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Economy and Composition of Complex Rituals: 

Upanayana and Samdvartana as Part of Nuptial Ceremonies*

1 Economizing complex rituals

Many Hindus—like the majority of people worldwide—have to cope with time con­

straints and/or financial pressure when planning the rituals prescribed by their respec­

tive traditions. Among other factors, the inflexibility of many jobs and the long dis­

tances relatives live apart nowadays demand strategies to economize these rituals.1 

Thus, while many Hindus theoretically adhere to the course of samskaras prescribed by 

classical traditions, in practice this elaborate cycle is often abbreviated. However, mod­

ifications of rituals may also be caused by new theological doctrines and the decline of 

older ones.2

The ritual systems of classical Indian traditions provide many possibilities for com­

positionally correct changes as their rituals are constructed according to certain "gram­

matical" rules.3 The rites characteristic of, e.g., initiation or marriage are framed by 

certain ceremonies which need to be carried out for every ritual in the same or a very 

similar way.4 In order to economize the elaborate cycle of samskaras prescribed by 

classical traditions the special rites of more than one life-cycle ritual may be embedded 

into a single paradigm. This appears to be a "grammatically" correct modification.

A second rule which can be tentatively deduced from the data given below regards 

the interim between two life-cycle rituals: If a ritual starts with (almost) the same se­

quence of rites or ritual elements as the one performed before ends with, the whole se­

quence has to be performed only once if the two rituals are carried out in direct suc- 

cesssion. This modification does not violate the ritual "grammar" because an interim

* In the article at hand, Sanskrit words which might be used in Hindi and Pahari are transcribed ac­

cording to Sanskrit conventions; unless they are given in continous Hindi text.

1 On the economy of religion see Gladigow (1995).

2 An example for a theological doctrine which continues to have an effect on the ritual practice, is 

the asrama system (see pp. 52-3).

3 The idea that ritual actions function analogous to language and that the composition of rituals fol­

lows a kind of "grammar" has been put forward rather early (for references see Michaels 2007). 

Methods for the sequencing of rituals—an integral part of a "grammar" of rituals—have been put 

forward by Gladigow (2004). The "grammar" of the classical marriage ritual is the subject of my 

dissertation Rites and Ritemes of the Classical Marriage Ritual and the Rules of their Combination 

- A Contribution to a 'Grammar' of the Grhya-Rituals (Gottingen) which is part of the project The 

Composition of Grhya-Rituals (Gottingen, see http://www.indologie.uni-goettingen.de/cms/index. 

php?id=28).

4 On the frame or paradigm of classical rituals see p. 50, Caland ([KausS] 1900: vi-viii), Gonda 

(1980: 345-57), Harting ([BaudhGPS] 1922: xxx) and Kane (1974: 207ff.).

http://www.indologie.uni-goettingen.de/cms/index
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between two rituals (or rites) appears to be elided on the level of composition when the 

last sequence of the first ritual is repeated at the beginning of the second ritual which 

may be performed months or years after the first one.

Both these rules are applied in order to economize the cycle of samskaras pre­

scribed by classical traditions.5 In the article at hand it shall be shown in which way 

upanayana and samavartana are, by these rules, shortened and incorporated into the 

marriage ritual in the Kangra valley.6 The compositional preconditions of these sams­

karas and the influence of the asrama-system on their modification shall also be dis­

cussed. As it remains uncertain whether samavartana, in the Kangra valley, has usually 

been performed at an occasion distinct from marriage, in the second part of the paper 

some Grhyasutras are discussed which allow conclusions about the classical concept of 

the connection of samavartana and marriage. These texts basically provide two compo­

sitional types. Either the two rituals are connected by the "grammatical" figure of repe­

tition or they actually overlap each other (see §3).

2 Initiation and the bridegroom's paraphernalia in the Kangra valley

According to classical formulations of the asrama system, boys have to be ritually born 

a second time through the performance of upanayana and thereby enter brahmacarya, 

the first stage of life (asrama) during which the Veda is to be studied. Only when this 

aim is accomplished and a young man has taken the absolving bath and has returned 

home (samavartana) he is allowed to marry and thereby become a householder (grha- 

stha).7

Among the upper castes of the Kangra valley initiation remains important—if not in 

itself, then at least as an indispensable precondition for marriage. Therefore, it will not

5 A third possibility to economize the classical samskaras is the shortening of these rituals by leav­

ing out some of their rites or ritual elements. This strategy is applied frequently as in almost every 

samskara some of the rites prescribed by ritual handbooks are not carried out (see p. 51). The 

omission of certain rites also follows particular rules which have to be deduced for the specific 

cases. A fourth strategy to cut down ritual costs is to carry out the samskaras for a group instead of 

an individual. This practice will not be treated in the article at hand but has been reported by other 

scholars. Thus, e.g., among some castes of Mandi (Himachal Pradesh), initiation is usually 

performed for a group of brothers or for all the boys of a household at the same time (see Hesse 

1996: 219). In this case the samskara can still be carried out as discrete ritual in full or abbreviated 

form. The major disadvantage is that the boys might be of rather different age when their initiation 

takes place.

6 In 2006 I carried out fieldwork in the Kangra valley (Himachal Pradesh) which provided part of 

the data basis for my master thesis The Composition of the Classical Marriage Ritual (Gottingen 

2008). Here I would like to take the opportunity to thank Prof. Dr. Thomas Oberlies for his valu­

able advise, Dr. Brigitte Luchesi (Bremen) who introduced me to the Kangra valley, as well as 

Didi Contractor and Sarla Korla who not only accommodated me during my fieldwork but also 

supported me in the organisation of many of my undertakings in Himachal Pradesh. Further I am 

thankful to the German National Academic Foundation (Studienstiftung des deutschen Volkes) and 

the Ernst Waldschmidt Foundation (Gottingen) who made my fieldwork possible financially.

7 On the classical formulations of the asrama system see Olivelle (1993: 131ff.) and cf. p. 52-4.
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be abandoned (completely). However, today upanayana is carried out well in advance 

of marriage only for few boys at the age of eight to twelve. In particular, these might be 

sons of traditionally oriented families of (very) high status and/or rather wealthy fami­

lies. For most young men upanayana, samavartana and marriage are usually combined, 

thus, in a sense, forming a single ritual entity. This custom has already been reported 

for the nineteen-twenties8 and is common at least since the nineteen-seventies (see 

Campbell 1976: 64-5 and 74-7). The combination of upanayana, vedarambha, sama­

vartana, and marriage is widespread in other areas as well, though groups oriented to­

wards sastrik tradition often try to prevent such abbreviations.9

The paddhati Sarnskdrapahcaka10 (SP) which is currently used by the majority of 

the Kangra valley's pandits treats five different life-cycle rituals. It comprises tonsure 

(cudakarana or mundana), piercing of the ears (karnavedha), initiation (upanayana or 

janeo), the ritually marked start of the Veda studies (vedarambha), and the student's 

bath (samavartana or sndna) which is taken after the completion of the Veda studies. 

While cudakarana and karnavedha may be performed on a single day," upanayana, 

vedarambha, and samavartana are clearly conceptualized as discrete rituals to be car­

ried out on distinct occasions and framed by certain unvarying ceremonies (see p. 50).

Among the Gaddis, one of the so called "scheduled tribes" of Himachal Pradesh, in­

itiation has been a prelude or even part of marriage at least from the beginning of the 

twentieth century. The apparently earliest report about Gaddi initiation is given by 

Chamba District Gazetteer (Punjab Gov. 1910: 141-2) where it is already depicted as a 

regular part of marriage. Furthermore, for the Gaddis, there is—as far as I can see—no 

document that would prove upanayana having been performed usually as a discrete rit­

ual at an occasion distinct from marriage. Reporting from a village of the lower Hima-

8 Kangra District Gazetteer (1926: 136) reports that among "the wealthy classes the thread is usually 

assumed at the age of 10, but among the poor, upanayana or investiture is often deferred until mar­

riage".

