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The Rapine Connection of the Goddess of Learning

Tirthankar Bhattacharya

In the Indian concept of learning (jfiana) or wisdom (prajiia) is deified as a
goddess — the goddess of learning. In the Vedic context the goddess of learning
is associated with vak (speech), and in view of this, the goddess of learning is
known as Vagdevi. It is interesting that at the popular level the goddess of
learning is more known as the goddess Sarasvati. Because of this name the
goddess has been known to be the deification of the river Sarasvati. How and
when this association came cannot be ascertained. But the analogy of learning
or knowledge with a river is appropriate enough because knowledge is like a
flow or current (jiiana-pravaha). However, it is surprising that the concept of the
goddess of learning has not been associated with the foremost two rivers of
India, namely Sindhu and Ganga (the Indus and the Ganges, respectively). The
possible logicality of the association of the goddess of learning with the river
Sarasvati will be discussed later in this essay. It is interesting that the goddess
of learning is known as Sarasvati not only in the Brahmanical Hindu context,
but also in the Buddhist and Jaina pantheons as well, with, however, some
prefixes or suffixes added to the name. But in none of these contexts the makers
of the images of goddesses have shown any attribute of rapine connection in the
representations. This is true in all the three pantheonistic religions mentioned
above.

The image makers have represented the goddess Sarasvati with many
attributes none of which virtually is directly associated with a river-concept.
Most of the images are associated with the three attributes like the book
(pustaka), the rosary (aksastitra) and the lute (vina). Also in some images of the
four-armed form of the goddess the kamandalu or the water vessel is shown.
Before we take up the issue of kamandalu it is pertinent to state that the book, the
rosary and the lute are the attributes which convey the visual association of the
goddess of learning with knowledge. The book signifies the documented
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knowledge, the rosary is the analogy if the floating knowledge of oral traditions
and the lute implies the association of the goddess with the knowledge of the
arts or kald in the form of the 5ilpa5’dstms. Moreover, the lute or the vina also can
be interpreted as the co-ordinating harmony (sura or svara) which is the core of
any type of knowledge.

The kamandalu in some of the images of the goddess perhaps is derived
from the concept that she originally was the daughter or wife of Brahma® who is
known to have the kamandalu in the hand of his images as the distinctive
cognizance. However, it cannot be denied that this attribute doubtless has an
aquatic connection. But it is known that the kamandalu of Brahma, Brahmani or
Sarasvati contains water not of the river Sarasvati but of the Ganges. The
tradition has it that once while enjoying the melodious songs of Narada the feet
of Visnu got melted and the fluid was collected by Brahma in his kamandalu.
This fluid eventually became the aquatic substance of the river Ganges by virtue
of which she is known with the epithet Visnupadi (one who originates from the
feet of Visnu). Even if this is taken to be the lone and remote linkage of the
goddess of learning having a rapine connection, it was expected that this
association was in the concept of Ganga, instead of that of Sarasvati.

In fact, the river Sarasvati is traditionally known to be lost somewhere in
her course.” The most well known river goddesses of India are Ganga and
Yamuna who are often represented as independent images, respectively with a
makara (crocodile) and kitrma (tortoise) or as the two deities flanking the
doorway of some important temples. The goddess Saravati, not withstanding
her name similar to an important river of India, is known to have a rapine
connection either in her visual forms or in the devotional literature concerned
with her worship at the popular level.

The most important mantras or stutis (auspicious words or eulogies,
respectively) used in the worship of the goddess Sarasvati, particularly on the
Basanta Paficami day in Bengal and other parts of Eastern India are the
following:"

(1)  Sarasvati mahabhage vidye kamalalocane /
Visvartipe visalakst vidyam dehi namostute / /

(Oh goddess Sarasvati you are the illustrious one and you are personified
knowledge and you are lotus-eyed.
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You are the universe personified and you have large pair of eyes; I salute you;
please give me knowledge of all sorts)

(2)  Jaya jaya devi card cara sare, kucayuga Sobhitamukta hare /
Vinaraiijita-pustakahaste, bhagvatt bharati devt namostute / /

(Oh goddess you are ever victorious and you are the essence of the universe.
Between your breasts there beautifies the necklaces of pearls. In your hands you
hold the lute and the painted book.” I salute you, o goddess Bharati).

