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The term silpa, a basic concept of Indian arts, an aesthetic principle of Indian
artistic tradition, finds its origin in the Vedic Literature, specially in the Brahmanas.It
is recorded in the Nighantu (1I.1) as a synonym of karman. Being derived [rom the
root 'sila upadharane ' to learn or to practise, primarily it denotes an imitative action.
So any type of creative, imitative and skilful act both in the states of being and
becoming (i.e. in process), is called silpa, or, it may be said that any imitative action
which is repeatedly practised or studied, is Silpa (ct. silayaii Silatiti va silpam Devaraja
Yajvan'scomm.. on Nigh. I1.1).

Two basic axiomatic statements of this concept of silpa are revealed to the
Vedicseers:

(1) Yad vai pratirtipam tacchilpam (SBr 111.2.1.5) 'a work of art is doubtlessly,

whata pratiripais'.

(2) Atmasamskrtir vava silpani (Ait Br V1.27) 'the works of art are indeed a

mode of self-perfection’.

Human creative art or manusisilpa is an imitation (pratiritpa) of divine art
(devasilpa) where one can find the perfection of self (armasamskrti). In the context of
making ornaments a Hindi term chilavai (cf. Skt. root sila upadharane), is very close
to the connotation of atmasarmskrti insilpa.

The basic concept of silpa s discussed with a multi-dimensional approach in a
number of Brahmanas. It 1s used in the sense of recitation of Vedic mantras as a
nickname of sastra (silpani samsanti—Ait Br V1.27) or any accomplished act (silpani
kriyante—Sankh Br or Kaus Br XX V.12 in the context of visvajitsacrifice). It is also used to denote
manifold forms (SBr1.1.4.3) or image/counterpart 'pratima-pratikrti' or pratirtipa (SBr
111.2.1.5) or as an honorific attribute to designate a seer (c.g. Silpa Kasyapa—SBr
XIV.6.4.33). Silpa denotes both the divine acts (Ait Br VI.27; TBr 111.3.2.1) and the act of
manual dexterity. It supports the cosmic elements and brings them into existence
(Kaus Br XXIX.5; Tand Br XIV4.1-9). An attempt has been made in this paper to
understand the fundamental ideas of silpa in the Brahmanas as a source of Indian
artistic tradition.

[tis very interesting to note that the word silpa is basically used to denote the
silpaverses as a particular type of sastra or hymn of a highly artificial character recited
on the sixth day of the prsthya-sadaha at the Visvajit sacrifice. Sastra means recitation
of some Vedic mantras by Hota and his assistants without singing in some ritual
conlext as an accompaniment to the grahas at the soma libation. As the imitation of
the original Vedic mantras arc noticed in this sastra, it is called silpa. Silpa is the
imitation of chanting the Vedic mantras or hymns—sastra in the context of Rgvedic
Brahmanas and sromain the context of Samavedic Brahmanas.

[mitation is the most essential nature of art. In recitation also imitation is
noticed. An artist imitates or copies, for reproduction or recreating the model of
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divine works of art in the human level of perfection. Each and every artistic creation 18
the projection of the self of the artist which is actually a reflection of the pratiriipa or
aggregate of abstract ideas in the mind of the artist. So the act of bringing forth an art
form (Silpa) is pratirupa, a prototype. In the Aitareya Brahmana this concept is
noticed more claborately when Hota together with his assistants lauds the silpa verses
representing the works of divine art (deva-silpant). Imitation (anukyti) of thesc divine
works of artis known in this world as accomplished art work, for instance an elephant
figure. a brazen vessel, a garment, a gold object, a mule-chariot ete. An artist should
know the art work properly.

foreurty vrat Safvrearaaut & e e Fermfamerd -gwil &l arat

feroamyait T foreuq—Ait Br VI.27.