9 In the nineteen-thirties the Khatri of Mandi argued vehemently against the local custom to perform 

upanayana, vedarambha, and samavartana in a very shortened manner just prior to marriage (see 

Hesse 1996: 219). Freed & Freed (1980: 443) report the same custom for "Shanti Nagar", a village 

near Delhi. Here especially elderly Brahman men stated that such abbreviations are not in accord 

with tradition. They were of the opinion that the performance of upanayana is proper only at an 

age much earlier than marriage.

10 The paddhatis prevalent in the Kangra valley are generally in accordance with PGS and some 

pandits explicitly trace local customs to this late Vedic compendium. But the ritual traditions of 

Kangra cannot be assumed to be continuous since Vedic times. Rather it appears that a revitaliza­

tion of Vedic rituals has taken place at some point of time, probably towards the end of the long 

period of British colonialism. The handbook SP was published in the middle of the second half of 

the twentieth century. Anyhow, it is modelled after an older paddhati which was composed in the 

forties.

11 For the case that cudakarana and karnavedha are performed on the same day the paddhati pre­

scribes an alternative samkalpa (see SP 3, n. 1: yadi ukf dono samskar sath hi karne ho to is pra- 

kdr samkalp" kare...). In view of the handbook the combination of cudakarana and karnavedha ap­

pears to be the regular case (see p. 50).
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Plate 1: Manoj Kumar, dressed as an ascetic smeared with 

ashes and wearing a yellow dhoti and turban during his 

initiation (Siddhbari, May 2006).

layas of western Uttar Pradesh Berreman (1972: 130) has made the case that the initia­

tion ceremony is "evidently of relatively recent origin in the hills, adopted along with 

Sanskritic marriage forms in an effort toward plains emulation or Sanskritization". This 

interpretation is probably also correct for the Gaddis.

One of the marriage rituals I attended during my fieldwork in Himachal Pradesh 

was Manoj Kumar's whose family defines itself as "Gaddi Brahman". The young 

man's upanayana took place amid the nuptial ceremonies. The rites of Manoj's initia­

tion and marriage alike displayed rites and ritual elements characteristic to Gaddi as 

well as Brahman traditions. When the smearing with turmeric paste (butna) and the 

sand ceremony which comprises nandimukhasraddha, installation of the fire (agni- 

sthdpana), santihavana, tying of wristbands (kahganabandhana), and application of oil 

on the young man's head (tel ceremony) were completed, Manoj was dressed as a regu­

lar ascetic (see plate 1). The priest (pandit or [kula] purohita) and the barber (nat) 

smeared him with ashes and made him wear a yellow dhoti and turban. Then Manoj's 

lower back was covered with an animal's (traditionally an antelope's) skin and a black 

woollen girdle (mekhald) was wound around his upper body. After earrings of flour had 

been attached to his ears, he eventually picked up a bow and an arrow. Around the lat­

ter the "sacred thread" (yajhopavita) was tied. Now the pandit instructed Manoj in the 

proper conduct of a brahmacdrin while both men were standing. Afterwards the young 

man went to the courtyard to ritually beg alms from his female relatives. At the outer 

limits of the courtyard his mother's brother showed the four cardinal directions and 

Manoj symbolically shot an arrow. This "journey" was repeated three times.12 Now,

12 The specific modes of repeating discrete sequences in a ritual were dealt with in a lecture given by 

Prof. Dr. Thomas Oberlies and Anne KeBler in June 2006 in Heidelberg (see URL: http://www.in- 

dologie.uni-goettingen.de/cms/index.php?id=28). For repitition as a figure of ritual "grammar" see 

also Gladigow (2004: 74).

http://www.in-dologie.uni-goettingen.de/cms/index.php?id=28
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back in the room where the sand ceremony took place, the young man was given the 

yajhopavita (untied from the arrow) by his purohita. Manoj had to hold the thread with 

both thumbs high above his head and was made to recite the following two mantras 

word by word:

om yajhopavitam paramam pavitram prajdpater yat sahajam purastdt| 

dyusyam agryam pratimunca subhram yajhopavitam balam astu tejah ] (SP 22)13

om yajhopavitam asi yajnasya tvopavitenopa nahydmi |I (SP 23)14

Afterwards each of the relatives gave the young man a yajnopavita and a mark on his 

forehead (tilaka). Hereafter his teacher, the kula purohita, taught him the savitri, i.e. the 

stanza which contains the whole Veda in condensed form. During this rite both of them 

were covered by a blanket. Now, having completed the rites specific to upanayana, the 

"finishing oblation" (purndhuti) and the fire's dismissal (agnivisarjana) were per­

formed.

After a short period of brahmacarya, Manoj was equipped as a bridegroom. The 

young man's hair was cut, his beard shaved and sitting on a small stool in the courtyard 

he was bathed by his mother with lukewarm water.15 When the birdhi or vrddhi cere­

mony16 and the mallipatana ceremony17 had been carried out, Manoj was dressed with 

great splendour. His equipment included an upper and a lower garment (i.e. a western- 

style suit), a second yajnopavita, a sash, knife, turban and crown.18

Thus equipped the bridegroom and his party set out in procession (barat) for the 

bride's house. After arrival, the young man was respectfully received by his prospec­

tive father-in-law with the argha ceremony. Hereafter the actual marriage rites were 

commenced.

13 See PGS (2.2.10 [ed. Speyer 1872: 22]) and BaudhGS (2.5.7).

14 See PGS (2.2.10 [ed. Speyer 1872: 22]) and SGS (2.2.3).

15 These rites are central elements of the goddna ceremony (see SSU 82) which—according to classi­

cal view already—are performed as part of samdvartana as well (see Hillebrandt 1897: 61).

16 Seven suhdgins, i.e. married women whose husbands are alive, and an unmarried girl (kanyd) ac­

quire water from the groom's maternal uncle (mama) who stations himself for this purpose under 

the archway (torana). These women as well as the girl, one after another, pour water over the feet 

of the bridegroom who is seated on a small stool in the courtyard. When the whole process has 

been repeated three times, they put the small bowls, with which the water was carried, headfirst on 

the young man's feet. This ceremony is prescribed by SSU (2-3) and SP (55); cf. also Campbell 

(1976: 77-8) and Conzelmann (1996: 275-6).

17 Mallipatana is closely related to the birdhi ceremony (see n. 16). While the bridegroom stands on 

the small stool in the courtyard the barber puts a tiny pot (malli) with embers in front of the groom 

and a female relative adds mustard seeds. She then touches feet, shoulders and head of the young 

man three times with smoke from the malli. Having put some darbha grass behind the bride­

groom's left ear she leads him to the shrine inside the house while pouring out water from a pitcher 

(kumbha). The bridegroom follows her after he has overturned the malli with his left foot. This cer­

emony is prescribed by SSU (3) and SP (55).

