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The Vedas are the gift of the Sarasvati River and the epic Mahabharata, the fifth
Veda, is the endowment of the Ganga. The two together evolved the great tradition of
the pan-Indian integrative culture that in many ways has characterized the real history
of India over the last several millennia. Historically the period following the drying up
of the mighty, perennial and sea-going Sarasvati in ¢.1900-2000 BCE ushers in a
new era of cultural transformation and dynamic creativity. The epicenter of this
political and cultural resurgence was located on the Ganga-centered domain of the
Kurus or Kuru-Panchalas that in time embraced the entire Ganga-Yamuna interfluves
and earned the hallowed name of Br a h me e Yaad Antarvedi. It also constituted
the coreof Ma d hy a dnel & a y a v larecalla the earlier evolution of the Rigvedic
culture in the Sar asana the Dr | /1 aidesfluvges ( Ma n Braksnavarta), the
epicenter of the Sapta Sindhu country. These geo-cultural designations reveal a
complex process of historical developments over many centuries. There is sufficient
historical evidence for the migration of the Aryas and other Vedic people from the
Sarasvati regions to the Ganga Plains and for the emergence of the powerful
kingdoms of the Kuru, P a § U c K U $Mjdeha as well as Kosala and Magadha.



My presentation deals with the historical dynamics of the rise of the
Ganga culture from the accession of § Un t dontlue Kuru throne at
Ha s t i nttthauendsof the dynasty in the 4t century BCE. The text of
the Mahabharata, however, spans a 1000 years from ¢.800 BCE to 200
CE till its extant version. It could be designated as the epic age that
continues to excite scholarly as well as poplar imagination because of
the Ma h a b h a evarlasiing smpact on the Hindu psyche. The Ganga
transformed the Vedic culture into a pan-India phenomenon by enabling
the Vedicists and mythopoets to formalize and further advance the Vedic
literature and culture evidenced by Vy a s eedastion of the Vedas, by
the composition of the Brahmanas and the Upanishads and Sutra works
and other treatises on subjects known as the Vedanga. During the same
period, however, there was also vigorous promotion of new religio-
philosophical theistic and devotional movements and the assimilation of
non-Aryan beliefs and cultural features portrayed in the Mahabharata
that offered an alternative to the strictly Vedic religious and philosophical
prescriptions. The complex process of integration of the Vedic and Epic
mythologies and history was creative, constructive and conducive to
further advancement of ideas and institutions of change and continuity.



Within the vast scope of the subject, | would concentrate on the unigue phenomenon
of the rise the Ganga River herself. At the outset | would like to make a declatory
statement that the Vedic/ Hindu approach to cosmos, earth and nature is biological
and meta-biological. It is all alive and derives its existence characterized by
wholeness and meaningfulness from that supreme Life-force that is real and infinite
(Brhaman). The Ga n g a Waters are said to be liquid embodiment of s a k t
(primordial energy/power) as well as the sustaining immortal fluid ( @a mAof mg t h e
milk. The mystery of the purity her water kept in a bottle that d 0 e srot ot decades
continues to this day. Among the myths of the descent of the divine Ganga, the most
striking one is her human personification into a nymph-like seductress who charmed
the Kuru king $ Un t antoumarrying her and gave him a son named Devavrata,
Bh 4o a&UJ4 g ewhanplayed a pivotal role in the epic saga and was the last hero
to die in Kurukshetra after the great battle was over. The ethnological, religio-cultural
and historical implications of the marriages of Ganga, the daughter of the Himalayas,
on the one hand and of S a t y a thedaugigter of a ferryman of the Yamuna river to
$ U n 't amtle other are both intriguing and enlightening features of the composite
process of the formation of the pan-India personality over time. Ganga is both literally
and figuratively an integral part of the epic history. She is the preeminent River of
unequally enormous resources and limitless bounty. She surpassed the best river
(naditame), the best mother (ambitame) andthe best goddess (devitame) Vedic
Sarasvati by appropriating virtually all her attributes and finally making her an august
but invisible tributary celebrated as the confluence of the three rivers (t r | y @& 'E
Prayaga. The Ganga was transformed into the



great Mother Goddess who conferred alone by herself all
kinds of benefits and benedictions to countless millions of
people through history. She even perpetuated and
transformed the Vedic concept of defining the country by the
sacred living Seven Rivers (Sapta Sindhu). While there is an
ongoing debate over the names of the Rigvedic Seven
Rivers and the regions through which they flowed, there is a
fair consensus on those seven holy rivers of the sacred
mantra that defines the land of Bharat. They are: the
Ganga,Yamuna,Godavari,Sarasvati,Narmaada,Sindhu ‘and
Kaveril.



