Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-05571-0 - The Works of Sir William Jones: Volume 4
Edited by Lord Teignmouth

Excerpt

More information

THE WORKS

oF
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ON THE
CHRONOLOGY OF THE HINDUS.

WRITTEN INJANUARY, 1188,

BY

THE PRESIDENT.

Tue great antiquity of the Hindus is be-
lieved fo firmly by themfelves, and has been
the fubje® of fo much converfation among
Europeans, that a fhort view of their Chronolo-
gical Syftem, which has not yet been exhibited
from certain authorities, may be acceptable to
thofe, who feek truth without partiality to re-
ceive opinions, and without regarding any con-
fequences, that may refult from their inquiries ;
the confequences, indeed, of truth cannot but
be defirable, and no reafonable man will appre-
hend any danger to fociety from a general dif-
fufion of its light; but we muft not fuffer our-
VOL. IL B
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2 ON THE CHRONOLOGY

felves to be dazzled by a falfe glare, nor miftake
enigmas and allegories for hiftorical verity.
Attached to no fyftem, and as much difpofed to
reje&t the Mofaick hiftory, if it be proved er-
roneous, as to believe it, if it be confirmed by
found reafoning from indubitable evidence, I
propofe to lay before you a concife account
of Indian Chronology, extracted from Sanfirit
books, or colletted from converfations with
Pandits, and to fubjoin a few remarks on their
fyftem, without attempting to decide a queftion,
which I fhall venture to ftart, ¢ whether it is
“ not in fa& the fame with our own, but em-
« bellithed and obfcured by the fancy of their
¢ poets and the riddles of their aftronomers.”
One of the moft curious books in Sanfcri,
and one of the oldeft after the Védd's, is a
tralt on religious and civil duties, taken, as it is
believed, from the oral inftru&ions of MENU,
fon of BRaum4’, to the firft inhabitants of the
earth: a well-collated copy of this interefting
law-tra&t is now before me: and I begin my
differtation with a few couplets from the firft
chapter of it: * The fun caufes the divifion of
“ day and night, which are of two forts, thofe
“ of men and thofe of the Gods; the day, for
“ the labour of &/ creatures in their feveral
“ employments; the night, for their flumber.
“ A month is a day and night of the Patriarchs;
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OF THE HINDUS. S

* and it is divided into two parts ; the bright half
* is their day for laborious exertions; the dark
“ half, their night for fleep. A year is a day
“ and night of the Gods; and that is alfo di~
“ vided into two halves; the day is, when the
“ fun moves towards the north; the night,
“ when it moves towards the fouth. Learn
“ now the duration of a night and day of
‘ BrauMmA’, with that of the ages refpeQively
“ and in order. Four thoufand years of the
“ Gods they call the Crita (or Satya), age; and
‘“ its limits at the beginning and at the end
¢ agre, in like manner, as many hundreds.
“ In the three fucceflive ages, together with
“ their limits at the beginning and end of
“ them, are thoufands and hundreds dimi-
“ nifhed by one. This aggtegate of four ages,
‘¢ amounting to twelve thoufand divine years, is
“ called an age of the Gods; and a thoufand
« fuch divine ages added together muft be con-
“ fidered as a day of BRAHMA': his night has
“ alfo the fame duration. The before men-
“ tioned age of the Gods, or twelve thoufand
“ of their years, multiplied by feventy-one,
‘¢ form what is named here below a Manwan-
““ tara. There are alternate creations and de-
“ ftrutions of worlds through innumerable
“ Manwantara’s: the Being Supremely Defira-
‘¢ ble performs all this again and again.”
B 2
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4 ON THE CHRONOLOGY

Such is the arrangement of infinite time,
which the Hindus believe to have been revealed
from heaven, and which they generally under-
ftand in a literal fenfe: it feems to have intrin-
fick marks of being purely aftronomical; but I
will not appropriate the obfervations of others,
nor anticipate thofe in particular, which have
been made by two or three of our members,
and which they will, I hope, communicate to
the fociety. A conjecture, however, of Mr.
PATERsON has fo much ingenuity in it, that [
cannot forbear mentioning it here, efpecially as
it feems to be confirmed by one of the couplets
juft cited: he fuppofes, that, as a month of mor-
tals is a day and night of the Patriarchs from
the analogy of its bright and dark halves, fo, by
the fame analogy, a day and night of mortals
might have been confidered by the ancient
Hindus as a month of the lower world; and then
a year of fuch months will confift only of
twelve days and nights, and thirty fuch years
will compofe a lunar year of mortals; whence
he furmifes, that the four million three hundred
and twenty thoufand years, of which the four
Indian ages are fuppofed to confift, mean only
years of twelve days; and, in fa&, that fum, di-
vided by #birty, is reduced to an bundred and
Jorty-four thoufand: now a theufand four bundred
and forty years are one pada, a period in the
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OF THE HINDUS. 5

