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Purina. As A Literary Porm
*

The word purana is' defined variously by various 

authors. The Vayu Purana derives the word from. 'Pura',
s_/

and the root ‘An* and gives the'meaning of the word as,
t ' *1 _that which breathed in old times. The Padma and Brshmanda

Puranas also give similar meanings.

Even though we know next to nothing about the
3

Puranas mentioned in the Atharva Veda, the Satapatha 

Brahmana, and the ancient Upanisads, still this much is 

certain that the Purina had attained a status of sacredness
o

like the vedas and was closely associated with Itihasa even 

in the Vedic times. It is doubtful that the word Parana, 

was applied in the sense of a type of literature in the
Vedic times. The word occurs in bhe Rg'"veda in the sense

* wf , JO f\
-of old. In the Atharva Veda the word means s body of stories 
or legend^", that were narrated in the intervals of sacrifice.^ 

Even in the Atharvaveds, there is no evidence to prove that 

there was any written work. The same meaning i.e. stories 
or legends continues in the Brihmanss and in the Upenisads.^
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Side by side in the Brabmanas and in the Upsnisadas another
€ _ 3word of similar meaning: viz., Itihasa was also used.

€ - ^‘.Though subtle distinction is made between, Itihasa and
e 3Purina by some scholars, it can be said that both the words

0

meant, an ancient legendary history.. Sometimes the two
3words were used together, this is the first stage in the 

evolution of the purena literature.

The TaittirTya Aranyaka mentions, Puranani, which
t> O o

means that in its time there must have been more than two 
puranas atkeast, There was in exiestence o Bfcavisyat —

© i e

Purina and other puranas that contain ssrga and pratisarga, 

as well as some smrti material. This may be regarded as
e

the second stage of the Purina literature. Some puranas 

containing the smrti material must have been completed a 
good deal before the Xijnavalkya smrti. This is the third 
stage in the evolution. Most of the Mshspuranas attained

o

the present stage in the period from the 5th or 6th century 
A*D. to the 9th century A.D. This represents the fourttr 
stage in the evolution of the Purina literature.

<P

With a view to weaning the people away from the 
influence of the non-vedic religions like Buddhism and 

Jainism, the puranas were revived and a lot of new material
C

was added to them in the Brahraanical revival of the Gupta 
period.

5' Of. History of Bharmasastra; V.ii, PP.853 - 855
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The Itihasa, Purana literature dealt with many
v>

mundane objectives. While the vedic literature was the 
c ^creation of Rsis, the Puranic literature was the creation 
»« <r a gof Munis, who were more v;ordly in the outlook. While the 

MantraSseen by the sages, served as means for the 
attainment of salvation, the acts of the sages described in 
the puranas served as models for social conduct. The 
aim of the Munis in propagating the purlnas was to provide 
a cod© of righteous condu'ct associated with Bhakti of some 
deity. They drew inspiration as well as material from the 
exegetic Vedic literature like the Brahman as and the 
Upanisads and added to it the myths and tales of their own.

This original unwritten, legendary tradition got a 
fixed name J?urena. It was a very comprehensive term, which 

spanned the compass of life.

Owing to its all-embracing character it came to 
denote overtiring that was preserved and honoured by the 
society. It was a huge mass of worldly knowledge and a 
treasure house of all the lores that were cultivated 
throughout the ages.

6. Cf.Rsati Prqpnoti Sarvgn snanyen .iiianens Pglyati
SarasaraPsram Vq | Ent igupadhat Kit it?; Unadisutrena 
itakicca I Siddhintakaumudl 1287 Also cf. Vayu P.7.75;

„ ISHastya P.145.83* At one place Muni is described as 
follows ^Sunyagaraniketah a^esyad yatra Sgyamgrho 
munih Samkh^smrti 7*6.

0 <3
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This knowledge was claimed to be the iJPabrnhano
o «

or the elucidation of the Vedas* b'bat was implied in the
cr/Vedas, was elucidated by the iursnas.* 1 * * * * & 7 Ksnu oropogoted

o ’v

this lipabrwbans theory which stresses the real essence of
a. *>

the nirahaa.^ The Vedic theology and the traditional 

mythology were knit together in tho Furinss. This
<o

elevation of the traditional loro was an important 

phenomenon in the religious history of India. It connected 

the Vedas and the Epics. The Boies also continued the 

same tradition.

