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In this article the meaning of the bahuvrihi compound kavikratu (attested ten times in the RV: 1.1.5; 3.2.4;
3.14.7; 3.27.12; 5.11.4; 6.16.23; 8.44.7; 9.9.1; 9.25.5; 9.62.13; seven times used as an attribute for Agni,
thrice for Soma) is examined. Its morphology (adjectival possessive compound) and the meaning of its two
constituents kavi “poet” and krdtu “resolve” are more or less undisputed, hence the common translation “with
a poet’s resolve”. However, in spite of the rare occurrence and the apparent lucidity of the morphology and
semantics of kavikratu, such a translation may not be appropriate. The uneven distribution of this term and
its marked position within the stanzas where it occurs, in combination with the semantic ambiguity of Sanskrit
compounds, may be taken as an indication that this compound possesses a more intricate structure, and that
this intricacy is the reason for its occurrence. In this article it is argued that this compound admits more than
one translation, and that it is necessary to reproduce its semantic ambiguity in translation. Finally, the possi-
bility of using the uneven distribution of kavikratu to identify differences between certain groups within the
Rgveda with regard to their world-views is briefly discussed.
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1. Introduction

Determining the meanings of the lexical items of a dead language, as well as the
semantic and pragmatic relations holding between them, is always a challenging task,
and the Rigvedic lexicon in particular is an appropriate example to illustrate these
difficulties. Despite best efforts, the analysis of much of what constitutes the lexicon of
the language of the Vedic texts has often still not yielded completely satisfactory results.
With regard to the Rgveda, this problem is enhanced by the poetic nature of the text,
which has direct consequences for its understanding and therefore its translation: any
attempt to achieve a comprehensive understanding must take into account the complexities
inherent in poetic texts and convey them also in the target language of its translation. In
this article an attempt will be made to demonstrate by the example of the compound
kavikratu how important an adequate understanding of the poetic subtleties of the RV is
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for its comprehension. Such an examination could also have consequences for further
research — at least hypothetically — for example with regard to the internal structure of
the RV: if for instance it can plausibly be shown that not all semantic features of a word
such as kavikratu are realised in all mandalas alike, then this result may serve as an
indication for the different notions of this compound realised in different mandalas and
therefore contribute to an analysis of the way the RV was understood by its creators, the
poets. But in some instances, including in the RV, the prospect of obtaining a more
satisfying result with regard to these questions can be increased by limiting the semantic
domain that serves as the subject under discussion, and by comparing terms related to it
with regard to their distribution among the Rigvedic mandalas. Hence, the aim of this
article is twofold: 1. to examine the possible ways of understanding kavikratu and illustrate
the consequences for translation; 2. to evaluate the uneven distribution of this compound
within the Rigvedic mandalas and the possibility of using it to uncover an internal
stratification of the RV.

2. Krdtu and kavikratu

The meaning of krdfu has been the subject of an insightful and comprehensive study
by Roénnow, and its results have by and large found wide acceptance among researchers;
according to Ronnow, krdtu denotes the “decisive, energetic sense of the courageous
warrior”, and among the gods is mostly attributed to Indra.! The term is often attested
besides ddksa, and already in the SBM there is an attempt to distinguish between them:
SBM 4.1.4.1: sa yad eva méanasa kamdyata idim me syad idam kurviyéti sa eva krdtur
dtha yad asmai tat samydhydte sa dakso “If he desires with his mind ‘This should be
mine, I want to do this’, that is krdtu. And when it flourishes for him, that is ddaksa.”
The translation of krdfu as “resolve” seems to be consistent with these ideas.