Hindu aftronomy, and that fum, multiplied by
eighteen, amounts precifely to twenty-five thou-
Jand nine bundred and twenty, the number of
years in which the fixed ftars appear to per-
form their long revolution eaftward. The laft
mentioned fum is the produ& alfo of an bun-
dred and forty-four, which, according to M.
BaiLry, was an old Indian cycle, into an bun-
dred and eighty, or the Tartarian period, called
Van, and of two thoufand eight bundred and
eighty into nine, which is not only one of the
lunar cycles, but confidered by the Hindus as
a myfterious number and an emblem of Divi-
nity, becaufe, if it be multiplied by any other
whole number, the fum of the figures in the
different produ&ts remains, always nine, as the
Deity, who appears in many forms, continues
One immutable effence. The important period
of twenty-frve thoufand nine bundred and twenty
years is well known to arife from the multipli-
cation of three hundred and fixty into feventy-
two, the number of years in which a fixed ftar
feems to move through a degree of a great cir-
cle; and, although M. L GENTIL affures us,
that the modern Hindus believe a complete re-
volution of the ftars to be made in zwenty-four
thoufand years, or fifty four feconds of a degree
to be paflfed in one year, yet we may have rea-
fon to think, that the old Indian aftronomers
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6 ON THE CHRONOLOGY

had made a more accurate calculation, but con-
tealed their knowledge from the people under
the veil of fourteen MENWANTARA'S, feventy-
one divine ages, compound cycles, and years of
different forts, from thofe of BRaAumA’ to thofe
of Pdtila, or the infernal regions. If we follow
the analogy fuggefted by MENvU, and fuppofe
only a day and night to be called a year, we
may divide the number of years in a divine age
by three hundred and fixty, and the quotient will
be twelve thoufand, or the number of his divine
yearsin one age ; but, conjeture apart, we need
only compare the two periods 4320000 and
25920, and we fhall find, that among their com-
mon divifors, are 6, 9, 12, &c. 18, 36, 72,
144, &c. which numbers with their feveral
multiples, efpecially in a decuple progreffion,
conftitute fome of the moft celebrated periods
of the Chaldeans, Greeks, Tartars, and even of
the Indians. We cannot fail to obferve, that the
number 432, which appears to be the bafis of
the Indian {yftem, is a 6oth part of 25920, and,
by continuing the comparifon, we might proba-
bly folve the whole enigma. In the preface to
a Vardnes Almanack I find the following wild
ftanza: “ A thoufand Great Ages are a day of
“ Brauma'; a thoufand fuch days are an In-
“ dian hour of VisuNU; fix bundred thoufand
¥ fuch hours make a period of Rupra; and a

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108055710
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-05571-0 - The Works of Sir William Jones: Volume 4
Edited by Lord Teignmouth

Excerpt

More information

OF THE HINDUS. 7

“ million of Rudra’s (or two quadrillions five
“ bundred and ninety-two thoufand trillions of lu-
“ nar years), are but a fecond to the Supreme
“ Being.” The Hindu theologians deny the
conclufion of the ftanza to be orthodox: ¢ Time,
“ they fay, exifls not-at all with Gop;” and
they advife the Aftronomers to mind their own
bufinefs without meddling with theology. The
aftronomical verfe, however, will anfwer our
prefent purpofe; for it fhows, in the firft place,
that cyphers are added at pleafure to fwell the
periods; and if we take ten cyphers from a Ru-
dra, or divide by ten thoufand millions, we fhall
have a period of 259200000 years, which, di-
vided by 6o (the ufual divifor of #me among
the Hindus) will give 4320000, or a Great Age,
which we find fubdivided in the proportion of
4, 3, 2, 1, from the notion of wvirzue decreafing
arithmetically in the go/den, filver, copper, and
earthen, ages. But, fheuld it be thought im-
probable, that the Indian aftronomers in very
early times had made more accurate obferva-
tions than thofe of Alexandria, Bagdad, or
Maraghab, and fiill more improbable that they
fhould have relapfed without apparent caufe
into error, we may fuppofe, that they formed
their divine age by an arbitrary multiplication of
24,000 by 180 according to M. Le GenTIL,
or of 21600 by 200 according to the comment
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8 ON THE CHRONOLOGY

