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Parasurama and Time

Lynn Thomas
Introduction

ParaSurama, the complex Bhargava figure who comes to be viewed as the sixth
avatar (avatara) of Visnu, is associated with a large body of myths and has been
the subject of a number of different studies (e.g. Gail 1977). Most of these
studies have concentrated on the central myths which go to make up his story in
the classical texts, or on later deeds assigned to him in the regional traditions of
South ahd West India. One area of ParaSurama’s career which has remained
relatively unexplored, however, is his intervention in the affairs of the avatars
who follow him, Rama Dasarathi and Krsna, as told in the narratives of the
two epics. This involvement in stories subsequent to his own avatar period, and
the strange relationship to mythical time which it confers on ParaSurama, is the
subject which I should like to explore.'

I should like to thank Nick Allen, John Brockington and Freda Matchett for their
comments on this chapter, and also Jim Benson for comments on a previous version.

! It should be pointed out that although the story of ParaSurama first appears in the
Mahabharata and the main features are carried over into most subsequent tellings, he is
not in fact consistently recognized as an avatar until the Puranic accounts, and only one
of the epic references gives him that status: 12.326.77. This and all other references to the
Mahabharata are to the critical edition edited by V.S. Sukthankar et al. Although this
change between epic and Puranic accounts is important for our understanding of the
development of the myth, most of the important details of the deeds themselves remain
the same in both. This means that the elements which make it suitable to be counted as
an avatar story are already present, even where that status is not yet conferred.
Consequently, I shall bring this awareness into my discussion of the epic accounts where
relevant. A similar, though less important, problem is encountered with the name of this
figure, for ParaSurama is not used in the epics, where he is more commonly called Rama
Jamadagnya, Rama Bhargava or simply Rama. Again, however, for simplicity, I shall
keep to the name ParaSurama throughout. For further discussion of Rama
Jamadagnya’s association with this name, see Goldman 1972.
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The story of the events proper to Parasurama’s own myth is first told in detail
in the Mahabharata and it will be useful to begin by briefly reviewing it. The
fullest account is given at 3.115-17 and consists of three parts: ParaSurama’s
conception through an accidental mixture of the powers and features of the top
two castes which leaves him as a brahmin with the characteristics of a warrior; his
slaughter of his mother Renuka at his father’s behest; and his extermination of the
ksatriyas twenty-one times.” This last is the act for which he is best known in the
Mahabharata, and comes to be considered the essential deed of his avatar period,
where it is seen as a necessary purging of a caste which had become corrupt and
overbearing (12.326.77). The immediate cause of the massacre arises from
Parasurama’s feud with Arjuna Kartavirya and the consequent death of his father
Jamadagni at the hands of Kartavirya’s sons.> ParaSurama vows to avenge his
father’s death, and does so by killing Jamadagni’s murderers, along with the
entire ksatriya caste. The slaughter is repeated over several generations of ksatriyas
and ParaSurama creates five lakes with their blood, in which he offers oblations to
his ancestors (pitr). Finally dissuaded from further slaughter by the ancestors
themselves, he undertakes a great sacrifice and gives the whole earth as the
sacrificial fee to his priest, KaSyapa.

Unlike the other avatars, however, when the purpose of his incarnation is
completed ParaSurama does not die or reunite with Visnu. Instead he goes, or
in some versions is banished, to Mount Mahendra and there he lives on,
seemingly unageing, to intervene in the affairs of the world at two other critical
moments: Rama DaSarathi’s marriage to Sita at the juncture between the
second and third ages of the world, the trefa and dvapara yugas; and then
during the events surrounding the Bharata war thousands of years later, at the
juncture between the third and fourth ages, the dvapara and kali yugas. Thus of
all the avatars, ParaSurama is the only one who is not confined historically to a
particular place and time, but presents instead a strangely atemporal figure who

* The constituent parts of the myth are told in more detail elsewhere in the epic. The
telling at 12.49 elaborates on the slaughter of ksatriyas, while 13.4 concentrates on the
brahman|ksatra conception, being more concerned with the other product of the same
mix, the sage Visvamitra. Although it is likely that the three parts of Parasurama’s myth
were originally distinct, Madeleine Biardeau argues convincingly for their structural
relationship in the myth as we have it (1976:190).

