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Facets of Agni

Dr. Jayashree Mohanarangan

The worship of gods in the Vedas is largely personifications of the powers of nature. The
hymns are mainly invocations of these gods and are usually stated in the Rg Veda to be thirty-
three in number, being divided into three groups of eleven distributed in earth, air, and heaven,
the three divisions of the Universe. They are the celestial gods, atmospheric gods and
terrestrial gods and Agni fall under the third category.

The gods were conceived as human in appearance. Thus the arms of the Sun are nothing more
than his rays; and the tongue and limbs of Agni merely denote his flames. Some of the gods
appear equipped as warriors, especially Indra, others are described as priests, especially Agni
and Brhaspati. All of them drive through the air in cars, drawn chiefly by steeds, but
sometimes by other animals.

Agni in Vedas

Agni occupies a prominent place in the Vedas and particularly in the Brahmanas. The ancient
Indians recognized it as the power of heat and light and the will-power united with wisdom
which they believed that this power could be strengthened by the Rg Vedic chants to Agni.
The first line of the Rg Veda begins with an invocation to Agni - I magnify Agni, the domestic
priest, the divine ministrant of the sacrifice, the invoker, best bestower of treasure.

AT JUfed a5 Sa s | BIa TTeTaae |

The Vedic people developed the worship of Agni, personified and deified Agni as the banner
of sacrifice, as the first domestic priest. Men have kindled Agni in the three fold abode.
Coming on the same car with Indra and the Gods, may that most wise invoker sit down on the
sacrificial grass for sacrifice.

T30 39 Wl @ Sy e e astom R 0 !
Agni became the messenger, who through yajia carries the oblations to the gods, to ensure the

continuance of conditions favourable to mankind. In choosing Agni they choose one who has
the wisdom of seer.

AT TGRS FOTHT o ez, |l 2

Agni rules over the sacrifices, the shining guardian of the order growing in his own house.
Agni is the guardian of the rta in the ritual sense, because the sacrificial fire is regularly
kindled every day;

TSt Mg difefea | aee = a3
In Vedic deities, Agni occupies after Indra, the most important position. In the Rg Veda there

are over 200 hymns addressed to in praise of Agni. Agni is the rsi (hymn-seer) of Stkta of the
Rg Veda, and along with Indra and Stirya makes up the Vedic triad of deities.
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Various names of Agni
Amarakosa enumerates the various names of Agni.
Yaskacarya explains that the fire-god is called s (Agni)

4

because he is smit (Agrani), the forward leader who is the ever

awake, disseminator of knowledge and the first principle of
thought which manifests as Speech; it is carried at the front in
all ritualistic undertakings (yajnas).

argTte edt Tewfa gt | otfor Tt | AT wareifaer:) 5

Thirteen names of Agni are enumerated in the Nighantu as-
FfyuiEr:, 3o, qAUT, WM, IO A, g, SWT,
Seamgam, foEedt:, @, aaela:, WErhad: 3fd wEEe
Lcuc il

Narada describes to Yudhisthira that the assembly hall of Indra
named Pugkaramalini of the deity of one thousand sacrifices,
which is full of lusture, obtained by him as the fruit of his
actions. There in the eastern point, the twenty seven fires

conveying the sacrificial ghee, Agni, Soma, the fire of Indra,
Mitra, Savitri and Aryama wait on Indra.

it fo arraTeTer ureRT: watswd: |
et AreEwT frrer arferardaT o 7

Narada speaks about the twenty-seven fires conveying the
sacrificial butter, which are:-

Angira — Angiras, son of Bharata, himself became Agni whom
he surpassed when Agni began to practise penance,
Dakshinagni- consecrated fire taken from the house-hold fire
and placed in the southern side, Garhapatya — the perpetual
house-hold fire, Ahavaniya — consecrated fire taken from the
house-hold fire and placed in the eastern side, Laukika —
classical, belonging to the world of men,

Vibhavasu — one of the eight vasus, Soma — necter, etc.