on the Sirya Siddbinta. Now, as it is bardly
poflible, thatfuch coincidences fhould be acci-
dental, we may hold it #early demonftrated,
that the period of a divine age was at firft merely
aftronomical, and may confequently reject it
from our prefent inquiry into the hiftorical or
civil chronology of India. Let us, however,
proceed to the avowed opinions of the Hindus,
and fee, when we have afcertained their {yftem,
whether we can reconcile it to the courfe of
nature and the common fenfe of mankind.

The aggregate of their four ages they call a
divine age, and believe that, in every thoufand
fuch ages, or in every day of BRAHMA , fourteen
MEnu’s are fucceffively invefted by him with
the fovereignty of the earth: each MENU, they
fuppofe, tranfmits his empire to his fons and
grand fons during a period of feventy-one divine
ages; and fuch a period they name a Man-
wantara; but, fince fourteen multiplied by fe-
wventy-one are not quite a thoufand, we muft
conclude, that fix divine ages are allowed for
interyals between the Manwantara's, or for the
twilight of BRAuMA”s day. Thirty fuch days,
or Calpas, conftitute, in their opinion, @ month
of BRauma’; twelve fuch months, one of his
years; and an hundred fuch years, his age; of
which age they affert, that fifty years have
elapfed. We are now then, according to the
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OF THE HINDUS. 9

Hindus, in the firft day or Calpa of the firft
month of the fifty-firft year of BRAHMA”s age,
and in the twenty-eighth divine age of the fe-
venth Munwantara, of which divine age the
three fir/t human ages have pafled, and four thou-
Jand eight bundred and eighty-eight of the fourth.
In the prefent day of Branma’, the firft
MEeNvU was furnamed SwWA’YAMBHUVA, or Son
of the Self-exiftent: and it is He, by whom the
Inflitutes of Religious and Civil Duties are fup-
pofed to have been delivered: in his time the
Deity defcended at a Sacrifice, and, by his wife
Sataru’pa’; he had two diftinguithed fons,
and three daughters. This pair was created, for
the multiplication of the human fpecies, after
that new creation of the world, which the Brad/-
mans call Padmacalpiya, or the Lotos-creation.
If it were worth while to calculate the age of
Menvu’s Inftitutes, according to the Brdbmans,
we muft multiply four million three hundred
and twenty thoufand by fix times feventy-one,
and add to the produ& the number of years al-
ready paft in the feventh Manwantara. Of the
five MENU’s, who fucceeded him, I have feen
little more than the names; but the Hindu writ-
ings are very diffufe on the life and pofterity of
the feventh MENv, furnamed VAIvAswATA,
or Child of the Sun: he is fuppofed to have had
ten fons, of whom the eldeft was lcsuwa'cu;
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10 ON THE CHRONOLOGY

and to have been accompanied by feven RZ/s’s,
or holy perfons, whofe names were, CAsYAPA,
ATRr1, VAsisuTHA, VISWA'MITRA, GAUTA-
MA, JAMaDAGNI, and BHARADWA'JA; an
account, which explains the opening of the
fourth chapter of the Gita: ¢ This immutable
“ fyftem of devotion, fays CRrisuna, I re-
“ vealed to VIVASWAT, or the Sun; Vivas-
«“ waT declared it to Az _fon MENU; MENU
« explained it to Icsuwa’cu: thus the Chief
“ Rifhi's know this fublime dofrine delivered
“ from one to another.”

In the reign of this Sun-born Monarch the
Hindus believe the whole earth to have been
drowned, and the whole human race deftroyed
by a flood, except the pious Prince himfelf, the
feven Rifb:’s, and their feveral wives; for they
fuppofe his children to have been born after the
deluge. This general pralaya, or deftru&ion,
is the fubje@ of the firk Purdna, or Sacred
Poem, which confifts of fourteen thoufand Stan-
zas; and the ftory is concifely, but clearly and
elegantly, told in the eighth book of the B/dga-
wata, from which I have extra@ed the whole,
and tranflated it with great care, but will only
prefent you here with an abridgement of it.
¢ The demon HayAGRI VA having purloined
‘ the Védas from the cuftody of Brauma',
“ while he was repofing at the clofe of the
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