The jBursnas also lay down religious codes, not 
mentioned in the srartis. Various V^tss and Pil^rim-Flaer-s 

that ore ,1ust mentioned in some smrtis are elaborately
o v$

discussed in the Porsnas. $feny Sruti and Srartl in.iuoctions 
were elucidated and some ©orb were added by the .fursnas*^

They were like the heart, which correlates the impression
, ioof the two eyes.

?. Of.Itihasapuranabhysm Vedem
SsmiPebrwbayot \ Mhh«I*26?.68;

Veyu P.1.20.3 etc. Is an Oft-quoted line.

8. Vide Kumaf Pr.^tebpendrs (ecU), The IKahabhsgevstapurina, 
Introduction P.19*

1 «l
9» Of.Vann drstsm hi Vodesutatsarvamlaksyste Snsrteu /

o v e i a | j a> c
Ubhoyoryonnadrstriffl hi tatPurlnsih Praglyafcc // 
Vodarthadsdhikam manyo ^urfnarthaaVarshono /
Vedah Iretisthttah Samyak Purer° natra Bsassyah //

& <v o & o e

BrhonniradCys Pu.Uttarifrdha, 24.
y o * .10. Gf .Orutismrti Ubhe netro Purinashrdoyem %?rt8s* /

Se\rT-Bhagevota XI.,1.21«
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By tli© time of the completion of the major 
_ ■ J”pursnss their status was further raised to that of Sruti 

and Smrti. Since the Pursnss contained almost all types
S> ,*

Sof material dealt with by the Sruties, Sureties,
Brahmanas, and Upanisads, they attained encyclopaedic 
character. Inspite of differences caused by the sectarian 
development, they adhered to a common tradition. Their 
common features were known as laksanas.

Pancalksana
t> <*

Parana is generally spoken of as Fancalaksans -
(Possessing five characteristics), via. Sarga, (creation),
Pratisarga (creation after the previous destruction) ,
Vamsa (dynasties either of the Sun, the Moon, Gods or
Patriarchs), Manvantsra (time-circles of different eras
of Manus), Vamianucarifca (deeds and history of tho
descendenbs of‘the solar, lunar, and other dynasties or
genealogies of the kings). This Pancetlakssga theory was
propagated by Amarasimhs which relates to their external 

12aspects.

11. Cf.Ssrgasca Pratisargssca Vgftso lasnvantarqnics / 
V^msarmearitam caiva Puranem Pancalaksanam // 
This verse with certain Variations, occurs in Visnu 
P.1II. 6.24; flarkandeya P.XIII,4.13; Agni P.I.14; 
Bhavisya Pill.5; Garuda P.Acarskanda II.28 ere.

12. Vide Kumar Dr. H shpendra (ed.), The Mahsbhigsvats- pursna, introduction P.19.
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She Ten Characteristics of a Purana
9

The Bhagavata mentions ten characteristics of a 
Purina. They are respectively as follows

(1)

(2)

(3)
(4)

(5)

(6)
(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

Sarga - creation
Visarga - The creation of individual souls 
Vividha srstih.

9 O

Vrtti - Sustenance of human life.
fiakss - The Protection given by the Lord to the 

©
People through His avsfares.
Antara - Msnvantara 
"Vem'ie
Vem^yahucarita

a & pSansthl - Corresponds to the -Pratisarga of 
the five Laksanas.

a v

Hetu - The individual soul, who with his karma
determines and influences iSnlCteea&e=o« the

, 1^5cosmic creation or deluge.
Apasraya - This is the epithet of Brahman, the 
Highest Heality. He is beyond Maya and is 
always a witness.

13» Cf.Hetur^ivosya SergsdiravidyafarmaHaraKaih /
taffijcanuiayinam Prahuravyakrtamutapare // Bhag.P.XII, 
7.18.