(3)  Sarasvatyai namo nityam bhadrakalyai namo namah /
Veda-vedanga-vedanta-vidya sthanebhya evaca soaha / /

(I always salute the Goddess Sarasvati. You are Bhadrakali (the sublime form of
the goddess) and I again and again salute you. You are present in all forms of
knowledge presented in the Vedas, Vedangas (limbs of Veda) and Vedanta
(philosophical interpretation of knowledge). I offer prayers to you).

(4)  Yakundedu tusara-hara-dhavala /
Ya svetavastravrta //
Ya brahmacyutasankaraprabhrtibhih devaih sada vandita /
Samepatuy bhagavati Sarasvati nihdesa jadyapaha //

(She is of white complexion like the Kunda flower, moon and snow wreath. She
is clad in white garments; she is always venerated by the gods like Brahma,
Acyuta (Visnu) and Sankara (Siva). She may kindly give me complete relief
from ignorance).

From these major descriptive attributes of goddess Sarasvati in the
mantras uttered for her worship we get it that in none of them there is a
reference to her rapine association. Those who formulated the mantras doubtless
had in view the visual form and characteristics of the goddess in their
meditative approach (dhyana). If in any of them the intention was to conceive
the goddess Sarasvati in terms of a river of that name, some of the rapine
characteristics of her visualization would have been probably included. But that
is not the case here.’ In one of the other mantras of the goddess she is referred to
as having in her hands a book and a pen in the gesture of writing (uddalekhant
pustakasri), but not anything connected with a river.” Moreover, only in her four
handed form the images of the goddess sometimes hold a water vase, and not
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in any literary description or image of the goddess of the two handed type. The
implied meaning of the water vase in the form of the water of the Ganges or of
ambrosia (amyrta) has already been discussed above. This may at best be
interpreted as the aquatic connection of the Goddess, and not necessarily of her
conception as the deified form of the river Sarasvati. In the Buddhist and Jaina
pantheons there are many cognates and derivatives of the Goddess of learning,
like, Arya Sarasvati, Vajra Sarasvati, Vajra Vind Sarasvati, Vasudhara,
Prajfiaparamita, Cunda, Mahamayfiri, etc. in the Buddhist pantheon,” and the
Vidya devis Prajfiaptis and Yaksinis, etc. in the Jaina pantheon. In none of them
the rapine element can be traced in order to subscribe to the view that the
goddess of learning is the deification of the river named Sarasvati. The goddess
is invariably associated with knowledge or vidya of all kinds including the
knowledge of music and other performing and visual arts.

It is difficult to find out how and when the goddess of learning came to
be related to the river Sarasvati or the vice-versa. It seems that the association
came through some transformation at some point of time due to the similarity
of the name of the goddess and that of the river. It is possible that perhaps the
transformation came through either of the following processes of philological
phenomenon:’

1) Sah rasavat + Striyam ip = Sahrasavali > Sarasvati
(2) Sa Saravati > Sasaravati > Sarasvati

In the first instance it refers to one who is the quintessence (rasa)” of
knowledge. In other words it refers to the conception of the goddess Sarasvati
as the embodiment of knowledge par excellence.

In the second instance it may be reference to the female aspect of the core
(sara) of knowledge which actually is how the goddess of learning is conceived.
The second proposition has the support of the fact that one of the alternate
names of the goddess Sarasvati is Sarada, meaning (one who is the giver of the
essence) and also in the fact that in the above mentioned mantras of the goddess
(given at no. 2 above) the goddess Sarasvati is addressed to be as Cara cara sare
(essence of the Universe).

But in a thorough investigation the conclusion that we have been able to
reach at is that the goddess of learning has been associated with river Sarasvati
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by an interpretative liberty taken at some point of time, and nobody tried to
find out when exactly this percolation took place. If it was so it will lead us to a
very important art historical issue in which it will be once again proved that the
composers or the compilers of iconographic literature were distanced from the
image makers for some reason or the other. This issue would be taken up in a
subsequent essay.
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