However, while these as well as all other rivers in a special
way became the holy Ganga, and are called mothers,
thereby defining our land as the Mother India, there always
has been just the one Ganga, the mighty liquid source of
divine energy the great Mother Goddess, that flows from the
Gomukha In the Himalayas to the Gangasagar where she
meets the eastern ocean. In the epic itself the Ganga
becomes central to the complex religion and culture that
flourished along her valley and those of her many tributaries.
As an integral part of the theistic movement, Ganga became
an uniquely sublime Goddess whose worship provided to the
common people an alternative path not only to the Vedic
sacrificial religion but also to benefits and merits that accrued
to the powerful and wealthy performers of Vedic sacrifices
Including the royal ones. Her worship even rivaled that of her
some time consorts the great Gods, s i ama Vi A4 u




The hoary concept of pilgrimage was combined with the worship of rivers,
especially Ganga resulting in the growth of ever increasing sacred places and
the unending circulation of the pilgrims that has bound India together through
the ages. The kinds of benefits and merits that an ordinary poor devout person
could obtain from such simple worship equaled and even exceeded those of the
royalty from their performance of celebrated Vedic sacrifices including the
RUj asA$wa meatichvaU | a pla fach, the Mahabharata clearly states so
In no uncertain terms and asks common folks to undertake holy pilgrimages to
sacred places along the Ganga and take a dip in the holy waters to attain
happiness here and the heaven (svarga) hereafter. One of the verses to Ganga
In the sacred Hindu texts reads thus:

What need of expensive sacrifices

or of difficult penances?
Woarship Ganga, asking for happiness and goaod fortune,
And she will bring you heaven and salvation.

The Ganga was also the great redeemer of sins even of 0 n e @nsestors of
seven generations since the maost popular version of her descent was In
response to the penance of king Bhagiratha seeking the redemption of his
60,000 ancestors from the curse anda their elevation to heaven. To quote Prof.
A.L. Basham ié she is holy and why those who truly love her are. € in a poetic

concen It lonactl miilkta et frao



It is the Mahabharata that first provides the myth and history of the
Ganga who by her marriage and in myriad different ways became
both in literal and figurative sense an integral part of the epic
saga. In her own right, as the greatest river of enormous
resources anad fabulous wealth, remained a pan-India
phenomenon of our history and heritage for at least the last three
thousand years. The history and culture of the Ganga, one could
say, IS essentially the history of eternal India. And f the
Mahabharata is not only a Veda, it is so important that to read It IS
to dispose with the need of reading other Vedas.o

Vijfeyay sa ca vedUnU
PUrago bhUr atMBml.ge8Z han .
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OPPOSING FORCES IN THE MAHABHARATA WAR

o /# S >
)
o, \
w

( SN
p Talavana®
A o EEE A
= ~ {
36 s k?‘ )} CI 'V L \
A, & TV O’ 0q,~ 4, ™
\(4;'3,\_._,——\ Slan, ol 04 p
ANy .
¢ _\T O IR QA,N‘{”V‘ %
/ X P:‘\&F Ly 1 S 4@
a30° /J pt \)?‘:& 8 Site of Battle betwin
2 / D KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS
B N - “\FO,/ p%@:_gr and PAND.
&
KA A A / Homeland of the KAURAVAS
¢ vﬁ%’ = "Léf "’4 and the PANDAVAS ]
oo ol p~° setra, x =

1
f AR ! \

®,Indraprastha

28°

Ka gNAPRT\VARM.‘P‘

ANDHAKA(%"O ava v:::gna L o 7
g Y O %R B
ARADA 5 Al O da N\ VIDEHA PRAGJYO
o " KU UR"AF/d ‘t“‘l@‘\‘\x’*"' RN ( %, PUNDRA
% BARA : \ \@?‘O/CIE\DPORé AGADHAANGA vo ,/ g9
-24° I N/’S‘ \ 9 //)g A UNDA  KUND 2{_
@ ; ‘!\ AVAN I/ % u\ : \/\f_ & 1
o S y/ = \_ 3
\Vs\‘?& A MAHISAYS ? \\ «-‘,::
lfb P‘o OP eV
9@ SU“ A $ \ '\' 4°
% \~//_!§HOJA Z &
: e VIDARBHAR = ]
/ ! | AMSURASTRA S > g

6.

g ¥ s o
Ery, A 3 LEGEND - 12°
AR OQ Janapadas in the KAURAVA alliance KOSALA
7;\ 1 @ Janapadas in the PANDAVA alliance PANCALA
2 N\, Janapadas divided in allegiance or
Ve T Q changing allegiance during the
RS course of the war MATSYA
7 Q ry A “
123 84° 88° 92488 X




,Ganga

&
the Vasus

®
=
)
=
®
L=
m