18 According to the paddhati (SU 9) the brother's wife (bhrdtrpatni) should now put collyrium 

around the groom's eyes and the latter should look into a mirror. However, these rites were not 

performed during Manoj's marriage ritual.
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2.1 Upanayana - the bridegroom's admission to marriage

Upanayana is prescribed by the paddhati as a discrete ritual and has been performed as 

such in former times (see §2). Contrary to this, the abbreviated initiation described 

above appears to be, at least at first sight, a mere rite of the marriage ritual which is the 

main motive for the festivities. However, many ceremonies serve as preparation for 

upanayana as much as for marriage—an interpretation which is not only etic but is con­

sciously recognized by the people involved. All auspicious samskaras should start with 

the ceremonies prescribed by Santipaddhati (SP).19 These are nandimukha- or dbhy- 

udayikasraddha, giving of tilaka, tying of wristbands, sipping of water (dcamana), 

gangapuja, purification (pavitrikarana), banishment of ghosts (bhutapasarana), prthivT- 

puja, ritual decision (samkalpa), singing of svastivdcana, and pujas to different gods, 

goddesses and other deified phenomena. These are, among others, Ganesa, the specific 

family deity (kuladevatd), the Nine Planets (Navagraha), Sixteen Matrkas, the syllable 

om, the Seven Vasudharas, Seven Rsis, and the Sixty four Yoginis. These ceremonies 

constitute the first part of the ritual frame which is completed by the installation of the 

fire and the performance of santihavana and the tel ceremony20.

In the case of upanayana, veddrambha, and samdvartana the characteristic actions 

of the particular samskara are performed subsequent to the named ceremonies, and the 

ritual is closed with purnahuti, the application of ashes on the forehead (bhasma- 

dharana), the untying of the wristbands (kanganamocana), and the fire's dismissal. For 

cudakarana and karnavedha, two samskaras which are to be performed on a single day 

(see p. 47), the paddhati prescribes the performance of the regular ritual frame only 

once. Purnahuti is offered at the completion of karnavedha only and not when cudd- 

karana is finished. Consequently for karnavedha the first part of the ritual frame is not 

performed (see SP 13). In the case of marriage, the ritual frame has to be partly dou­

bled due to the change of location from the groom's to the bride's house (and back 

again). Hence, after arrival at the bride's place, tilaka, dcamana and all the pujas men­

tioned above are performed again before the rites constitutive for marriage are carried 

out. The whole ritual is then completed by a final oblation, bhasmadhdrana, and the 

fire's dismissal. Finally, the wristbands are untied in a separate ceremony back in the 

bridegroom's house.

19 The rites prescribed by SP provide a frame for many discrete rituals. SP (3), e.g., is explicit on this 

point in its prescription for cudakarana: santi paddhati me likhit vidhdn ke anusdr tilak, kankan 

bandhan, dcamanam, gangapujan, pavitrikaran, bhutapasdran, prthvTpujan kardkar samkalp" pdtf 

me til dalkar trikusd lekar samkalp" kardve.

20 Tel is conceived as "special offering" (visesa homa) of the sand ceremony which comprises nandi- 

mukhasraddha, santihavana, and the tying of wristbands. SP (72) makes explicit that the tel cere­

mony is part of every samskdra: yadyapi sab subh karyo me yahi santi vidhdn hat, tathdpi cudd- 

karmadi samskdro me nimn" visesta hoti hai | barhirhom ke anantar kankan 3, 5, 7 munpmald 

y ajhamdld 3, tail, toran inki pratisthd kare | pascat purohit pratham kumvari kanyd ko kankan 

bandhe, phir jiskd samskar ho use tathd puhdiyo ko kankan bandhe | anantar munfmald kd spars" 

karte hue sab log bdlak tathd kanyd sir par sthdpan kare ... phir bdlak athavd kanyd var ke sir par 

tel dalvave.
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At least in the ritual described above (see §2), the priest consciously made the bride­

groom offer purnahuti subsequent to the rites specific to upanayana and not before.21 

When performed this way, initiation is not a mere rite of marriage but a full ritual in 

itself. It does not differ substantially from initiation performed as a discrete ritual at an 

occasion distinct from marriage. Rather the effects of nandimukhasraddha, santihavana 

and tel, i.e. the first part of the ritual frame performed previous to upanayana, are used 

for the nuptial ceremonies, too. Due to the continued effects of these ceremonies they 

need to be carried out only one time for initiation and marriage.

The economic advantages of combining rituals in this way are manifold: relatives 

can attend upanayana and marriage at one instead of two occasions and thus have to be 

accommodated and entertained only once. The community feast (bhojana) that invaria­

bly accompanies bigger rituals and the giving of gifts (bartan) are held only once. The 

"gift" or ritual fee (daksind) for the ritual experts also needs to be given just one time. 

Additionally the rather elaborate ceremonies of nandimukhasraddha, santihavana and 

tel have to be performed only once, too.

In order to further economize the process of initiation some of the rites characteris­

tic to upanayana as taught by the paddhati were left out.22 The filling of the pupil's 

hands with water (SP 23), showing the sun (suryadarsana, SP 24), and touching the 

place of the student's heart (hrdayasparsa, SP 24) were not performed. Even the asking 

for the name of the young man was left out (prasnottara, SP 24), as were the different 

homas, and the touching of limbs (angasparsa, SP 34).

From comparison with other rituals I attended it appears that on the one hand those 

rites which concern only student and teacher are susceptible to omission, particularly in 

comparison to those which include relatives and friends, i.e., for example, the begging 

of alms and the giving of the yajhopavita by relatives. On the other hand those elements 

common to initiation and marriage will rather be performed in marriage and elided in 

initiation. This concerns, among other rites, suryadarsana, hrdayasparsa, and anga- 

sparsa.

An incident, which I learned about only a few days after one of the marriage rituals 

I attended, concerned the elaboration of the single rites. Some guests were displeased 

because the pandit—apparently because of my presence—performed more rites or the 

regular rites in a more elaborate way than he usually would though the daksind did not 

exceed the regular amount. This incident shows that the social prestige earned from the 

performance of rituals does not only depend on the dowry given, the number of people 

attending the festivities, or the richness of dresses but also on the elaboration of ritual 

actions.

21 This structure is similar to the one prescribed by the paddhati for cudakarana and karnavedha 

when they are performed on a single day (see p. 50 and SP 13).

22 Anyhow, the omission of certain rites prescribed by ritual handbooks can be conceptualized in 

another way: the paddhati might prescribe rites which have never been (usually) performed in the 

Kangra valley. This might also be true for whole rituals, like veddrambha and, to a certain extent, 

samdvartana (see §2.2).
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2.2 From brahmacarin to bridegroom

When Manoj's initiation was completed, the young man, a brahmacarin at that time, 

was equipped with the dress typical for a bridegroom. The ritually marked start of the 

Veda studies (vedarambha) which is described as a discrete samskdra in the paddhati 

(SP 39-47) was not performed23 and samdvartana only to some extent. It was certainly 

not carried out as a self-contained ritual but neither left out completely. This is because 

samdvartana, as it is prescribed by the ritual handbook,24 is equivalent to the bride­

groom's bath and accoutrement. It comprises almost the same rites, a similar equipment 

is required and—with few exceptions—the same mantras are to be uttered."

Campbell (1976: 65) unambiguously conceptualized the bridegroom's final bath and 

dressing as a condensed form of samdvartana, a samskara which, he reports, is carried 

out immediately before marriage. However, it is questionable whether samdvartana as 

a discrete ritual has ever been part of the Kangra valley's traditions. It rather appears to 

be a matter of textual representation that the ceremonies are mentioned in the ritual 

handbook for samdvartana as well as in the one for marriage. The authors of these 

handbooks might have intended this practice to become customary. This is all the more 

likely as Samskdrapancaka, unlike the paddhati for marriage, does not mention an 

argha reception for the snataka (lit. "one who has taken the bath") which is, according 

to Vedic tradition, a central part of the samdvartana ritual.26

It appears that the rites constituting samdvartana are not usually performed at an oc­

casion different from marriage but traditionally have been part of the nuptial ceremo­

nies only. The reason for this identity of samdvartana and the bridegroom's bath and 

accoutrement is not to be searched in economic advantage alone. The necessity to 

belong to an dsrama at all times (cf. Campbell 1976: 65) might also be a reason for this

23 Vedarambha was also not performed in the Seventies (see Campbell 1976: 64-5).

24 According to the paddhati (SP 47-62) samdvartana comprises—apart from the ceremonies belong­

ing to the ritual frame (see p. 50)—bath, different sacrifices, angasparsa, respectful salutation 

(abhivadana) of the teacher, besprinkling (abhiseka) of a waterpot, untying of the mekhald and 

other items peculiar to a brahmacdrin, butnd ceremony, birdhi (see n. 16), and mallipatana (see n. 