Agni in Upanisads

ISopanisad focuses on this tradition of Agni as the Divine Will
which motivates and executes. Here the Lord of fire has been
solicited for enabling to know the mortal body and leading to
aim of life through the best route.

O Agni, Lead us on an even, good way to prosperity, O God,
you know all the ways. Keep far away from us crooked-going
sin. We render most ample expression of adoration to you.

3T T FUAAT T AT I st g |
FareTESTEEET Gfet ¥ T 3 frdm g 8

Pippalada, the sage of the Prasnopanisad, tells Kabandhi
Katayana as to when creatures are born. The Sun rises in the
East and illumines the Southern, the Western, the Northern,
the Lower, the Upper, the intervening quarters, therby it
collects all living beings in its rays.

T U FyT e onsiedr aaagerae T |

"That Sun is in all forms, basis of all, and full of beams,
Omniscient, loyal to penance and unique. That Sun with its
thousand rays existing in hundreds of forms rise as the Pranga
form to all living beings. That very one, Siirya who is Aditya,
rises up,who is Prana and Agni, is identified with all creatures
and is possessed of all fame."

forged Bitut STaaes wrEvt Satfives auwad |
TEERTYA: FIALT SEAT; q00T; SeTHaEey g6 )

In the Kenopanisad, Agni reveals his identity as the heat
energy and the ever-burning flame of the conscious force in
matter that makes up the entire world. The gods sent first Agni
to find out the nature of Brahman, which means it is Agni that
releases the energy which is latent in all beings. When the
Yaksa asked the Fire god about his powers he replied- I am
Agni, Indeed, I burn everything here, and whatever there is
here on the Earth.

ot avd e femauta | 10

Moreover, the sage of the Kenopanisad refers to the functional
differentiation and specialization of body parts on which
account the life-stream progresses when he speaks of Agni
becoming the speech and entering the mouth and Vayu
becoming breath and entering the nostrils. And from
Katopanisad becomes known about Yama taught Nachiketa
the secrets of the fire that leads to heaven and what bricks
were required to build the altar. Agni, the all-knower
(jatavedas), hidden away in the two fire-sticks, like the embryo
well borne by pregnant women, worthy to be worshiped day
by day, by watchful men with oblations.

FROAHTRAT SATASET T 3 Fogar i)
o o dgar wmraferfratmirsatint: vy oo

Yama explains to Nachiketas that like absolute soul
(Paramatman) the fire etc. elements also get universal form
through detachment.

sifdY et STt T e fer T |
THEAAT FEIATALTeT &G &6 Safaear afger 1 12

The ancient seers had divided Agni into three parts —
garhapatya(for general domestic usage), ahavaniya(for inviting
and welcoming a personage or deity) and daksinagni (for
fighting against all evil).

Before Satyakama Jabala, in bodily form arose the Three
Sacrificial Fires to instruct him, the three fires were —

i) themguea:- the householder’s fire instructed him that
the ultimate reality was to be found in the sun,
AT T MRS T o o ww enfesx

TN gV HISEURH | TATEHEHitT

i) the sramgriuem:- the southern sacrificial fire told him
that it was to be found in the moon, and

Ay TR favn TeEnfor o 3t @ uw

TEATY TEUT FTAA AISTARH | TATGHEHI |

iii) the strga=ta: the eastern fire told him that it was to be
found in the lightening,

AT FANTEAATAISTINIG 0T ATehTeN feafa @ uw gl
TEAT Y WIsEUied | vargneHite |13

The three fires explained to Upakosala that the ultimate reality
was to be found not in these three but in the image of the
person reflected in the human eye.

The Chandogyopanisadconceives the whole universal activity
of creation as a kind of Yajna (sacrifice) where everything is
connected; this sacrifice or knowledge is known as the
Pancagni vidya.
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AL T T TAHE ST T F § e TeR=uTo=T
foreas g u: quaeiteR! wate @ o AT 7 ue g i 1

The activity of creation (or of manifestation of any object)
begins with the birth of the child (or with the production of an
atom or molecule) whom the cosmos produces and not parents
alone, then the child’s presence is felt everywhere mainly
because the universe is intimately inter-connected.