The more or less general consensus about the meaning of krdfu notwithstanding, little
effort has been made to elucidate the meaning of the compound kavikratu, attested ten
times in the RV (1.1.5; 3.2.4; 3.14.7; 3.27.12; 5.11.4; 6.16.23; 8.44.7; 9.9.1; 9.25.5 and
9.62.13). To begin with, it belongs to the class of bahuvrihi compounds and could
therefore be understood as something like “with a poet’s purpose”,’ as it has indeed been
taken by the majority of the translators.* However, given some peculiar features of this

! Ronnow (1932-33: 3): “Es ist der bestimmende, energische Sinn des mutigen Kriegers, vor allem Indras,
eine Macht in seinem Inneren, dank welcher ihm Sieg und Erfolg geschenkt werden, und die der Gottt sein-
en Verehrern, die darum bitten, geben kann.” For a comparison with the Greek parallel kpatdg and their
possible common origin, cf. Strunk (1975).

2 So Jamison & Brereton (e.g. 2014: 89) in their translation. In terms of vigrahavakya, the analysis of
the relation between the two constituents of this compound would be yasya kaveh kratuh sa kavikratuh.

3 Grassmann (1996), s.v. kavikratu: “cines Weisen Einsicht habend; einsichtsvoll”; Dandekar (1938: 64)
“kratu des Sehers besitzend”; Geldner 1951 (Vol. 1), 2 “mit Sehersinn”, etc.; Renou (1960: 17) “force-inspi-
rante d’un poéte”; (1964: 1) “(ayant) la pouvoir-spirituel d’un poéte”; Thieme (1964: 15) “mit der Geisteskraft
eines Sehers”; Velankar (1968: 8) “possessed of a poet’s wisdom”; Witzel et al (2007: 11) “Seherkraft”.
Somewhat differently Koéhler (2009: 62 f.) (Soma gives krdtu to the kavis because he inspires the poets) and
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term and the way it has been used, it certainly deserves further consideration. Although
the number of its Rigvedic attestations is rather small, it always occupies a prominent
position at the end of a pdada, with the single exception of RV 3.14.7, the only attestation
of the vocative kavikrato (in all other places the nominative or accusative singular occurs),
where it is placed in the middle. But there are more reasons to take a closer look at this
compound: it is exclusively used for the designation of two gods, Soma (at the three
attestations of the 9th mandala) and Agni (at all other attestations). With regard to the
close connection between krdtu and Indra emphasised by Ronnow, this is a somewhat
surprising result. Furthermore, three out of ten attestations come from the 3rd mandala,
and the poet to whom RV 1.1 is attributed, Madhuchandas Vai$vamitra, obviously also
belongs to the same family of poets. This uneven distribution appears even more surprising
if the small number of hymns of the 3rd mandala is taken into account: it is the third
shortest mandala of the RV. And to make things even more problematic (and at the same
time more interesting), the translation “with a poet’s purpose” or similar, although prima
facie convincing, does not — without further commentary — convey much semantic content.
To say that Agni or Soma has the resolve of a poet or kavi* is on the one hand to state
the obvious, for both of the gods are often termed as such and should therefore share
some of their attributes with them, but then the question remains why this compound
is not used more often. On the other hand, such a translation presupposes that there is
a specific relation between kratu and kavi which occurs also outside the compound
kavikratu or is at least suggested, but this has yet to be demonstrated. Consequently, since
there is no obvious reason to single out the translation given above as against other
possible translations, it is more than legitimate to address the question of how a compound
such as kavikratu should be translated. And in dealing with this question it should always
be borne in mind that with poetic language, more than one possible solution is always
to be expected. In this case, kavikratu may also be understood as “causing the krdru
of a kavi” or “receiving his krdtu from a kavi”.> To determine whether the acceptance of
one of these three possibilities or a combination of them results in improved comprehension
of the compound and the stanzas in which it is attested, these stanzas will be listed and
analysed with regard to possible clues contained in them for the reason to combine krdtu
and kavi in a compound.® Thereafter, the relation between these two terms outside the
compound will be examined, and in a further step, more general arguments about the nature
of Agni and Soma as well as the way the activities of a kavi are described in the RV
will be adduced. Then, an attempt at a possible explanation for the prominent use of
kavikratu by the Vaisvamitras will be made, before final deliberations on the consequences
of the results for the translation of the RV, and on the use of concepts behind the

(: 86 f.) (Agni when figuring as a ritual priest has the krdtu of kavis) with some brief but unsatisfactory re-
marks on the different ways in which this compound is analysable.