Counterparts of this divine silpa are the perfection of the self by which the
sacrificer perfects himsell as composed of metres. Who knows this basic idea, a work
ol artis accomplished in him.

oot TR O U 9, add fUreur 3| Sedhiqate rear sg<me a1

T STHT 3T HER&d 1— At Br V.27,

Here silpa is a name of a particular sastra recited in the sixth day of
prsthasadaha. Sayana comments on silpa and silpatvain this contextvery clearly :
AT a U HUTATLT JTTeeh: |
BrgsrserEFg AR fred = afotaq
ATAN AT THE RIS UTeWeR: Freammfafaadi

The priest Acchavaka, an assistant of Hota lauds the Rgvedic verses which are
not narasamsa mantras, at the end of trtiya savana, in the context of silpasastra:

O oRTTeR! Swd: TYTEUsaATTgidt: JiEfa
TFEaTd, Tebe WTBTEATH 3fa—Ait Br VI.16.
Here the sastra verses are from the Rgveda (11.13.1-13) starting with FeiTai etc.
The term silpa is not occurred in these mantras but the imitation of the Rgveda verses
in a sastra is called silpa. It is an imitative act. It is apt to mention here that silpakhya
sastra is a technical term (cf. AsSrSu VIIL.2.2—ata ardhvamanuripebhyo vikrtani
Silpani sammseyuh. Narayana comments on the same : valakhilyadini silpasarmjnakan,
tani ca Silpani dvividhani—vikrtani avikrtaniti). Sometimes it is called vikyta and
sometimes it is avikrta. As a goldsmith takes first a lump of original gold of avikria
stage and then he makes ornaments of different (vikria) shape fromit. It may be said
that devasilpais an avikrta form and manusi silpais a vikrta form.
The Aitareya Brahmana also shows the use of silpasastras, recited even in the
madhyandina savana of visvajit sacrifice (esam Silpanam visvajiti ... samsayantiti— Ait Br
V1.30).

Another Rgvedic Brahmana, Kausitaki or Sankhayana Brahmana vividly
shows the use of silpa, specially as a connecting principle contempiating an organic

(130



unity between purusa and yajia, relating to prana, arma and ayatana. This
interrelative nature of silpa sastra are nicely described. The silpas are the lower
breaths; the sacrifice is man, the morning pressing is the upper breaths, the mid-day 1s
the body, the third pressing the lower, these are silpas. Therefore the silpas are
performed at the third pressing.

WU fTeuTt gEet O a9 O Sedl: YT WaTaTeT Areatat dsaraeid
Ferames art foreatt e garaae reunt fera TagemmEaTH-Sankh Br XX V.12,

Again Silpa is compared with the breaths (prana) and atrman i1s compared with
prsthya, a particular arrangement of saman in a sacrifice. As the body and breaths are
inseparable, therefore the silpa verses are recited by the Hota and his assistants at the
midday pressing in the Visvajit sacrifice as an agnistoma, wishing a longlife, by not
separating the body from the breaths. Hence all the prsthyas and all the silpas arc
performedin the visvajit sacrifice :

3TTeRT & ggaITf WO RTeurs T ars=uTenT= QToT: A= T WTOTH=a UTeH =1

TasmaT qererem varty fagfsfa greafes ety srer s

NTHTHUTE LT waruta o fagfaq wd & gamafaf i awng [artor

TETI fohart |aifur frearTi— Sankh Br XXV.12.

The silpas constitute the breath (prana) of sacrifice. Nyiirikha 'the insertion ol
the sound 'O" in the recitation of hymns in a sacrifice’, the breaths and the silpas arc
interrelated. Nyarnkha is praised as food, the breaths are food; the silpas are the
breaths and by recitation of silpa verses Hota places breath in the breaths:

3T & =gt e wruT: fyreutf uroreee aemut gatfa— Sankh Br XXV.13.

Silpa is an unarrested or unobstructed potential force (ct. nedacchavakasya
silpamantaryami—Sankh Br XXV.13).

Silpais compared with the atmosphere as it stays in the middle in the context of
recitation in the sacrifice. Being a support to other verses, Silpa gives efficacy even to
the musical triplets—song, dance and music:

forerere degve: wfafagr af=... =fied a1 1y Tsause

TEARAUagT... a1 & gentt wat Brge o e 7=t e anfearata-

Sankh Br XXX.5.