17), application of sandal paste, and accoutrement with a second yajnopavita, an upper and a lower 

garment, knife, sash, flower garland (puspamald), and headdress. When the snataka has looked at 

himself in a mirror, he is also given a parasol, shoes, stick of bamboo (venudanda), and turban. 

Thus equipped he shall symbolically set out to study. Some local customs (desacara) are also men­

tioned, but chariot drive and argha are not.

25 See SP (47-62) for samdvartana and SSU (2-11) for the bridegroom's bath and equipment. 

Though some of the pieces of clothing are named differently in the two handbooks, the mantras to 

be uttered are almost identical. The headdress, for example, is called topi ("headdress") by SP and 

mukuta ("crown") by SSU. Anyhow, both are tied to the young man's head with the same mantras. 

These are the ones already prescribed by PGS (2.6.20.21 and 24) for samdvartana.

26 In the Kangra valley an argha is performed in the bride's house when the marriage ritual proper 

has already started. Angasparsa which is prescribed for samdvartana (SP 52), also is a regular and 

actually performed part of marriage (SSU 51).
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custom. From the proscription of being anasramiri" it follows that no time gap is al­

lowed between samavartana and the beginning of marriage. If this proscription is fol­

lowed, samavartana and marriage either have to be performed in direct succession28— 

in this case samavartana is equivalent to the bridegroom's bath, equipment, and re­

spectful reception—or, if there is a considerable gap between the two rituals, this time 

span must be ritually elided.29 One possibility to elide such a gap is to repeat all or 

some of the rites of samavartana at the beginning of marriage in order to tie in with 

samavartana. Such a compositional figure might be particularly important for (contem­

porary) traditions according to which samavartana is carried out together with upa- 

nayana, well in advance of marriage.30 In this particular case brahmacarya lasts only 

for a short period of time, from upanayana until samavartana. The time of being ana- 

sramin, on the other hand, would be rather long and, if the interim was not composi­

tionally elided in one or another way, the boy would remain between the dsramas pos­

sibly for a couple of years until he gets married.

27 The status of those outside the asrama scheme has been controversial since long. Already the 

Brahmasutra (3.4.36-39, cf. Madhava's Parasaramadhaviya 1.533), which was probably com­

posed in the early centuries of the common era, contains a discussion on whether such people 

could attain the liberating knowledge of Brahman (see Olivelle 1993: 222). Samkara (on Brahma- 

sutra 3.4.39: anasrami na tistheta dinam ekam api dvijah) forbids twice-born men being and­

sramin. Very similar rules are found in Mbh (1.1618*: anasrami na tistheta ksanamatram api dvi- 

jah; cf. 13.24.7), SkP (4.36.35), BdP (2.50.7), and Daksasmrti (1.6-9: svikaroti yadd vedani cared 

vedavratdni ca \ brahmacdri bhavet tdvad urdhvam sndto bhaved grhi || dvividho brahmacdri tu 

smrtah sastre manisibhih \ upakurvanakas tv adyo dvitiyo naisthikah smrtah \\ yo grhasthdsramam 

dsthdya brahmacdri bhavet punah | na yatir na vanasthas' ca sa sarvasramavivarjitah || anasrami na 

tisthet tu ksanam ekam api dvijah | asramena vind tisthan prdyascittiyate hi sah).

Mbh (13.24.71) lists "those who are outside an asrama" among people who go to hell and Ydjha- 

valkyasmrti (3.241-242 [ed. Bombay 1949]) names being andsramin among the minor sins (upa- 

pdtaka). This Smrti has probably to be dated back to a period between the first century BCE and 

third century AD (see Kane 1930: 184). Derrett (1973: 27) even assumes that Ydjhavalkyasmrti 

will have been in existence by AD 100. As the sutra in question misses in some manuscripts (see 

Stenzler [Ydjhavalkyasmrti] 1849 and Ganapati Sastri [Ydjhavalkyasmrti] 1922-24) it might be an 

interpolation of later origin.

From GaP (1.227.19 and 2.44.3), KuP (2.21.36), and BdP (2.15.39) it is clear that the state of being 

andsramin was socially objectionable or even precarious. For further references on andsramin see 

Olivelle (1993: 220-2) and EDS (pp. 2419-20).

28 Pandey (1949: 254), though without citing any references, states that in "mediaeval times it came 

to be advocated that the Samavartana should be performed when the marriage of the youth was al­

ready settled. So it takes place one day before marriage, possibly with the Haridra ceremony".

29 Campbell (1976: 65) states for the Kangra valley that "a very particular sort of time is involved be­

tween the snan [scil. samavartana] and the completion of the marriage—such that the person is at 

no time ([scz7.] normal time) without an asrama". Later in his book (ibid.: 104) he explains that the 

sacred time dominating during the ritual actions is not affected by the profane time which prevails 

in the intervals between the rites. This interpretation concerns the gap between samavartana and 

marriage. However, while Campbell's explanation is based on the opposition of sacred and profane 

time, the interpretation given in the article at hand is concerned with the composition or "gram­

mar" of complex rituals.

30 The performance of upanayana and samavartana together, at an early age, has been reported, e.g., 

by Kane (1974: 415), Pandey (1949: 255), and Tachikawa (2001: 135).



54 Anne Keller-Persaud

The "grammatical" figure of repetition by which the interim between rituals is elid­

ed—at least on the compositional level—is already found in some Grhyasutras' pre­

scriptions for samavartana and marriage. These rules will be discussed in the following 

paragraphs. Anyway, the reasons for the use of this compositional element by some Ve­

dic ritual texts cannot be assumed to be the same as today as most of these texts do not 

know the comparatively young proscription of being anasramin.

3 Snataka and bridegroom - the Grhyasutras' prescriptions

Almost every Grhyasutra handed down to us gives instructions on how to perform sam- 

dvartana." This ritual usually comprises on the one hand bath and paraphernalia of the 

snataka and on the other chariot drive and argha ceremony. If the "classical" asrama 

scheme32 is followed, the subsequent life-cycle ritual will be the young man's marriage. 

However, only the very young Vaikhanasagrhyasutra names the four life-stages. This 

text "does not explicitly state that a person should assume each asrama successively, 

[but] it is clear that its author takes the classical scheme for granted" (Olivelle 1993: 

146). Agnivesyagrhyasutra, which also does not range among the most ancient Grhya­

sutras, alludes to the classical system as well (Olivelle 1993: 145, n. 40). Yet, Apa-

31 See AgniGS (1.3-4); ApGS (12-13); AsvGS (3.8-9); BaudhGS (2.6 [see also BaudhSS 17.39-44 

= Baudhayanagrhyaparibhasasutra 1.13]); BharadGS (2.18-26); GGS (3.4); HGS (1.9-1.13.18); 

JGS (1.19); KausS (42.12-18); KhadGS (3.1); KGS (3-4); MGS (1.2.8-21); PGS (2.6-8); SGS 

(3.1); VaikhGS (2.13-17); and VGS (9.6-21); see also Vadhulagrhydgamavrttirahasya (5.1-144). 

