of different Purinas could well yvield
significant new material on regional and popular developments.

Apart from their emphasis on pilgrimage, the FPuranas are cven
better known as the great storehouses of Hindu mythology, and in this

 too they have played a synthesising role, bringing into relationship with

the two major deities, Visnu and Siva, many local deities and cults by
means of a particular myth. One major element of this is the provision
of the deities with their individoval mounts (v&kanas), thus bringing into
relationship with ecach deity an appropriate animal symbel of his
particular mnature or activity. Thus Brahmia is provided with a goose
{because of its lofty migration to remote distances, a symbol of the
soul's quest for release), Visnu rides on Garuda {(the mythical bird who
in Vedic literature is entirely independent of Wisnu) and daring the
dissolution of the universe he reclines on the cosmic serpent Sega or
Ananta {‘remainder® and **infinite’)., and Siva has his bull, Nandin.
OFf course, deities . in animal formm have been taken directly into the
developed pantheon, in particular the monkey Hanuman {(who has a wider
significance than just his aid to Rama) and Siva’s elephant-headed son,
Gancsa Intereshng!y, Gancia himself is furnished with a mount, the
apparently incongruous rat which in rcahty symbolises anothér aspect of
GaneSa®s ability to overcome cbstacles.. . . .

This system of the dJdeities® mounts represents, therefore, another
mechanism, alongside the proliferation of WVisnu's avataras and Siva’s
ever-enlarging family circle, by which the Purdnas have contrived to
assimilate the multiplicity of local cults, which have always been a
feature of Indian religion, into the framework of a developed religion.
Certainly, while for example such a figure as Variha, Visnu®s boar
incarnation, can be traced back as far as the Brihmanas, in most cases
such theriomorphic figures stand outside the Vedic tradition. Undoubiled-
Iy in this therc has been an ¢lement of deliberate manipulation of the.
material by its brahman redactors to achieve the desired end. But another
significant feature of the use of myth is its employment as a kind
of meta-Tanguage, a method of presenting religious concepts in a sym-
bolic form which is open-ended. A myth can be endlessly reinterpreted to
sujt the needs of the individual or the period in a way that is impossible
to achieve with doctrinal formulations. The Puanas provide countless
cexamples of the narration of essentially the same myth from a WVaisnava
or a Saiva angle and, in the case of Saiva mytholegy, with unlimited
scope for exploiting the ambivalence inherent in the nature of a dclty
who represents in so striking a fashion the totality of the universe.

- Although the Purdnas do contain sectariam materials and
constitute excellent sources for the study of Hindu sects, their sectarianism
is by no mcans exclusive, favouring one god to the detriment of all others,
but rather in them a measure of respect is shown to all the major deities.

indeed
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Inevitably, as with any such generalisation, there are passages which con-
stitute an exception but as a whole this is undoubtedly the case. While
attempts are made to link a third each ofFf the traditional number of
cighteenn with cach deity oF the frimarrd (or alternatively or in addition
with the three gwunas of satfva, rajes and tamas), the procedure is
rather artificial. For example, the Kidrma Puridna, though nmamed after
an avatara of Vignu, is classified by this scheme in the Padma Purana as
being Saiva. but in fact it presents an intriguing combination of Vaiznava
and Saiva elements. More specifically still, its opening chapters show
a clear Pancariatra ouatlook, while the rest often shows a Pasapata
viewpoint but among those includes the ISvaragita (Kap 2. 1-11), a Saiva
adaptation of the Bhagavadgita, which iz in itself an excellent example
of this relatively eclectic approach. While the Kfirma Purafia is probably
a Pafupata adaptation of an earlier Paficaratra work, the Matsya Purana
(again mnamed after an avatira of Visou) places Vaisnava and Saiva
material side by side in an apparently random manner. I could go on
adducing examples._ -

The point T am making, however, is that in thus placing Vaisntava
and Saiva material alongside each other the Puridnas are not exhibiting the
type of theological outlook that one might expect of religious specialists,

that is of brihmans, but rather the broad tolerance which seems always .

to have characterised the mass of the Indian population. On the other
hand. it is quite clear that the composition of the Purinas and in large
measure their transmission was, as I have been suggesting, in the hands of
brihmans, so that this is an example of their responsiveness to the needs
- or desires ot‘ their clientele, the mass of the people. But then, as I have
noted elsewhere,’® within the relatively unstructured mass of Hinduaism,
brihmans as a class execrcise a leadership by consent rather than a dicta-
torial control. They need to give their sanction to any innovations
;hag achleve a real popular f’ollow;ng, if they are not to be lcft cut on a
imb. . .