As alatent force silpa acts as a coalescence of dexterous poetic composition of
recitation, particularly in the case of triplets, which may be understood by sound in
singing, gestures in dance, ritual recitations in the sacrifice. Silpa rests in the middle
sct of a ten-day Soma sacrifice. The Silpa verses are recited in the middle three days,
for the middle sct of three days contains the silpas (cf. athaitani silpani madhyme tryahe
sasyante, silpavan hyesa madhyamastryaho bhavati Sankh Br XXIX.5)

In the Satapatha Brahmana, the basic principle of silpa 1s expressed as @ art is
imitation (vad vai pratirapar tacchilpam—SBr 111.2.1.5). A copy or likeness of pratiriipa 1s
also pratirtupa as both are the imitation of the prototype. We cannot draw or make a
flower in the works of art which is not in existence and not the prototype (pratiritpa)
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or not the counterform of that knowledge of a flower. So flower in artistic creation is
not a real [lower, but it is just a counterform, outer-reflection or symbolic expression
of the knowledge of a flower in nature. The poets or artists try to express their
revealed knowledge 'as it is' (i.e. yathatathyatah—this corresponding to that). True imitation
is not a matter of only resemblance but of true analogy or a matter of adequate
symbolism. To a painter, likeness or convisibility (sadrsya) is the foundation of
painting.

The imitative nature of art is described in the context of a ritual where the
sacrificer touches the spot of joining black and white, comparing the pair as rk-saman.
The sacrificer sits with bent knee, behind the skins, having touched the place where
the white hairs and black hairs meet, he mutters, 'you two are the silpas or images of
rksand samans'. A silpaisindeed a conformable replica.

HY TEAT FT T T WIS Sk IUTAIT T | A YIeRATT = SR =

Hftrafq-aeanfaygya Tugeamar: Fred w: 3fd) o gfawd afescag=i =

AT = Yiawed w71 3eAaagrgl—SBr (M) 111.2.1.5.

| The same passage is also noticed in the Kanva Sdtdpdthd Brahmana with a

little variant : 39 THTSATATH IUFGTG T IEAT o FOET = A9 Aemiagy
Fufda—SBr (K)I1V.2.1.3].

Here the concept of artis assumed in the union of 74k with the saman and in the
symbolization or replication of black colours into the white colours. Similar idea 1s
also noticed again where sacrifice is designated as trayividya. Here silpa denotes the
manifold form, assuming various colours in the black skin of an antelope (saisa trayi
vidva yajiah, tasya etacchilpamesa varnastadyat krsnajinari bhavati SBr1.1.4.3). So silpa is related
with form where the idea of the root pis 'to give a form' is inbuilt.

Silpa tradition is also noticed in the Brahmanic literature. The term Silpa is also
recorded in the Satapatha Brahmana as a generic name in the tradition of teachers of
Vajasaneyi school. Harita Kasyapa from Sslpa Kasyapa takes fifth position in this
gencalogical use : Aditya > Ambhrni > Vak > Kasyapa Naidhruvi > Silpa Kasyapa

(&fta: wmyay: freurd syaurd) f¥eu: wyau: swyauragd:— SBr X1V.9.4.33

In the Taittiriya Brahmana the nature of art or artwork is treated as the
manifestation on a divine level. Vedic seer thinks that the art has come down from
heavens and is resting on the region of the earth, with that thousand branched (many
disciplined) subjects of art all the evils would be driven out :
faa: foreanaad gftrean: el f3aw) aF o TeEaey™ Tue Ararmtali—TBr 11.3.2.1.

Again, the art of divine creation is praised. Kasyapa's art-work consists of
excellence, is of luminous attributes and has variegated rays, in which the seven suns
together are integrated in that skillful act (silparmn karmakausalam comm. of Madhava)
Kasyapa establishes the king (Sun).

T e shyaa TreFTaq) shsaad ke faaam|
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it Sfiar A AT | i THRAEffas@my— TBr 11.7.15.3.

The term silpa is also used in the sense of efficient work of primal creation.
Prajapati appears as a cosmic creator, strengthened with the skill of silpa. With these
silpas he strengthened the heaven and made the heaven with a proper shape
(vebhissilpaih paprathanam adrmhat, vebhir dvam abhyapimsat prajapatih 'TBr11.7.15.2).

In the Tandya Mahabrahmana (a Samavedic Brahmana) the Ekaha rites and
their stomas are designated by the name silpa. It is mythically explained in the text
that from silpa the divine wreath (srak) was created by Prajapati and given to Indra
for acquiring supremacy over other things. Prajapati wished that amongst his progeny
[ndra might be the mightiest and fastened this wreath on him. Thercupon, the beings
yiclded the supremacy to Indra, as they saw on him that work of art (tacchilpam), that
they had seen on their father Prajapati.

HISHTHAAS W AT 978 TTfeld ae S Yearqgg @l at 3w1d Wl l:

SEaTETas~ afosed Tvaw! AfeadeuyaT|-Tand M Br XVI.4.3.