Agni as Purifier and Witness

In the Agnipariksa or 'the Fire ordeal' of Sita, Agni acts as the
witness. Afraid of popular ignominy Rama suspects on Sita’s
chastity to prove and record how pure Sita was. Hence Rama
asks her to prove herself by entering into the fire. When Sita
was forced to undergo the ordeal to prove her virtue, she
requests Agni to protect her and testify her purity.

N AESET TR MR | o aeft uw geaats |/t
|l

When Rama questions Sita as to how men acquainted with
moral duty, accept for even a moment a woman carried off by
another.

WEERTA AW WEdAi oW | %Y gENigst Wi S
g faftaEm |

Vayu, Agni and Brahma testify the purity of Sita. O Scion of
Raghu’s race, I am in the body of every creature. O descendent
of Kakutsa, the princess of Videha is thoroughly guiltless.

HEU: YRRl AW AR | gEeHHty wigeed Hforett
Aot 0>

Vibhavasu (the deity of fire) brings her out and says to Rama-

AT qET TH ATEAT ATRET TTaeh: | TNT F TH A8t arawet T
ferra i
T AT T WAAT YT FEAT T AYWT | Gl Fevie

ATEETET || 10
D

Neither by words, mind, understanding nor eyes, She, good
natured and beautiful has not deviated from you, who has got a
good character and is heroic. With these words Agni testified
the purity of Sita and redeemed her from the wrath and
condemnation of her husband Rama.

Agni in the Mahabharata

Agni’s facets are interspersed throughout the epic and well laid
in the Upakhyanas of the Mahabharata. He acts as a physician,
an examiner, a protector of the Sarangakas, the destroyer of
the Khandavavana etc.

Agni as a doctor

There was once a sage called Dattatreya who had a son called
Nimi. Nimi had a son who died after thousand years. The
bereaved sage performed a Sraddha which was attended by all
devas. The feast was so sumptuous that all the devas had
severe indigestion. Consulting Brahma, Agni prescribed a
remedy for their indigestion.

He said “Whenever you take any food make me also a
participant in that. If you do so, you will never get
indigestion”. That is why in a g in making offering, a share

is first offered to the God of fire. This is told by Bhigma to
Dharmaputra on the origin of Saraddha.

wfgareara sieamr g squftad | SRy STEwE = w
ared 7w 0 7

Agni tests UsTinara

In the Syenakapotopakhyanam of the Mahabharata, King
USinara was tested for his generosity and compassion by Agni
and Indra. Accordingly Agni took the form of a dove and Indra
took the form of a hawk. The dove took refuge in the lap of
King Usinara when he was chased by the hawk as its prey.
When the King promised to protect the dove, the hawk
demanded a portion of the flesh of the King equal to that of the
dove. The King then cut his flesh and when he found that the
flesh of the dove weighed more than his flesh, and no more
flesh was left on his body, he himself mounted on the scale.
Then the Gods revealed their true form and told him that they
had come to test his virtuous merit and blessed him.

FRIsEARmydy  ®uWl  gemared | Rwmemmied @t
TyrarequnE || 18

Agni-the protector and destroyer

In the "Khandava-daha Parva" of the Mahabharata, Agni in the
guise of a Brahmin approached Krsna and Arjuna seeking
sufficient food for gratification of his hunger; and on being
asked about the kind of food which would gratify, Agni
expressed the desire to consume the forest of Khandava
protected by Indra for the sake of Taksaka, the chief of the
Nagas, Agni wanted to regain his own nature, who having
drunk clarified butter for twelve years had dulled at the
sacrifice of Swetaki. Aided by Krsna and Arjuna, Agni
consumed the Khandava forest, which burnt for fifteen days,
sparing only As$wasena, Maya, and the four birds called
Sarangakas; later, as a boon Arjuna got all his weapons from
Indra and also the bow, Gandiva, from Varupa.