14. Cf.Vyatirekan’vayo yasya jsgratsvapnasusu ftisu /_ i _. “ ■*-"Ayeaoyesutad bra’hms jrvavrttisvapasrayah // Bhag.
P.XII.7^19.
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The same Pur ana adds some more charscteristics.
c

In that list, SthUnspi, (the entire Universe), Posonem
* 0

(the grace of the Lord) , TJti (the urge for doing actions - 

Karmavsissna), ISSnuKathe (the stories about the descents 

of Bhagovan and |ais followers), Nirodha (pratisargs),

Hukti (Idealization of one*s own self), are new ones.^

Inspite of the mention of a number of laksanss

all the topics of the JVranas were not covered up. Newer

matter was introduced in the Pqranas, which could net be

classified under five or ten loksanas. Acara-xiibarmas,

some principles of statecraft, glorification of certain

^rabqs and TTrthas - all these are found in almost every '
gjt '

PuranQ. So the laksanas only give a $ue to the contents 

of the Puronas and do not Permeate tbe entire gQmut.

The Purines represent the litex'ature of growth 

and honce it is very difficult to say anything \*/ibh 

certainty ©bout them. There is © Paucity (Scarcity) of the 

critical edition of the Puranas. The lines or verses 

quoted from these Puranas by the rivals may prove to be 

later additions from the critical point of view. Granted 

that; it is difficult to accept a particular view, it will not 

be out of pj^ce to bring together the arguments, marshalled 
by both the groups and to see whether any compromising: formula

15* Of.Atra serge* Visargasca Sthinam Posansmubaysb /
V ► V

manvantaresanukathg miroclbo piukti rgsrayab //
Shag.P.II.10.I.
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can be found out.

The ITpanisads have rightly declared the Purifnas 

as the fifth Teds. The iPuran&s have contributed a great 

deal in bringing about religious harmony and understanding 

amongst the diverse sections of the Hindu society. They 
are primarily of a didactic and liturgical character one 

have, therefore, a greater religious than literary 
interest.16

They have exercised a powerful influence on the 

subsequent library productions and have served as a source 

of inspiration bo later poets, dramatists, historians 

searching a chronicle of prehistoric and historic ages, 
law-givers etc.1*7

As a matter of fact, the Pbrsfnas have rendered

the greatest service in effecting the social and religious

unification of diverse people of India. They have treated

every religious faith of the soil with respect and accorded

to it $ position in fche Pauranic pantheism by explaining

its deity and its principles through a reconciliation of the

teachings of Sq^nKhya and Vedanta. It is the -Purinas which
©

have brought about unity in diversity, and religious toleration

16. Vide human Dr.-Bushpendra (ed.), 'The MshsMh&gavatapurana., 
Introduction, P.19*

1?. Ibid. P.20.
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to the followers of different faiths by making them realize 
that god is one, though colled by different names. It is 
mainly through these works that the Vedic ideas and ideals 
of religion and society have survived up to the present day 
and got wide circulation among the people of India.18

‘fhe Purfn^s have laid great stress on the practice
of logs, especially the JfundalinT Yoga. They propagate
Karma theory and also believe in the transmigration of
soul. For final salvation - a synthesis of Karma, Jnana

IQand Bhakbi is prescribed as the only means. J
»

Though the Upspuran^s are not less important as
recorders of the social and religious history of Indio from
the Gupta period downward, than the Wshapuranss, these
have been treated with indifference by scholars both modern
and ancient and have been called as secondary ones i.e.
UpO-puranas. This dpa-pursria literature, though said to be
eighteen in number is very extensive and even includes

20works of later ages;

Saktisfii is a very important cult among the Hindus 
of the present day all over India. Feasts and festivities 
pertaining to these iakta deities abound in different parts 

of fhe country. Occasionally these include the ribual of

18. Ibid., P.21
19. Ibid., FP.22-23.
20. Ibid. P.20.
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sensual and revolting practices, but by no means these

practices are the characteristic or the most important 
j

feature of Sajfii cult. In fact, it has lofty spiritual 

ideals, aiming at perfect realization of the Vedantic 

principle of the identity of the individual soul arid the
jsupreme Brahman, who is none but the Satti, that pervades

bhe whole universe. Hie very first principle is to

identify oneself with the deity one worships. This has been
21described as the mental worship and meditation.

21., Ibid., P.25.,