The two powerful stomas of Indra Abhijit and Visvajit were also called silpas.
A person who knows that Visvajit stoma is in fact a silpa, beholds an art (silpa) in his
house. The same idea is recorded in the Brahmanas :

At AT TATfarEEATHT didar fTed ar uAT A Wrerenary, uyhd I e’ 7 e

ag1—Tand MBr XVL4.89.

Again, Visvajit stoma is treated as silpa (athaisa visvajicchilpah, silpam va esa
stomanam—Ibid XVI1.15.1-2, also cf. Indra vai visvajit, yad va etena Silpenajayat tad visvajito
visvajittvam Jaim Br11.150).

The art property of an object is discussed in the Tandya Mahabrahmana
(XVL6.13) : 'usnisam bibharti silpatvaya' he wears the turban (usnisa) for the sake of
its being an object of art (silpatvaya).

In the Jaiminiya Brahmana the use of gold metal in the art works is mentioned
which are of two types (i) pure (avikrta) and (ii) wrought or in process of making art
works (avikrta). As described in the text : Prajapati created this whole world. Before
creation this world was like an unwrought gold (i.e. in the mass of the metal). He who
knows this concept, the possibilities of all art works (silpani), both wrought (vikriani)
and unwrought (avikrtani) are revealed to him.

W 3¢ el SR | T § 9 fivuad efagan watug aa: gun | Hanty

ST T TRt Snfagat =1 O U a2 l— Jaim Br 1111

Classification of silpa is noticed also in the Jaiminiya Brahmana rclating the
three castes (traivarnika), meter and art-objects. During the chanting of vedic verses
of tristup metre, it is compared with ksatriva caste and art-objects like elephant. niska,
mule-chariot, horse-chariot, rukma and kamsa (a bell-metal) ete; Jagari metre with
vaisya caste and art objects like cow. horse, golden elephant, goats and sheep ete.

orst & Forgy, warfa & gt foreants efafet syaimars g wa: .. fag

ST TAT & fafor forearts sy ghatervay eraaeh... - Jaim Br 1.263.



All the above art works are known to the Brahmins. Vedic mantras of Gayatri
verses are related with Brahmin caste and the art works of both ksatriya and vaisya
group are included in Brahmin group.

AT FaitoT TeuToTees aeruaqih| .. AT fTearts Serorsefenmard| ... s@r o

TS| FEIUTE 4 AT Ta9IioTeant TRyeomfai- Jaim Br 1. 264.

Some other aspects of Silpa as recorded in the Jaiminiya Brahmana arc :
Prajapati is the only possessor of all the silpas, not the other gods. Indra
received these art-works like niska, mani, srak ctc. from Prajapati. WTqasaraar=

foTear=aTgy Ay Ty . AT Ud afesed Wroesd) . au ek |afvt |t e tateeey
FAREHia (Ibid I1.189),

All the art objects or art-works are interrelated like the axis and wheel of a
chariot: T4T L&Y Terersh WiagZe Uay Taar qartor frearf= (Ibid. I1.191).

In the Gopatha Brahmana also we [ind the imitation of the model of nature's
art into the works of human art almost similar like the Aitareya Brahmana. The Hota
priest lauds the Silpa verses which represent works of divine art (deva-silpani). It is
indeed the lauding of the form of divine world (svargasya lokasya rupam). That which
arc works of art (silpani) indeed a perfection of the sclf perfect properly this man's

self.
ToreatT yiata atyreart ot & fYreurmy sredre freuafinmed vt st st
ferramygaig: Freuq) fored e wufanmag 9 ud 9g) 9o e yiafd, aq
W AR WU g od PTeun, SerEthtad e, SeHeed aq
HERd L GoBril6.7.

The Gopatha Brahmana also repeats the use of Silpas (from Ait Br V1.30), recited
cven in the madhyandina savana of the Visvajit sacrifice (esam silpanam visvajiti. ..
samsayaniti — GoBr11.6.9)

From the above Brahmanic passages it may be salely concluded that the scers
of the Brahmanas were aware of the concept of silpa with its multidimensional
outlook. The fundamental principles on art 'yad vai pratirupam tacchilpam' and
‘atmasamskrtir vava silpant' of the Brahmanas are now accepted as the universal
truth. In Indian tradition, art is a metrical self-integration of another man, achieved
from imitation of the divine forms.
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