3 The role and status of Arjuna Kartavirya is rather interesting. Although he is
presented as a villain in the account at 3.115-17, in the longer version of the conflict at
12.49, an attempt is made to absolve him partially from blame: he is described as ‘highly
virtuous’ (paramadharmavid, v.37) and ‘ever tranquil’ (nityam Samatmakah, v.38), and it
is his sons alone who start the feud by stealing Jamadagni’s cow without his knowledge
(v.40). At several points in the wider epic narrative also, Arjuna Pandava is compared in
might to Arjuna Kartavirya which would again suggest an ambivalent attitude to
ParaSurama’s rival. Scheuer comments on this comparison, suggesting that the two
Arjunas represent the dharmic and adharmic king (1982:166). For a fuller discussion of
the dharmic and adharmic aspects of Kartavirya’s characterization, see Biardeau 1970.
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overlaps with two other important avatars, participating in the consecutive
periods allotted to them.

Intervention in Ramayana Events

ParaSurama’s appearance in the affairs of Rama Dasarathi is perhaps the better
known and I shall treat it briefly here, returning to it in more detail below.*
ParaSurama appears shortly after Rama’s wedding to Sita, as the party is
returning to Ayodhya. He presents a Vaisnava bow to parallel the Saiva one
strung by Rama to win his bride, and challenges him to string this too.” Rama
Dasarathi does so effortlessly and ParaSurama, recognizing him to be Visnu,
honours him and returns to Mount Mahendra:

Then, while the world was stunned, ... Rama Jamadagnya, his
power gone, gazed at Rama.

Stunned by the destruction of his strength by the other’s fierce
energy, Jamadagnya spoke very faintly to Rama, whose eyes
were like the petals of the lotus...

‘By your bending of this bow I know you to be the imperishable
slayer of Madhu and Lord of the gods. Good fortune to you,
enemy burner.’®

Although it is not made explicit in the text, where Parasurama does not himself
appear as a form of Visnu, this episode is traditionally taken as representing the
passing of the avatar status from Para§urama to Rama DaSarathi, and E.\o
commentators on verse 11 cite a passage from the Nrsimhapurana to illuminate it:

Then the power of Visnu passed from the body of ParaSurama,
right before the eyes of all the gods, and entered Rama.’

4 The account is taken from Ramayana 1.73.6 ff. Here and elsewhere Ramayana
references are to the critical edition edited by G.H. Bhatt and V.P. Shah. The encounter
with Parasurama does not appear in the ramopakhyana episode in the Mahabharata and
the critical edition does not know it. It is, however, mentioned in some northern
recensions (critical edition 3, Appendix 1.14). ) o )

5 Biardeau has discussed the odd mixture of Vaisnava and Saiva associations carried
by Para$urama (1976:183 ff.). . o

® jadikrte tada loke . ..| nirviryo jamadagnyo 'sau ramo ramam udaiksatal| R\&w\:w
hataviryatvaj jamadagnyo jadikrtah| ramam kamalapatraksam Sn:&ni,in:&n\m uvaca
ha...|| aksayyam madhuhantaram janami tvam sureSvaram| dhanuso 'sya paramarsat
svasti te 'stu paramtapa// Ram.1.75.11,12,17.

7 The translation is Goldman’s (1984:395, note on 1.75.11). The account of
ParaSurdma’s myth in the Brahmandapurana reinforces anm.vo::.. Hﬁ.m.am tells the
Bhargava he will give him part of his energy but take it back again when he incarnates as
Rama Dasarathi, after the breaking of the bow (3.37.29-33).
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Intervention in Maha bharata events

ParaSurama’s participation in the Mahabharata events is less immediately
obvious but far more pervasive, and I shall begin by simply presenting the
material before going on to discuss my own and others’ interpretations of it.
Parasurama’s presence is marked in the epic in two ways: in his involvement in
the narrative events themselves; and in the importance that his previous deeds
seem to carry for the text, where his massacre of ksatriyas is referred to so
frequently that Goldman can call it ‘a sort of trademark stamped across the
face of the vast epic’ (1977:140).

Although references to Parasurama’s deeds are indeed scattered throughout
the text, they are also mentioned at some specific points in the narrative which
are worth noting here as I shall come back to them later. His actions are first
recounted at the very beginning of the epic, where the Kaurava battlefield,
Kuruksetra, is identified as Samantapaficaka, the scene of ParaSurama’s
massacre and lakes of blood:

At the juncture of the trefa and dvapara yugas Rama, the best of
warriors, repeatedly destroyed the royal ksatriyas, urged on by
his anger.

When he, radiant as the fire, had destroyed the ksatriyas in their
entirety by his own strength, he made five lakes of blood in
Samantapaficaka.