Samskdrakaustubha (cited by Kane 1974: 415) prescribes a very brief procedure for samavartana 

when the brahmacarin is ill (see Kane 1974: 415).

According to AsvGS (3.8.14) samavartana is performed by women as well. This Grhyasutra is also 

otherwise the most explicit on the participation of women in Vedic rituals. Thus, e.g., jdtakarman, 

annaprdsana, and caula are to be performed for girls, too, though without mantras (see AsvGS 

1.15.10; 1.16.6; 1.17.19). Kane (1974: 293-6) has collected some passages concerning the topic of 

performance of upanayana for women which some scholars interpret to be "plenty of evidence that 

women were initiated into Vedic study during the period of the Grhyasutras (roughly the second 

half of the first millennium B.C.E.)" (Olivelle 1993: 184). Anyway, in spite of such passages, par­

ticularly the often cited appellation yajhopavitini (GGS 2.1.19), it remains highly controversial that 

women participated in the study of Vedic texts on a regular basis or usually had upanayana and 

samavartana performed for them during the time when the different Grhyasutras were compiled 

(cf. Jamison 1996: 45-8).

The development of samavartana prior to the Grhyasutras will not be treated in the article at hand. 

However, in Vedic times the Veda student was probably admitted to the sabhd ("Mannerhaus") by 

means of this ritual (see Oberlies 1998: 207-13, especially n. 289).

32 The "classical" formulation of the asrama system conceptualizes the four dsramas as life-stages 

which have to be assumed successively. According to the "original" formulation, on the other 

hand, one had to decide after the completion of upanayana and Veda studies whether to stay stu­

dent or to become householder, hermit or renouncer (see Olivelle 1993 and Bronkhorst 1993).
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stambagrhyasutra" appears to adhere to the original scheme according to which one 

can choose whether to stay student34 or to become householder, hermit or renouncer. 

The other Grhyasutras do not mention the asrama system, neither in its "original" nor 

its "classical" formulation. Thus it cannot be taken for granted that samavartana is fol­

lowed by marriage in every case. However, in the paper at hand only the succession of 

samavartana and marriage will be discussed. The connection of samavartana and other 

life-cycle rituals cannot be properly analyzed as the information given by the Grhya­

sutras is not sufficient to do so.35

In order to clarify the relation between samavartana and marriage, it shall be dis­

cussed below whether the different Grhyasutras schedule an interim between these two 

rituals, whether the bridegroom is (still) dressed and adorned in the way he was as a 

snataka during the nuptial ceremonies, and whether the argha mentioned in the pas­

sages on samavartana is received from the (prospective) father-in-law at the beginning 

of the nuptial ceremonies or prior to marriage from another person.

3.1 Samavartana - the bridegroom's accoutrement and argha (VaikhGS)

The most unambiguous text is the comparatively young Vaikhanasagrhyasutra. This 

compendium presupposes the classical asrama system and conceptualizes samavartana 

as a young adult's preparation for marriage. Samavartana, as it is prescribed by Vai- 

khanasa (2.13-17), consists of shaving the Veda student's hairs, the cleansing of his 

teeth and a bath with cold and hot water mixed together. The snataka is then smeared 

with sandal paste, dressed with two new garments and a girdle, decorated with finger- 

and earrings and a wreath (of flowers). Having looked into a mirror he takes up a staff, 

puts on sandals, and takes a parasol. Hereafter the second part of the ritual starts. The 

snataka mounts a chariot, horse or elephant, and leaves for the bride's house. After ar­

rival, he, i.e. the bridegroom, is respectfully received by his father-in-law with an argha 

ceremony.

Vaikhanasagrhyasutra makes clear that samavartana and marriage are not only to 

be performed in direct succession but overlap each other in the sense that during sama-

33 ApGS (12.14: ratind sambhdsya yathartham gacchati "Having spoken with a friend he may go 

where he likes") runs parallel to the formulation of ApDhS (2.21.5: buddhvd karmani yat kamayeta 

tad drabketa) which Olivelle (1993: 81, n. 25) from the context interprets to denote the choice of 

one of the four asramas.

34 Persons who (still) study the Veda should not take the absolving bath (see KGS 3.2-3; 

MGS 1.2.10; and VGS 6.34). According to Devapala (ad KGS 3.2) these are naisthika who remain 

brahmacdrin until their death.

35 The rituals for becoming hermits and renouncers are only treated by AgniGS (2.7.11) and 

VaikhDhS (9.1-4) (see Olivelle 1993: 145, n. 40). As both of these compendiums follow the "clas­

sical" asrama system these rituals are carried out only after the performance of samavartana and 

marriage.
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vartana the young man is prepared for his marriage.36 He is still dressed and adorned as 

a snataka when he approaches the bride's house where he will be received with an 

argha. Particularly, the chariot drive and argha can be understood as part of both, 

samdvartana and marriage. Hence, the bride needs to be chosen and wooed before the 

performance of samdvartana or at least before the chariot drive.37

3.2 Alamkarana - an abbreviation of samavartana (MGS and VGS)

Two closely related compendiums, Mdnava- and Vardhagrhyasutra, do not know (or do 

not mention) the dsrama system. They present a different model for the interim be­

tween and connection of samdvartana and the bridegroom's preparation for marriage. 

In their view samdvartana comprises an argha and the equipment with new garments 

and other items characteristic to a snataka. Having completed samdvartana the young 

man searches a bride for himself (MGS 1.7.3; VGS 10.1), woos her (MGS 1.7.4; VGS 

10.3) and—if he is successful—the girl will be given to him by her father (MGS 

1.7.11-1.8.11; VGS 10.11-18).38 After the bridegroom has arrived at the bride's house 

to perform the marriage ritual and after he has become the son-in-law, he is received by 

his father-in-law with an argha, the sndtaka's second one.39 At least on the textual level 

this respectful reception is followed by alamkarana (MGS 1.9.24-27, VGS 12.1-3) 

which marks the beginning of the nuptial ceremonies.

In his translation of Manavagrhyasutra Dresden ([MGS] 1941: 38-39) assumes that 

alamkarana was performed for the bride only (cf. Gonda 1939: 106 [266]). Rolland 

([VGS], 1971: 117), on the other hand, interprets the equivalent ceremony taught by 

Vardhagrhyasutra to be carried out for the bridegroom only. Yet, from neither of the 

two texts it is clear whether alamkarana concerns the bride, the groom, or both of them. 

The fact that those mantras are to be uttered, which are taught by Paraskaragrhyasutra 

(2.6.18-20) for the samdvartana ritual, makes it likely that alamkarana is performed

36 Pandey (1949: 255, 260) repeatedly laments that in his days samdvartana ceased to be a discrete 

ritual as it was incorporated into the marriage ritual. Anyway, from VaikhGS it appears that at 

least the direct succession of samdvartana and marriage has a rather long tradition.

37 The passage which treats the choosing of a suitable bride does not explicitly state at which point of 

time the wooing has to be carried out. Hence, it also remains unclear at what time the five days of 

fasting have to be absolved (see VaikhGS 3.2: 36, 17-18: kanyam varayitvd pancdhesu kulasya 

parisuddhyai sapindaih srotriyaih saha bhutani bhunjita).

38 Neither MGS nor VGS make unmistakeably clear whether the bridegroom himself or a wooer 

(usually his father) acts as representative of the groom's side in the rites of wooing and receiving 

of the bride—an ambiguity which is probably intended.