4 Given the semantic differentiation of the Rigvedic terms for “poet”, it seems more appropriate to use
the Vedic term, at least initially; cf. Kohler (2009).

5 The vigrahavakya for these two alternative relations would be yasmat kaveh kratuh sa kavikratuh and
kaver yasya kratuh sa kavikratuh respectively.

¢ All translations of the RV are from Jamison & Brereton (2014).
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formation of “locally” preferred terms or phrases to distinguish between different strata
or layers within the RV.
The attestations of kavikratu are as follows:

RV 1.1.5:

RV 3.2.4:

RV 3.14.7:

RV 3.27.12:

RV 5.11.4:

RV 6.16.23:

RV 8.44.7:

RV 9.9.1:

RV 9.25.5:

agnir hota kavikratuh satyam citrasravastamah

devé devébhir a gamat

“Agni, the Hotar with a poet’s purpose, the real one possessing the brightest fame,
will come as a god with the gods.”

a mandrasya sanisyanto varepyam vrnimahe dahrayam véjam rgmiyam

ratim bhrgiinam usijam kavikratum agnim rajantam divyéna Socisa

“Wanting to win it, we choose the desirable, audacious, verse-worthy prize of the
delighting (Agni), the gift of the Bhrgus, the fire-priest with a poet’s resolve — Agni
(himself), who rules with his heavenly flame.”

tubhyam daksa kavikrato ycfm’mzf déva martaso adhvaré dkarma

tvam visvasya surdathasya bodhi sarvam tad agne amrta svadeha

“For you, o Skill with a poet’s purpose, are these things that we mortals, o god,
have done in the rite. Be aware of everyone whose chariot [= sacrifice] is good.
Sweeten everything here, immortal Agni.”

irj6 napatam adhvaré didivamsam tipa dyavi

agnim ile kavikratum

“The child of nourishment, shining in the rite up to heaven, having a poet’s purpose,
Agni — him I summon.”

agnir no yajiiam tipa vetu sadhuyd agnim ndro vi bharante grhé-grhe

agnir dito abhavad dhavyavﬁhano ‘agnim vrnand vrnate kavikratum

“Let Agni successfully pursue our sacrifice. Agni do men distribute in every house.
Agni became their messenger, conveying the oblation. Choosing Agni, they choose
him who possesses a poet’s purpose.”

sa hi: sa hi y6 manusa yugd sidad dhota kavikratuh

dutdas ca havyavéhanah

“For he is the one who has sat through the human (life)spans as Hotar with a poet’s
purpose, and as the messenger conveying the oblations.”

pratnam hotaram f_dyam Justam agnim kavikratum

adhvaranam abhisriyam

“The age-old Hotar to be reverently invoked, enjoyable Agni, who has a poet’s
purpose, the full glory of the ceremonies.”

pari priva divah kavir vayamsi naptyor hitdh

suvano yati kavikratuh

“The poet of heaven makes the circuit of his own vital powers, when propelled
between his two granddaughters as he is being pressed — he who has a poet’s purpose.”

arugo janayan girah somah pavata ayusak
indram gachan kavikratuh
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“Ruddy Soma, giving birth to songs, purifies himself, attended by the Ayus, going
to Indra with a poet’s purpose.”

RV 9.62.13: esd syd pari sicyate marmrjyamana ayibhih
urugayah kavikratuh
“This one here is poured in circles, being continually groomed by the Ayus, the
wide-going one with a poet’s purpose.”

Following a survey of all stanzas containing kavikratu it becomes clear that they do
not offer much information on the meaning of kavikratu or the reason for the creation
of this compound. In most of these stanzas it figures as one element within a chain of
epithets (RV 1.1.5; 3.2.4; 3.27.12; 6.16.23 and 8.44.7) or appears without any obvious
semantic relation to other segments of the stanza (RV 3.14.7; 5.11.4 and 9.62.13). The
two remaining stanzas from the 9th mandala constitute an exception: RV 9.9.1 appears
rather tautological, if kavikratu is to mean only “having a poet’s purpose”, because Soma
is explicitly designated in the same stanza as kavi, so that kavikratu seems quite
superfluous; but RV 9.25.5 offers a clue as to why Soma can be so addressed: he inspires
other poets by creating their poetry.