And when the juncture between the kali and the dvapara arrived,
the battle between the armies of the Kurus and the Pandavas
also took place at Samantapaficaka.®

The identification of Kuruksetra with Samantapaficaka is again made towards
the close of the epic when, the fighting over, Krsna leads the Pandavas over the
battlefield now strewn with the dead and points out the lakes while telling them
Parasurama’s story (12.48.7 ff.). As well as this spatial juxtaposition of the
scene of the Bharata war with the scene of ParaSurama’s massacre, the
Mahabharata also states in several places that the warriors taking part in the
war are descended from the remnant of ksatriyas that Parasurama left.” Finally,
ParaSurama’s deeds are further juxtaposed with the Mahabharata events when

8 tretadvaparayoh samdhau ramah Sastrabhrtam varah| asakrt parthivam ksatram

Jjaghanamarsacoditah/| sa sarvam ksatram utsadya svaviryen@naladyutih/ samantapaficake
pafica cakara rudhirahradan ...|| antare caiva samprapte kalidvaparayor abhit/
samantaparicake yuddham kurupandavasenayoh// Mbh.1.2.3, 4, 9.

¥ Descended, that is, from those who were born from the widows of ksatriyas and the
brahmins who impregnated them. For the identification with the Mahabharata ksatriyas,
see for example 2.13.2, 12.49.79.
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VaiSampayana narrates the tale at the start of his account of the incarnations of
the epic’s protagonists (1.58.4).

Whatever significance his previous deeds may have for the Mahabharata,
however, ParaSurama is not simply presented as a figure from the past, but also
takes a more immediate role in the events of the epic as a living character. He is
present at several crucial points in the narrative, such as the royal consecration
of Yudhisthira (2.49.11), for example, and at Krsna’s peace embassy to
Hastinapura, where it is he who identifies Krsna and Arjuna as Nara and
Narayana and says it is futile to fight them (5.94.3 ff.). Interestingly, he is not at
Draupadi’s marriage contest (svayamvara), but his presence is significantly
echoed when Karna asks Arjuna, who is disguised as a brahmin and fighting
the assembled kings, if he is another ParaSurama (1.181.16). As well as being
present at these important episodes, ParaSurama is also depicted as the
weapons’ master of three central warriors: Drona (1.121.16 ff.), Bhisma
(5.178.17) and Karna (3.286.8). This has some significance for future events in
the epic narrative: as Drona’s teacher, he becomes indirectly responsible for the
martial knowledge of the principal warriors on both sides of the war; and as
Karna’s, he is directly responsible for one of the curses which incapacitates the
warrior at a crucial moment and allows Arjuna the victory.'’

The Battle with Bhisma

ParaSurama’s most detailed and significant intervention in the Mahabharata
narrative, however, and the one I would like to look at in detail, is the battle
with Bhisma where he champions the rejected bride, Amba (5.174.23 ff).12 As
with ParaSurama’s original massacre of ksatriyas, this episode is again closely
connected with the Pandava/Kaurava battle, and forms a clear prelude to it,
recounted just before the two armies march out. Like the main battle, it takes
place at Kuruksetra (5.178.31) and is similarly presented as a reluctant battle
between a disciple and his teacher, with Bhisma asking for ParaSurama’s

' For the main account of Para§urdma’s curse, see Mbh.12.2-3; and for its

application in the battle, specified only in variants to the critical edition, see 8.1123.

12 Amba and her two sisters had been abducted by Bhisma at their svayamvara as
brides for his half-brother Vicitravirya, who was then the king at Hastinapura. The
abduction had been carried out according to ksatriya dharma but Amba, being secretly
promised to another king, Salva, begged to be released. Bhisma agreed, but when she
returned Salva rejected her, saying she was now Bhisma’s. Not wanting to return to
either Hastinapura or her father’s house in shame, Amba vowed revenge on Bhisma and
asked ParaSurama to champion her. Although the battle between ParaSurama and
Bhisma is recounted just before the Bharata war, it had in fact taken place many years
previously, and Amba herself, reborn as Sikhandin, goes on to fight in the war and is the
cause of Bhisma’s eventual death.
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Ramayana 1.73-5

Mahabharata 5.178-87

Sita (which occurs at 1.72.8 ff.)

RD meets PR after his wedding to

Bhisma’s battle with PR follows
his abduction of Amba at her

svayamvara (recounted at 5.170.9
ff.)

PR’s appearance is accompanied
by evil omens and imagery of the
end of the world (pralaya; 73.9-19)

The battle is accompanied by
pralaya imagery and upheaval
(182.5-10; 183.21-4; 185.15-21)

The connection is made with PR’s
massacre of the ksatriyas (73.20)

The connection is made with
PR’s massacre (178.33-5 and
passim)

RD’s father tries to dissuade PR
(74.5-9)

Bhisma’s mother tries to
dissuade PR (179.22 ff.)