39 MGS (1.9.1) and VGS (11.1) name, among other individuals, "persons related by marriage" 

(vivdhya) and sndtakas as being entitled to receive an argha. As the giving of the bride is per­

formed before the argha the bridegroom may be considered to already be a vivdhya. Hence, the 

samdvartana's argha is distinct from the argha received in the bride's house.
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for the bridegroom only.40 There is evidence for this interpretation in the commentary 

of Astavakra (ad MGS), as well. Astavakra discusses whether the bath of samavartana, 

the madhuparka or the alamkarana are to be carried out first.41 Also, one of the manu­

scripts of Gadadhara's commentary (ad VGS 11.1-24) teaches this rite as part of 

madhuparka (see VTra [VGS] 1932: 34, n. 6). Furthermore alamkarana is followed by 

pravadanakarman, an apparently "complementary" ceremony which is explicitly per­

formed for the bride alone (MGS 1.9.28: kumaryah pravadane42...). In one manuscript 

of Varahagrhyasutra there is even a chapter separate from alamkarana (ch. 12) as­

signed to pravadanakarman (ch. 13).

Alamkarana is composed as a shortened version of the samdvartana ritual. While 

the latter comprises the sndtaka's argha, bath, and paraphernalia which includes the ap­

plication of fragrant substances (MGS 1.2.15, see also n. 63), the former is to be carried 

out subsequent to the bridegroom's argha and comprises his decoration, ahganydsa, ap­

plication of fragrant substances (gandhotsadana),43 and dressing (MGS 1.9.24-27). 

Vardhagrhyasutra (12.1-3) does not name ahganydsa but adds a sacrifice and the ask­

ing for mangala.

MarriageSamavartana

A*

argha

B*

alamkarana: Decoration, 

ahganydsa, application of 

gandha, dressing

B

alamkarana: Decoration, 

application of gandha, 

dressing, sacrifices, mangala

MGS A

argha

B

Bath, dressing, and 

decoration (including 

application of gandha)

B

Bath, dressing, and 

decoration

Wooing and 

giving away 

of the bride

A*

argha

VGS A

argha Wooing and 

giving away 

of the bride

40 As it remains highly questionable whether women participated in upanayana, Vedic studies, and 

samdvartana (see n. 31), the prescription of the mantras taught by PGS for samdvartana is here in­

terpreted to point to the performance of alamkarana for the bridegroom only. Nevertheless it is 

possible that alamkarana was carried out for groom and bride in a parallel manner (cf. §3.3 on 

BaudhGS 1.1.24).

41 Astavakra (ad MGS 1.9.26): kecid utsadanam purvam icchanti tesam alamkaranendpi urdhvam 

sydt | anyas tu gandhacchadane gandha vijheyah | acchadanam ca paridhdnam ata evdha ahatam 

vasah paridhatta iti | ...tasya sndndt purvam kecin madhuparkaprasane krte ddne 'dhikdrah pari- 

dhdsyety anena paridhatte | ekavacanam atantram tena dve vasasi bhavathah.

42 Pramadana is apparently the same word as pravadana (VGS 12.1) (cf. Dresden [MGS] 1941: 40) 

and denotes a specific rite, a "karmavisesa" (see VWC: 1718 n. c).

43 For ahganydsa and gandhotsddana cf. PGS (2.6.18-19) on samdvartana: utsadya punah sndtvdnu- 

lepanam ndsikayor mukhasya copagrhnite prandpanau me tarpaya caksur me tarpaya srotram me 

tarpayeti || pitarah s'undhadhvam iti pdnyor avanejana daksindnisicydnulipya japet | sucaksa aham 

aksibhyam bhuyasani suvarcd mukhena | susrut karnabhyam bhuydsam iti.
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In the model presented in Mdnava- and Varahagrhyasutra samdvartana and mar­

riage do not overlap. The wooing is clearly scheduled after the completion of samd­

vartana. The period "between" these rituals is compositionally elided by the perform­

ance of alamkarana, a rite which repeats central parts of samdvartana at the time of 

marriage—apparently to tie in with the former ritual. Through this "grammatical" fig­

ure the temporal gap between the two ceremonies is closed.

3.3 Nuptial "samavartana” (BaudhSS / BaudhGS)

A similar connection of samdvartana and alamkarana is displayed by the tradition of 

Baudhayana. Here the ritual of samdvartana is taught in the Srautasutra (17.39-44) and 

comprises, next to the bath and the sndtaka's paraphernalia, a chariot drive and an 

argha which is to be offered to the young man by his teacher.

From Baudhayanagrhyasutra (2.6.19-21) it is clear that there is a temporal gap be­

tween samdvartana and marriage. It is stated that the sndtaka has to offer the daily sac­

rifices up to his marriage with ghee instead of cooked food.44 In the section concerning 

marriage it is then taught that the groom should take a bath, put on new garments, apply 

perfumes, put a garland, and eat (i.e. break his fast). All these rites should be performed 

just prior to the nuptial ceremonies, while he is still in his own house(s).45 Afterwards 

he proceeds to the bride's house and is received by the bride's relatives with the argha 

ceremony.46

As these rites again bear clear resemblance to the ones known from samdvartana 

the same interpretations apply which have been given above for Mdnava- and Vardha- 

grhyasutra. The temporal gap between samdvartana and marriage is elided by the repe­

tition of rites similar to the ones of samdvartana. At the time of marriage, bath, equip­

ment, procession and argha are performed a second time. The sndtaka's respectively 

the bridegroom's procession is not mentioned in Mdnava- or Varahagrhyasutra but 

Baudhayana names both of them. The Srautasutra (17.43) says that the sndtaka should 

mount a chariot (ratha). Similarly, the Grhyasutra (1.1.24: p. 3, 8) mentions that the 

groom should travel to the bride's house by a mode different from going by foot 

(apaddtir gatvd).47

44 See BaudhGS (2.6.19-21): samavartanaprabhrtyajyena vydhrtibhir huyata a panigrahandt ||pani- 

grahanaprabhrti vrThibhir yavair vd hastenaite dhutir juhoti agnaye svahd prajdpataye svahd iti 

sayam | surydya svahd prajdpataye svahd prdtar api ff Cf. Smith (1986: 82) on this passage.

45 These rites are also performed for the bride (see p. 17).

46 As the argha is performed during both rituals, samdvartana and marriage, BaudhGS (1.2.65-66) 

explicitly mentions sndtaka and bridegroom as lawful recipients of an argha.

47 On the bridegroom's mode of travel see also VaikhGS (2.15: p. 33, 1. 8-9), but cf. AgniGS (1.6.1: 

p. 35, 1. 2: svastyayanah paddtir vadhugrham gatvd which probably has to be emended to °svasty- 

ayano 'paddtir). Similarly, the sndtaka moves by chariot, horse, or elephant (see, e.g., HGS 

142.1).
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3.4 Mangala ceremony (SGS and AgniGS)

The prescriptions of Sankhayana- and Agnivesyagrhyasutra for the bridegroom's para­

phernalia comprise some words which possibly denote an abbreviated "samavartana" 

similar to the ceremonies taught by Manava, Varaha, and Baudhayana (see §3.2 and 

3.3).

Sankhayanagrhyasutra (1.12.1) teaches that the bridegroom has taken a bath and 

that auspicious ceremonies have been performed for him (krtamahgala) before he ar­

rives at the bride's house. From the preceding text it is clear that these words do not de­

note the rules for samavartana because in the night of marriage or up to two nights 

prior to marriage48 indranikarman or at least parts of this rite have to be performed not 

only for the bride but for the groom as well (see SGS 1.11.6-7).