It may therefore seem reasonable to choose “causing the krdtu of a kavi” or something
similar as a proper translation, but before doing so it is necessary to check those stanzas
where both kavi and kratu appear, for possible syntactic or semantic relations between
them.” Once again, the results are not completely satisfying, as will be shown.

In one stanza, RV 9.100.5, the subject of krdtu is not the one who is termed kavi:

RV 9.100.5: krdtve ddksaya nah kave pavasva soma dhdraya
indrdya patave suté mitraya varupdya ca
“For our will and skill, o poet, purify yourself in a stream, Soma, pressed for Indra to
drink, for Mitra and Varuna.”

Here the obtainment of krdtu is desired by the speaker(s) and his companions, but
the kavi in this stanza is Soma. However, the fact that he at least is requested to grant
kratu and that he is also a kavi may suggest the possibility that he is able to do so
because he is a kavi. The next stanza displays a more complex structure, but allows
similar conclusions:

RV 9.86.13: ayam matavan chakuno yatha hito 'vye sasara pdvamana armind
tava krdtva rédasi antard kave Siicir dhiyd pavate séma indra te
“This one here, accompanied by thought, like a bird spurred on has run into the
sheep’s (fleece), purifying himself in a wave. By your resolve, o sage poet, by your
insight, the clear Soma purifies himself between the two world-halves for you, o Indra.”

According to this stanza, Soma’s purification proceeds only because of Indra’s krdfu
and dhi, and it seems likely that he is addressed here as kavi for this very reason.

7 Another attestation for the co-occurence of these two terms is RV 3.1.5, which will be discussed below.
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The next stanza comes from one of the more enigmatic sitktas of the 3rd mandala,
so it is not surprising that its message is rather mysterious:

RV 3.54.6:  kavir nrcdaksa abhi stim acasta rtasya yond vighrte madantt
nand cakrate sadanam yatha véh samanéna kratuna samvidané
“The sage poet, (through) having a man’s sight, has looked upon them: the two [=
Heaven and Earth], separated but becoming exhilarated (together) in the womb of
truth. The two have made a seat each for herself as a bird does, (though) being
united by a joint purpose.”

It is not clear who is termed here as kavi, the most likely candidates being the sun
or the human poet, and it seems plausible to assume that heaven and earth are spoken
of here as well, but because the meaning of this stanza eludes us, it cannot be settled
whose krdtu is meant here: that of the kavi or that of heaven and earth.

Three more relevant stanzas show kavi in combination with sukrdtu, and suggest that
the gods, when they act as kavis, have a distinguished form of krdtu at their disposal;
unfortunately, they do not say much more about it:

RV 6.7.7: Vi y6 rajamsy dmimita sukrdtur vaisvanaré vi divé rocand kavih
pari y6 visva bhivanani paprathé ‘dabdho gopd amitasya raksitd
“He, the very resolute one, who measured out the dusky spaces, (measured) out the
luminous realms of heaven — the sage poet Vai§vanara — who extends himself around
all creatures, he is the undeceivable herdsman, the protector of the immortal.”

RV 9.12.4:  divé ndbha vicaksand *vyo vire mahivate
somo yah sukratuh kavih
“In the navel of heaven, he, wide-gazing, shows his greatness in the sheep’s fleece:
Soma, who is a poet with good purpose.”

RV 10.91.3:  suddkso daksaih kratunasi sukratur agne kavih kﬁvyendsi visvavit
vésur vasinam ksayasi tvam éka id dydva ca yani prthivi ca pusyatah
“Very skillful through your skills, through your will you are strong-willed. O Agni,
you are the all-knowing poet through your poetic craft. As good one, you alone hold
sway over goods, which both Heaven and Earth foster.”