RD expresses his respect for PR
and says that he does not want to
kill him (75.2,6)

Bhisma honours PR as his
teacher and says he does not
want to fight with him (178.15-
16)

Gods, rsis, etc. witness the battle
(75.9,10,18)

Gods, rsis, etc. witness the
battle (179.19)

The world ‘stood stunned’ (75.11)

The world ‘cried alas’ (185.22)

PR loses his strength to RD
(75.11,12)

PR reaches the limit of his
strength against Bhisma (187.3)

PR admits defeat, acknowledges
RD as Visnu and honours him
(75.12-23)

PR honours Bhisma (186.35)

‘.an_o 3. Ww_.w__a_m between the confrontation between Parasurama (PR) and Rama Dasarathi (RD)
in the Ramayana and the battle between Parasurama and Bhisma in the Makabharata.
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plessing before he fights, as Yudhisthira will in turn ask for his (5.180.14). The
connection back to Parasurama’s extermination of the ksatriyas is repeated
again at this point, and Bhisma boasts that ParaSurama could only accomplish
that deed because there were no ksatriyas like himself alive then (5.178.36-7).
After a battle lasting for a great many days, Parasurama reluctantly admits
defeat and is persuaded by his ancestors to give up the fight:

Child, this is far enough in the battle with Bhisma. Desist Great-
Armed One: withdraw from this battle.

This is enough, bless you, of your bearing a bow: relinquish it, O
terrible Bhargava, and practise austerities.'?

This battle is important for our understanding of Parasurama’s role, both in the
Mahabharata and beyond. When it is compared in detail with his confrontation
with Rama Dasarathi in the Ramayana, it becomes apparent that the two
accounts bear striking similarities. I shall present these first in tabular form, to
give a clearer overview of the parallels (see Table 3):

It can be seen from this table that each stage of the Ramayana account
(which is presented chronologically) finds a parallel in the longer Mahabharata
episode, even down to the connection with a svayamvara or wedding and the
intervention of the protagonists’ parents. Three areas are particularly
significant for our understanding of the two conflicts, however: first, the
eschatological emphases found in each narrative (stages 2,6,7); second, the link
with Parasurama’s own avatar deed (stage 3); and third, the manner of his
defeat and his attitude to the vanquisher (stages 8,9). 1 shall look at each of
these more closely.

Eschatological Emphases

In both accounts, the battle is witnessed by representatives of most of the
world’s inhabitants (gods, rsis, etc.) and the cosmic signifiance of this not
uncommon phenomenon is emphasized by phrases which suggest that the fate
of the world is in the balance: the world was stunned (jadikrte loke, Ram.
75.11); the world cried ‘alas’ hahakrte loke, Mbh.185.22). Both epics reinforce
this sense of cosmic crisis by their use of the imagery of world destruction and
other similarly appropriate descriptions. In the Ramayana, heralding the

12 yatsa paryaptam etavad bhismena saha samyuge| vimardas te mahabaho vyapayahi
ranad itah/| paryaptam etad bhadram te tava karmukadharanam| visarjayaitad durdharsa
tapas tapyasva bhargaval| Mbh.5.186.13-4.
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appearance of Parasurama,

.. a wind arose shaking the whole earth and uprooting the
beautiful trees.

The sun was engulfed by darkness and nothing could be seen in
any direction. Everything was covered in ash and the army
seemed stupefied.

Then, in that horrible darkness, the ash-covered army saw a man
of terrible appearance, wearing a knot of matted hair.
Inviolable as Mount Kailasa, irresistible as the fire of time, he
seemed to blaze with fiery energy.'

In the Mahabharata, Bhisma describes his battle with ParaSurama:

Then, beseiged by my arrows, great-souled Jamadagnya
discharged a terrible spear like a blazing meteor let loose by
time, its burning tip filling the worlds with fiery light.

With blazing arrows I cut in three that spear which was
approaching, brilliant as the sun at the final hour, and made it
fall to the earth.

When it was severed, Rama, blazing with anger discharged
twelve other terrible spears. ..

... variously formed, blazing with terrible splendour like twelve
suns at the end of the world.'

Or again, further on in the account:

Then Rama of great vows, revived and filled with anger and
impatience, manifested the supreme brahma missile.
Thereupon, in order to counteract it, I (too) employed the
supreme brahma missile and it blazed out as if it was showing the
end of the yuga.

Then nothing but fire appeared in the sky and all beings became
pained, O King.