In the Sarangakaopakhyanam, Sage Mandapala wanted to get
off-springs within a short period to enjoy the fruits of his
penance as only a son rescues the father from hell.

YATHT TR g foed gfer 1 1

Hence sage Mandapila took the form of a Sarangaka and
through a female Sarangika named Jaritd got four sons who
were all utterers of Vedas. Leaving those sons with their
mother Jarita in the forest while they were still within the eggs
the sage went to Lapita to beget more children..

Sage Mandapala while wandering in the forest with Lapita,
saw Agni coming towards the Khandava to burn it. The sage
knowing the intention of Agni and remembering that his
children were young, gratified Agni.

O Agni you are the mouth of all the worlds, you are the carrier
of sacrificial ghee.

T HAATRT HE A FAAE |

The wise perform their sacrifices before you and they consider
you as having eight murtis. The great rsis say that this universe
is erected by you.
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TEEET FHeurdaT anaTEAEeTad | @ar fagtid g aata
e 1o ol

O effulgent deity, this universe is created by you. The Vedas
are your words, all creatures, mobile and immobile depend on
you.

TEfa wavaT @l ek 3aa | Saaesadas fay ge
TR Il

Water primarily depends upon you. Whole universe also
depends upon you. All offerings of sacrificial ghee and all
libations of food offered to the Pitrs have also been established
in you.

aaa v fafed vd @ wweRw | @Erssar fafean ud @t
Tt e 1 20

Being pleased by the words of sage Mandapala, Agni
promised to spare the lives of the four Sarangakas during the
burning of Khandhava vana.

Later when Agni in haste and with fearful flames came to the
spot where the sons of Mandapala were, the sons of
Mandapala with reverence uttered an eulogistic hymn to Agni.
O Agni, we are in great distress, Protect us with your
auspicious form and with your seven flames. We pray for your
protection.

T 3 Ore w9 ¥ T ¥ wW @A | 9 T ol e &
RO 1)

O deity, O carrier of the sacrificial ghee, O Agni, you are the
giver of heat, you alone give heat, you alone give heat to the
rays of the Sun.

THSHEAUH ATAAET ATAEAHT o My 39 |

O Agni you are everything. The whole universe is established
in you. You uphold every creature and you support the worlds.

FEAH EHAEREE TAE W | o gRaty Jars e o
ot =

O Agni you are the carrier of sacrificial ghee, you are the great
sacrificial ghee itself. The wise know you to be One and at the
same time Many.

uRTeeTaTEe R ww gl | wifiueEt St g
SRETTY =T 1l

O carrier of the sacrificial ghee, you create the three worlds
and you again destroy them when the time comes for their
destruction by swelling your body to a fearful dimension. You
are the pro generating mother of the whole universe; you are
the essence also in which the universe dissolves.

AT AT AT FaaTE el ITH U= g Afeg;: |
T AT WAAET e Han waty g Tiast |

Having being addressed by the utterers of Vedas, Agni being
well pleased and remembering his promise to Mandapala,
Agni spared the lives of the Sarangakas and devoured the
Khandava vana.?!

Conclusion

According to Agnipurana, which is the eighth in the list of
eighteen Puranas, no god is approachable without the medium
of Agni, and no divinity is obtained without the presence of
Agni; his element is earth. At the command of Brghu, Agni
was brought down from the heavens for man’s use by
Matarigvan, in the later writings Agni is described as a son of
Angiras who happened to discover fire and its uses. Agni as
the immortal guest is the witness of all actions, supremely
powerful, all consuming and unresistable but who commands
all earthly and heavenly riches i.e. all temporal good.

The Vedas, Ithihasas and Puranas are the chief treatises and
the various facets of Agni as a chief officiating priest,
Examiner, Purifier, Protector, Destroyer revealer of truth are
projected here. Various references from other literary
resources may further show the role of Agni in various
contexts and is quite thought provoking.
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