3. Motives for the creation of kavikratu

The stanzas presented above do indeed suggest that there is a link between the two
terms kavi and krdtu, but given the huge number of attestations for both terms (239 for
kavi and 181 for kratu), the small number of stanzas where both of them occur suggests
that this link was not conceived of as essential. It therefore seems worthwhile to consider
the possibility that the ascription of kavikratu to Agni and Soma may have its cause in
some specific properties common to both of them, and in fact there are some such: first
of all, Agni and Soma are the only gods who are visibly present at the sacrificial ground,
and their presence is the conditio sine qua non for success in the ritual. The ritual
succeeds, in other words, especially if these two gods actively participate in it, and one
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of the terms to designate the possession of the expertise needed for this is kavi. The
meaning of this term is much more comprehensive than that of other Rigvedic designations
for “poet” like rsi or kari,® and it includes the ability to discover and carry out the proper
measures for ritual (as e.g. in RV 1.76.5; 3.8.4 and 9; 9.72.6; 9.74.9 and 10.114).° The
creation of poetry is, of course, one of the main activities, and it has been demonstrated
above that an important feature of Soma is his ability to inspire and stimulate the poets.
This trait is shared by Agni, as can be seen e.g. in RV 4.11.2 and 3:

RV 4.11.2:  vi sahy agne grnaté manisam kham vépasa tuvijata stavanah
visvebir yad vavinah $ukra devais tdn no rasva sumaho biiri mdnma
“Unloose inspiration for the singer (as if) through an aperture, o powerfully born
Agni, in your excitation while you are being praised. What you, along with all the
gods, will crave, that grant us, o brilliant, very great one — an ample thought.”

RV 4.11.3:  wvdid agne kdvya tvan manisas tvad uktha jayante radhyani
tvad eti dravinam virdpesa itthiadhiye dasise martyaya
“From you, Agni, poetic compositions, from you inspired thoughts, from you are
born solemn words to be realized. From you come chattels ornamented with heroes
for the pious mortal whose thought is to the point.”

It becomes clear from these, and from similar stanzas such as RV 6.1.1 and 7.10.1,
that Agni, like Soma, is considered to be responsible for the creation of poetry. Thus,
since both deities termed as kavikratu confer the ability to create poetry to their followers,
it is adequate to translate it as “causing the krdru of a kavi” as well. Furthermore, not
only is it legitimate to translate kavikratu as “having a poet’s resolve”, but it is possible
to show why kavi and none of the other designations in the poetic-ritualistic domain for
those being active within it figures as the first constituent of this compound: it is because
of the ritual know-how connected with a kavi in Rigvedic times. It remains to be checked
whether the third option for a translation, “having krdtu because of the kavi(s)”, makes
sense as well. After reviewing another characteristic common to both deities, the answer
should be in the affirmative: not only are both of them present on the sacrificial ground,
but their epiphany depends on the ritualist. Soma has to be purified by the ritual priests
in order to obtain his true form, and Agni has to be maintained by them as well. It is
therefore not a big step to accept the third possible translation also, and in fact the idea
behind it is expressed by a Vai$vamitra poet:

RV 3.1.5: Sukrébhir angai ra]a atatanvan kratum punandh kavibhih pavitraih
Socir vasanah pdry ayur apam Sriyo mimite brhatir dniindh
“Stretching through the airy realm with his blazing limbs, purifying his resolve
through the sage poets as his purifying filters,!® clothing himself all around in flame,

8 With the possible exception of vedhds, for the meaning of which cf. Pinault (2013).
° For this aspect of kavi cf. Kohler (2009), especially chapter 2.4.

10 For this type of relation between a basic substantive and an epithet which is metaphorically identified
with it, cf. Pinault (1997: 130).
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and being the life of the waters, he measures out his splendours, lofty and never
wanting.”

The notion that the epiphany of a god depends on human beings, the poets, is
formulated in another stanza:

RV 3.2.1: vaisvanardya dhisanam rtavidhe grtam nd piitdm agndye janamasi
dvitd hétaram mdnusas ca vaghato dhiyé ratham na kulisah sam rnvati
“We give birth to the Holy Place for Vai$vanara, who grows strong through the
truth, like purified ghee for Agni. Once again, as an axe brings together a chariot,
the chanters (bring together) with their insight the Hotr (= Agni) (who was) also
(the Hotr) of Manu.”