Agnivesyagrhyasutra (1.6.1) uses a wording similar to Sankhayana. According to 

this text, the bridegroom wears a wristband (baddhakautuka49), and auspicious ceremo­

nies are performed along with svastyayana50 (krtamahgalasvastyayana) before he 

leaves for the bride's house.

It is neither clear for Sankhayana nor for Agnivesya which actions are denoted by 

mahgala. Anyhow, the wording finds a parallel in the alamkarana ceremony of 

Vardhagrhyasutra which is completed by the bridegroom's asking for mahgala (see 

VGS 12.3: mahgaldny asaset).5'

48 See SGS (1.11.1): athaitam ratrim svas trtiyam vd kanydni vaksyantiti tasyani ratryam atite nisd- 

kdle.

49 For the kautuka ceremony see AgniGS (2.3.5: pp. 58, 1. 9-59, 1. 18).

50 Gonda (1989: 177) defines "auspicious progress" as the basic meaning of svastyayana. This mean­

ing is particularly clear in passages which are concerned with some kind of movement like jour­

neys. Therefore svastyayana might denote the bridegroom's procession as an "auspicious pro­

gress". But the expression might also indicate a mantra or another verbal expression which facili­

tates such an "auspicious progress" (see Gonda 1989: 180).

51 Cf. also Mbh (1.190.9): krtdbhisekdh krtamahgalakriydh. However, by KGS (17.2) and Harivamsa 

(87.32) girls for whom the mahgala ceremony has been performed are mentioned in connection 

with Indrani. This points to a connection to indranikarman (SGS 1.11).
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3.5 The other Grhyasutras' view

The other Grhyasutras handed down to us are far less explicit about the connection of 

samdvartana and marriage. However, there certainly is a close relation (but not neces­

sarily a direct temporal succession) of the Veda student's absolving ceremony and mar­

riage. Gobhilagrhyasutra (2.1.1-2) teaches in its passage on samdvartana that the 

snataka should take a wife after his bath, and in its passage on marriage again states 

that a young man should marry after he has studied the Veda (vedam adhitya, 

GGS 3.4.1). According to Khadira (1.3.2) he should take a wife after having absolved 

the [samdvartana-]bath (dplavana).52 The close relation between samdvartana and mar­

riage is also alluded to by Jaiminiya (1.20: p. 19, 10-11: sndtvd ... jayam vindeta), 

Agnivesya (1.6.1: p. 34, 9: samdvrtte bhdrydm upayaccheta) and Hiranyakesi (1.19.1: 

samdvrtta ... bhdrydm upayacchet). However from these passages it is not clear what 

happens in the period between samdvartana and the reception of the bridegroom at the 

bride's house.

Most of the Grhyasutras do not prescribe in which way the young man is to be 

dressed and adorned for the marriage ritual.53 Contrariwise the bride's dressing is men­

tioned by many of these handbooks.54 This arrangement points to the model known 

from Vaikhanasa (see §3.1). The young man might be dressed and adorned at the occa­

sion of samdvartana and remain this way until after the marriage ceremony.

The majority of the Grhyasutras opt for the snataka going "somewhere else" to be 

welcomed with the argha ceremony (see Heesterman 1968: 439). This wording in­

cludes the possibility that only one argha has to be performed for samdvartana and 

marriage. If the snataka sets out for the bride's house right after his bath, he will re­

ceive the argha from his prospective father-in-law.5' Thereby the samdvartana is com­

pleted and the nuptial ceremonies commenced. Hence, in this case, samdvartana and 

marriage overlap each other. Contrariwise Baudhayanasrautasutra (17.43-44), Jai­

miniya- (1.19: p. 18, 12ff.), Gobhila- (3.4.30 and 34) and Khadiragrhyasutra (3.1.32) 

assign the task of respectful reception at the teacher's door. Thus, according to these 

texts, the snataka is here first received by his teacher with an argha. After a certain pe­

riod of time, when his marriage has been settled, he is again received with that ceremo­

ny in the bride's house.

52 However, the commentary on this sutra discusses whether the bath of samavartana or the one of 

marriage has to be taken first. This reveals that, at least according to the commentary, the young 

man, before marriage, has to absolve two ceremonies comprising a (very similar) bath.

53 Only the Grhyasutras discussed above (viz. BaudhGS, MGS, and VGS) mention the groom's 

equipment for marriage (see §3.2 and 3.3).

54 The bride is usually dressed with an upper and a lower garment (see ApGS 4.8; BharadGS 1.13: p. 

13, 4-14; GGS 2.1.18; JGS 1.20: p. 20, 1-3; KhadGS 1.3.6; KGS 25.4; MGS 1.10.8; PGS 1.4.12- 

13; VGS 14.1). Some Grhyasutras also mention the girding with a string of munja grass (see ApGS 

4.8; KGS 25.4; VGS 14.2). SGS (1.12.3-9) gives an exceptionally detailed passage on the bride's 

equipment (see §3.6).

55 See Heesterman (1968: 441), Hillebrandt (1897: 79), Krick (1982: 90, n. 227) and Oberlies (2007: 

144, n. 12).
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The persons to be honoured with an argha are mostly named as teachers, priests, 

sndtakas, kings, fathers-in-law (svasura or vivahya/vaivahya) and friends.56 Asvaldyana- 

grhyasutra (1.24.2: snatakayopasthitaya) makes clear—at least if one follows the 

commentary'7—that the snataka is to be honoured when he approaches for marriage. 

This view is further substantiated by Kausikasutra (92.32) which does not name the 

snataka but the bridegroom as lawful recipient of an argha reception (see Oberlies 

2007: 143, n. 8). But even when snataka and bridegroom are mentioned as persons to 

be honoured with an argha (see BaudhGS 1.2.65; AgniGS 2.6.6), this does not mean 

that the first argha (which is part of the samavartana ritual) cannot be received from 

the prospective father-in-law. The title of a bath-graduate might attach to an individual 

not merely between the conclusion of studentship and his marriage but also after mar­

riage (see Olivelle 2003: 500 [ad ApDhS 1.30.4]).

Many ritual Sutras teach the argha58 in the context of samavartana where, most of­

ten, it is performed during the second half of this ritual.59 Significantly the argha is in­

stead explained in the context of marriage by Baudhayana- (1.2), Kdthaka- (ch. 24), 

Mdnava- (1.9.1-23), and Vardhagrhyasutra (ch. 11). Except for Kathakagrhyasutra 

these texts are the ones most explicit on the difference between the sndtaka's and the 

bridegroom's paraphernalia.

3.6 The bride's bath and paraphernalia

Baudhayanagrhyasutra (1.1.24) prescribes bath and equipment at the beginning of the 

marriage ritual not only for the groom (see §3.3) but, in absolutely parallel manner, for 

the bride, too. For her an abbreviated "samavartana" is performed as well. It comprises 

bath, dressing with new garments, application of perfumes, wearing of a garland, and 

eating of food.60

While Sdhkhdyanagrhyasutra only indicates about the bridegroom that he has taken 

a bath and auspicious ceremonies were performed for him (see §3.4), the text holds 

greater indepth information for the bride's paraphernalia. These are given to her at the 

beginning of the marriage ritual (see SGS 1.12). Subsequent to indranikarman the 

young woman is given the marital dress by the bridegroom, her eyes are anointed with

56 See GGS (4.10.24), KhadGS (4.4.24), KGS (24.1), PGS (1.3.1), MGS (1.9.1), SGS (1.15.4-9), and 

VGS (11.1). Anyhow, AgniGS (2.6.6: p. 101, 8-9) and BaudhGS (1.2.65-66) name both, the 

snataka and the bridegroom, as recipient of the argha (see Oberlies 2007: 143-4).