At tu‘nes 1t scems as if thls des:rc [ {=4 be ulclusnve to ant:cxpatc the
vaganes of popular beliefl, has led the compilers of some Purinas to make
them into repositories of almost any traditional learning that may have
any bearing on religious practice, It is natural enough ' that . they should
include, as well as the pilgrimage aspect that we have already glanced at,
material on the worship of images and construction of temples Here
again- they : provide evidence of a trend which has become characteristic
of Hindaism in more modern times. In facr, the first extant examples of
Hindu temple architecture come from the Gupta period and thus are
more or less contemporary with the compilation of the: ecarlier Puranas,

except for a wvery few shrines connected, perhaps significantly, with

popular cults such as that of the IN&agas, the snake deities. Although

temples and image worship were to replace the Vedic ritual, their earliest.
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symbolism was derived - from it. The Purinas give the first clear
prescription of the cult of images, beginning with methods of manufacture,
then their installation in the temple, followed by the bathing, perfuming.
adorning and consecrating of the statue. Although canons of proportions
are given, the concern is not artistic but purely iconographic.” :

However, some Purinas, or rather their latest compilers, have
gone very much further, until a few have become positively encyclopaedic,
notably the Matsya, Garuda and Agni Purinas. The iconographic teach-
ings of the Agni Purana have in fact been the subject of a major study by
Marie~-Thérése de Mallmann'® T.ess obvious topics treated in its 380-odd
chapters include politics {218-31), trees and water reservoirs (247 and
282), medicine in two chapters (280 and 370—the subject of studies by
R.F.G._. Miiller),’'* metirics (328-35), literary ornament (alarik3ra; ASS
337-47/Bib. Ind. 336-46) and lexicography (360-7/359-66). - But an Upa-
purina, such as the Visnudharmottara Purana, can include a major work
on mathematical astronomy, the Paitamahasiddhanta (2.166-74), and
sections on painting (citrasfitra, 3.35-43) and image making (prarimala-
kSana 3.44-85); in this case the topics are not so surprising but the scale
of their treatment is somewhat out of proportion. In the case of the Agni
or Garuda Puranas, the logic of the inclusion of much of this material is
not apparent. . . . . - S -

Amnciher aspect of the regicnal e!cmcr;ut that I was referring to

earlier is the translation and adaptation of Purdmas into the regional
languages. There are actually two types of wvernacular Purdmas : those
that have been translated, however freely, from Sanskrit originals and
those that coriginated independently. It is indeed a mark  of both the
popularity . and the importance of the Purinas that such wvernacular
wversions constitute a major part of the carliest literature in most of the
NWIA Ianguages. Among the Dravidian languages, Tamil is particularly
rich in works called Purinas, among which the Periyva Puraoam is parti-
cularly significant, especially for its association with the bhakti mowve-
ment, for it was composed in the 11th century by Sekkilar, the minister
of the Cola ruler, and describes the lives of the 63 INayanmaiars., It is thus
even more directly linked with the bhakti movement than the monumental
Bhagavata Purana which, though in Sanskrit, was clearly composed in

south India, most prebably in Tamilnad, and is, of course, of paramount
importance for the devotional sects worshipping Kryna. There are inciden- .

tally Tamil versions of the Bhagavata and many early European references
to this Purana were in fact taken from a French translation of one Tamil
version.l'® In these two works, the Sanskrit Bhigavata Purana and the
Tamil Periyva Puranam, we do now sec the full-scale influence of the
bhakti movement and—which is probably not coincidental—a fully
coordinated plan for each work. T :
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’ I am not really gqualified to comment in any meaningful way on
these vernacular Purinas and so will not artempt to go beyond the brief
remarks I have just made. However, this does bring us back to the issue
of the transmission of the Puranas, which I briefly touched on earlier
relation to their links with the epics and their common oral background,
as well as in their possible connection with particular temples and shrines
as an explanation for local emphases. Now that we have examined the

. content and purpose of the PuriZinas in
finish with some examination of their transmission,

. att:zudes towards them

- Although the Pura:nas do seem to share a common background of
oral. bardic composition with the epics, it is likely in my view that written
texts had become the main means of their composition and preservation
at least by the Gupta period from which the earliest extant Puranas <dateg
thus, the repetitiousness of their style is Iess a survival of the formulaic
style tyvpical of oral poetry thano a symptom of their method of compila-
tion. Howewver, recitation of the Purinas to an audience drawn  from all

. segments of society seems always to have been prevalent and specifically
to have distinguished them (and other parts of smrfi)} from the WVedic
literature, for which the audience was carefully restricted; in this context,
of course, their oral nature or otherwise is irrelevant. Inscriptional and
literary evidence in north India shows that endovwments were made for
the popular recital of the epics and the Purimas from about the 7Tth
century onwards. And V. Raghavan, in a paper significantly entitled
. "*Methods of Popular Religicous Tnstruction in South India®”, 1% gives
- numerous examples of endowments by the Pallavas, Colas and Pandyas

in so far as it teveals

for the same purpose and goes on to state @ ““Thus the practice of popular

exposition of the epics and the purdsar has been handed down to the
present day in an unbroken tradition.” It is perhaps. not altogether too
- fanciful to see in such recitation, usually in a temple, a direct continuity
with the claimed first recital of the warious Purdnas by the séra at the
sacrificial sessions (sasrras). In any case, it is clear that such public reci-
tation was a regular, even the main, means of their dissemination from

an early period onwards.