Therefore, the translation “having krdtu because of the kavi(s)” seems viable as well,
and consequently, there are three distinct but meaningful options for translating kavikratu,
all of which find their ratio in certain specific traits of the world-view of the Rigvedic
poets. But the family of Vi§vamitra may have gone one step further: not only do the
poets contribute to the theophany, they are partly shaping the very nature of the deity
they are praising. In turn they are inspired by these gods, and therefore the Vais§vamitras
may have coined, or at least used this term to express this complex relationship. Natu-
rally, to transfer this into the target language is a problem for any translator; giving all
translations simultaneously would immediately render the text incomprehensible, but giv-
ing only one of them would divest the text of its complexity, which in the eye of its
creators is one of its essential features and which therefore should be conveyed in the
target language as well. When translating the RV, it thus seems advisable to mention all
plausible alternative translations and their background at least the first time a given word
appears, and proceed with one of them.

There may be yet another reason why the compound kavikratu was featured especial-
ly by the VaiS§vamitras. Not only this compound, but also its first constituent kavi has
a higher number of attestations in the 3rd mandala than expected, considering the small
number of hymns collected there. It contains only about 6% of the Rigvedic hymns, but
nearly 11% of the attestations of kavi.!! The Vai§vamitras may have developed a predi-
lection for the use of this word and compounds based on it, like kavikratu, because these
terms were useful to initiate and express an idea of poetry which may have been unique
within the family mandalas. Once the idea was formulated that at least certain gods
depend in a way on the activities of the ritual priests — and within the RV, this usually
means the Hotr, who in Rigvedic times was or should have been a poet — it is only
a small step to extend this idea to the creation at large, and the Vai$vamitras apparently
developed this idea, so that one complete sizkta, RV 3.38, deals with the cosmogonic
deeds of the primordial kavis. With regard to kavikratu, if the VaiSvamitras developed
a unique world-view and if this term was coined to express it, could it not be used for
tracing specific groups within the Rigvedic setting, groups with a distinguished world-
view, and could this idea not serve as a starting point for further attempts to achieve

' For an overview of the distributions of kavi and related terms in the RV cf. Koéhler (2015: 370).
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a better understanding of the different groups, which perhaps to some extent maintained
a specific identity?

In principle this seems a feasible project, but terms like kavikratu are not suitable for
it. This term is attested in other mandalas as well, and although the sikfas adduced to
establish the meaning “having krdtu because of the kavi(s)” all come from the 3rd manda-
la, this does not necessarily exclude it from the other mandalas. It may be the case that
ideas about the relation between poets and gods as outlined above were alien to the
circles outside the 3rd mandala, but even then, one has to reckon with the possibility
that the adaption of a meaning connected with it nevertheless results in a better under-
standing of a stanza and therefore in a convincing translation; after all, the originality of
individual poets may easily transgress boundaries set by the common world-view of their
fellow poets. Thus, it may be a promising enterprise to look for a stratification of the
RV in terms of different milieus and world-views, but terms which are not restricted to
one mandala are presumably not helpful for this task.

4. Conclusion

Summing up, it seems that a case can be indeed be made for assuming that all
semantic connotations of the compound kavikratu are realised in the RV, and that its use
resonates with (and may indeed be caused by) a rather comprehensive notion of kavi,
which includes perhaps the aspect of creating (in a cosmogonic way) by means of poetry,
and which is explicitly attested there. Hence, it is the challenging task of the translator
to convey the complexity of word formations like this one into the target language, lest
one of its main features disappears. But to single out the 3rd mandala as the source of
this conception simultaneously means excluding these notions at least from all other
family mandalas, and as long as all the semantic features of kavikratu fit into the context
of their attestations, it does not seem possible to rule out the existence of similar notions
about the role of poetry there as well.!?
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