57 Narayana (ad AsvGS 1.24.2): upasthitdyeti | krtasamdvartandya | tasmin nahani grhan abhyd- 

gatdya vivdhdrthine ca.

58 On the argha ceremony in the Grhyasutras see Oberlies (2007: 143-5).

59 JGS (1.19), HGS (1.12.5-1.13.18), and, VaikhGS (2.15-16: pp. 33, 9-34, 8) teach the argha as 

part of samavartana; BharadGS (2.23-26) and ApGS (ch. 13) directly after samavartana; and SGS 

(2.15 [2.16-17]) before this ritual.

60 See BaudhGS (1.1.24): sndto 'hatavdso gandhdnuliptas sragvi bhuktavan pratodapdnir apaddtir 

gatvd vadhujhatibhir atithivad arcitas sndtdm ahatavdsasam gandhanuliptam sragvinim bhukta- 

vatim isuhastam dattam vadhurn samiksate...
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collyrium, and she receives a mirror, a wristband (pratisara), and madhuka flowers 

which are bound around her body. All these rites are accompanied by re-stanzas and re­

semble remarkable similarity with the rites typical for samdvartana.

Some other rites performed for the bride before marriage, namely pravadana- 

karman (MGS 1.9.24-27, VGS 12.1-3), jhdtikarman (GGS 2.1.10-11, cf. Rudraskanda 

{ad KhadGS 1.3.4]), indranikarman (SGS 1.11), and the elaborate ceremonies per­

formed for the bride according to Katkakagrhyasutra^ (ch. 17-22) will not be dis­

cussed here as, on the main lines, they belong to a realm different from samdvartana 

and its abbreviations.62

4 Resume

Krick (1982: 5) has mentioned in her dissertation that samdvartana should ideally be 

performed at the time of marriage. This prescription is explicitly given by Vaikhdnasa- 

grhyasutra (see §3.1) and might be correct for other Grhyasutras as well (see §3.5). The 

young man resorts to the bride's house immediately after his absolving bath and equip­

ment as a snataka. Hence he does not need to dress a second time for marriage and re­

ceives the argha not from his teacher but from his father-in-law. In this case samd­

vartana is a discrete ritual but serves as a prelude of marriage as well. However, other 

traditions, namely Manava, Varaha, Baudhayana, Agnivesya, and Sahkhayana, are rath­

er explicit on the point that samdvartana is to be performed well in advance of mar­

riage (see §3.2-3.4). From the rules that these ritual texts give for samdvartana and the 

bridegroom's preparation for marriage respectively, it follows that the latter is an ab­

breviation of the former. According to these texts samdvartana is carried out at an oc­

casion distinct from marriage and comprises bath, paraphernalia and argha.

From a compositional point of view the result is the same in both cases: there is no 

gap between samdvartana and marriage. While in the former case the two rituals actu­

ally overlap, in the latter the time span between them is elided by the "grammatical" 

figure of repetition. An abbreviated form of samdvartana is performed at the beginning 

of the nuptial ceremonies.

61 But the fact that according to Kathakagrhyasutra (17.1) the bride shall be adorned while the priest 

recites the mantras of godana (gauddnikair mantrair) might point to a connection of this rite with 

the samdvartana as the godana ceremony is often used as a rite of the samdvartana, too (cf. n. 15).

62 A full index of discrete sequences of the marriage ritual will be one of the results of my disserta­

tion (see n. 3). However, the sequences in question have already been dealt with in my master 

thesis which will be published soon.



Economy and Composition of Complex Rituals 63

Between samavartana and marriage the snataka appears to be separated63 by status 

elevation64 which is a particular mode of liminality. He is decorated in an eye-catching 

manner and only now wears ointment and garland in public.65 He has the appearance of 

a king (see Heesterman 1968: 440) but in a sense even ranges above him. A king has to 

salute a snataka with respect.66 The snataka is also said to be a "great being" (see 

AsvGS 3.9.6) and instead of cooked food he uses ghee for his daily sacrifices (see 

BaudhGS 2.6.19-21) which is regarded as purest of all substances.

Possible reasons for the snataka's liminality are—depending on tradition and its re­

spective concept of life—the standing between two life-stages, or the decision which 

life-style one wants to adhere to. No matter which concept of life the different Grhya­

sutras promote, the time following samavartana denotes a or even is the turning point 

in a young adult's life.67

The ritual traditions of the Kangra valley of Himachal Pradesh are based on Paras- 

karagrhyasutra (see n. 10) but with regard to the combination of samavartana and mar­

riage they structurally follow the model of Vaikhanasagrhyasutra. Samavartana is 

equivalent to the bridegroom's absolving bath and equipment and as such becomes a 

prelude or part of the nuptial ceremonies. By this way of performance a violation of the 

proscription of being anasramin (a concept not known to the Grhyasutras) is avoided as 

the young man turns from student to householder without interim.

By the incorporation of another samskara, namely upanayana, into the marriage rit­

ual—a practice common in the Kangra valley and other regions of India as well—the 

duration of the life-stage of brahmacarya is considerably shortened. This loss is ac­

cepted because the social circumstances today do not usually allow an extended period 

of Veda studies anyway. In opposition to the amalgamation of samavartana and the 

nuptial ceremonies, the incorporation of upanayana into the marriage ritual is a rather 

recent strategy to economize the cycle of samskaras prescribed by classical traditions.

63 The groom's and bride's seclusion in the period before marriage is well known from many con­

temporary traditions. Usually, this process is commenced by the ritual application of turmeric paste 

which is repeated for some days. The prescriptions of some Grhyasutras for samavartana and the 

bridegroom's (and bride's [see §3.6]) paraphernalia point to a liminality similar to the status of an 

adult just before marriage in today's traditions. Thus, the repetition of an abbreviated form of sam­

avartana might be an influence on today's butna or haridrd ceremonies which aid to pass a particu­

larly liminal phase, too. Especially utsadana, a part of alamkarana as prescribed by MGS (1.9.26: 

atha gandhotsddane vasasi), points to this relation, see also Astavakra on this sutra (gandhas 

candanddi | utsadanam udvarttam pakvatailddind).

64 Similarly the bridal couple is marked by status-elevation during the liminal phases of marriage. In 

Himachal Pradesh they are identified with Visnu and Sri or Siva and Parvati (see Luchesi 1999). 

Deification of bride and bridegroom, as it can be reconstructed from the surydsukta (RV 10.85), 

will be discussed by KeBler-Persaud (forthc.).

65 See Kane 1974: 413, ApDhS 1.32.5, MDhS 4.72, GautDhS 9.32, and VasDhS 12.39 as well as 

Mbh 2.19.38-40.

66 See MDhS 2.138-139; GautDhS 6.25; VasDhS 13.59.

67 In the "original" formulation the time following samavartana was "the critical time of a young 

adult's life when he had to make a decision regarding how he would live his adult life by choosing 

one of the four dsramas” (Olivelle 1993: 131).
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Nevertheless, due to the specific way of incorporation into the nuptial ceremonies, upa- 

nayana remains a self-contained ritual. Its special rites are embedded into the ritual 

frame(s) which serve(s) for marriage as well as upanayana.

Two rules for a "compositionally correct" possibility to economize the classical life- 

cycle rituals can be tentatively deduced from the material given above: 1.) The special 

rites of more than one life-cycle ritual can be embedded into a single ritual frame and 

thus, in a sense, performed as one ritual, and 2.), as the interim between two rituals is 

elided when the last sequence of the first ritual is repeated at the beginning of the 

second, the sequence needs to be performed only once if the rituals are carried out in 

direct succession. Thus, the same goal can be reached by different ways of performance 

both of which are "grammatically" correct.
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