. Raghavan also goes on to suggest that, in Tamilnsd at any rate,
nowadays the Purinas are only rarely taken up and that it is the
Ramayapna which is mrost often recited. ©On the other hand, other studies
of contemporary practice do give the Purinas a larger share. For example,
Filchner and Marathe, in a field-work description of modern Hindu
feasts, refer to the recitation of Puranic texts on these occasions;'? themes
from the Purdnas and the epics form the basis of the chaw dances per-
formed in Bbhumij villages;' and WValentina Stache-Rosen has studied
Tocal traditions of presenting Puranic and epic stories in shadow-plays

in

some fashicon, perhaps I could
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and popular ballads.!'® Further examples could easily be fouond from a
perusal of the anthropological and similar literature, but perhaps I could
simply add one further, slightly different example by peointing to the

‘frequency of Purianic material in the study of modern calendar art in

North India by V.G. Vitaxis.?® If we need any proof ot' the popular
character of the Puranas, it is surely here.

) The undoubted fact that the Puranas have achieved a wide popular
audience does not, though, ipse facro make them popular works in the
sense of belonging to, or reflecting the values of, the mass of society rather
than the elite. There is far too much evidence of the role of the brihman
in their composition and transmission, even in some aspects of their
subject-matter, to dismiss their brihman nature out of hand. But in thijs,
as I remarked earlier, they do not stand alone, for both the BMahabhiarata
and the Ramiyana originated in a ksatriva milieu but subsequently came
under the influence of the brihmans as the guardians and redactors of all
rececived tradition. Yet they are clearly mot brihmanical works in the
way that the Kalpasfitras and other ancillaries to the WYedic literature,

or much of classical Sanskrit literature, manuals of the six systems, or.

even much sectarian literature is braihmamnical. - To oversimplify, though
written or compiled 53 brihmans, they are Iintended jfer a popular
aundience. However, this is not the same as is implied in a gquotation
which over the wyears I have wused on my students as an examination
question (for so long in fact that T have mislaid its source—if indeed it is
a genuine gquotation): this declares : **The Puriinas are popular Hinduism
with a priestly veneer.”™ The brahman element is more l.han Just a super-
ficial ad aptatton. .

. Dimmit and van Bu:tcnen were ccrtalnly nearer to it ', fwhen tbey
ask “’if there is any overall plan, theme or structure to these collections of
old stories as they now exist. Whether intended by a compiler, or unin-
tentional, can we discern a central thread, an inner coherence, a guiding
principle to the contents of these eighteen major Purianas ?*° For  their
reply is that it appears that ""a guarded yes can be given to the question
of intention. One principle guiding every accretion to a received text of
these old stories is the principle of exotericism by which less esoteric, more
popular religious beliefs and practices were dignified by acceptance into
the loftier Sanskritic oral tradition maintained - by the class of brihmin
priests.”?r I am not sure that this'is entirely valid for the really encyclo-
paedic Puridnas, like the Garuda and Agni "Puranas,” nor am I .entirely
happy about the emphasis on oral tradition, if they mean (as I think they
da) oral composition rather than recitation. Newvertheless, the overall trend
is towards inclusiveness and comprehensiveness; indeed, defined in those
terms, it is possible to see the encyclopaedic Puranas, not as aberrations,
but as the extreme examples of the tendency to include more and more.
Nor is this tendency to make almeoest a library out of a particular Purana
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at all surprising 1F we accept the suggestion that their custodians may have:
been relatively unsophisticated temple priests—in many ways the lowliest
of the brahmans—-who in this way collected in one work whatever might be
useful to them in their daily life, as they attended to the religious ‘meeds
and aspirations of their clientele. . This localised aspect is after ‘all even
more obvious in some of the minor Purdnic literature—in the sthalapuranas
devoted to the glorification of some particular place (as well as in the
mahatmyas included within the major Purdnas) and, in a different way, in "~
the caste Puranas, a still insufficiently explored genre which superimpose
a restriction ' by ‘social grouping on to that by region. The degree of
literacy of the [ater Purina redactors may well be considered questiona-
- able, in view of the poor Sanskrit of so many manuscripts, Such unlearn-
ed brahmans, with their horizons limited to their own immediate area,
may well be considered to have more in common with the rest of the
population than with the elite to which they nominally . belong. Yet they
~undoubtedly stand at the intersection of - the divide between the *Great’
Tradition” and the *little traditions”, once so favoured by the social .
) anthropologlsts. . ;

“Oﬁ‘icia]”' and *popular”, orr”prjesﬂy” and ““popular”, could easily
become in the same way a stercotype into which the evidence is made to
fit, If the contrast is viewed as a mere either/or proposition, it will prove
too simplistic, but if we regard it as a starting point—a - preliminary .
orientation, if you like—from which to explore the vast and still inade-
quately charted terrain of the Puranas, it may well possess considerable
pract:cal ut1hty
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