3 vayuh pradur babhiiva ha| kampayan medinim sarvam patayams ca druman Subhanf/
tamasa samvrtah siiyah sarva na prababhur disah| bhasmana cavrtam sarvam sammiidham
iva tad balam/| tasmims tamasi ghore tu bhasmacchanneva sa camiih| dadarsa
bhimasamkasam jatamandaladharinam/| kailasam iva  durdharsam kalagnim iva
duhsaham| jvalantam iva tejobhir/| Ram.1.73.13-14, 16-17.

1% ratah Saktim prahinod ghorariipam astrai ruddho jamadagnyo mahatma) kalotsrstam
prajvalitam ivolkam samdiptagram tejasavrtya lokan/| tato "ham tam isubhir dipyamanaih
samayantim antakalarkadiptam/ chittva tridha patayam asa bhiimau/| tasyam chinnayam
krodhadipto 'tha ramah Saktir ghorah prahinod dvadasanyah...||...nanarapas tejaso-
grena diptd yathaditya dvadasa lokasamksaye/| Mbh.5.182.5.8.
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And the rsis, gandharvas and gods suffered greatly, O Bharata,
tormented by the force of the weapons.

Then the earth with her mountains, forests and trees trembled,
and beings, tormented by heat, greatly despaired.

The sky was blazing, King, the ten directions smoked and the
birds were not able to remain in the sky.'’

Connections with Parasurama’s Previous Deeds

The connection with ParaSurama’s annihilation of the ksatriyas is made in the
Ramayana account by Rama Dasarathi himself:

I have heard of that deed you performed, Bhargava. We honour
it, brahmin, for you were acquitting your debt to your father.'¢

The link is also made in several other places (73.20; 74.6-8, 23-5). In the
Mahabharata account, the connection is even stronger. It is referred to several
times during the conflict and is emphasized by the fact, already mentioned, that
the duel is fought in the same place as ParaSurama’s previous slaughter, which
will be the site of the greater battle to come:

[Bhisma speaks] Go, then. Return to Kuruksetra, O you who
love war. I will go there to fight you, strong-armed ascetic.
There where you previously performed the purification for your
father, I, too, having killed you, will perform your purification,
Bhargava.'”

15 samasvastas tada ramah krodhamarsasamanvitah/ pradus cakre tada brahmam
paramastram mahavratah/| tatas tat pratighatartham brahmam evastram uttamam| maya
prayuktam jajvala yugantam iva darsayat|| tato vyomni pradur abhit teja eva hi kevalam/
bhiitani caiva sarvani jagmur artim visam pate/| rsayas ca sagandharva devatas caiva
bharatal samtapam paramam jagmur astratejobhipiditah/| tata$ cacala prthivi saparvata/
vanadruma@l samtaptani ca bhitani visadam jagmur uttamam|| prajajvala nabho rajan
dhiimayante diso dasa/ na sthatum antarikse ca Sekur akasagas tada// Mbh. 5.185.15,16,18-
21. Pralaya imagery is also used of Para§urama at 5.174.23 when his name is first suggested
to Amba and he is described as ‘radiant as the fire of time’ (kalagnisamatejasam).

'S Srutavan asmi yat karma krtavan asi bhargaval anurundhyamahe brahman pitur
miﬁﬁi asthitah// Ram.1.75.2.

'7 sa gaccha vinivartasva kuruksetram ranapriya/ tatraisyami mahabaho yuddhaya tvam
tapodhana| api yatra tvaya rama krtam Saucam purd pituh/ tatraham api hatva tvam
Saucam kartasmi bhargava// Mbh.5.178.33-4.'8
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In both accounts, therefore, the present crises are presented in relation to the
crisis that precipitated the slaughter in ParaSurama’s own avatar period.

Manner of Defeat

In the Ramayana narrative, as was shown, ParaSurama’s defeat can be understood
in terms of the power of the avatar passing from him to Rama DaSarathi: when
Rama Dasarathi picks up Visnu’s bow, ParaSurama’s strength leaves him,
destroyed by the power emanating from Rama (1.75.11-12). Once defeated,
Parasurama relinquishes the one-sided belligerence which triggered the
confrontation and acknowledges Rama his superior: both his power and his
position have been handed over. In the longer epic, although it cannot be a
question of passing the power of the avatar — that would have to be to Krsna or, by
extension, Arjuna — the parallels with the Ramayana account suggest that a similar
sort of ‘handing over’ is being presented, whatever this may mean in the
Mahabharata context. Thus, once again, ParaSurama provokes the conflict with
his intransigence in the face of Bhisma’s arguments and seems certain of victory:

There your mother the Jahnavi may see you, Bhisma, filled with
hundreds of arrows by me, slain and fodder for vultures, herons
and crows.'®

When he is finally forced to admit defeat, however, his truculence once more
evaporates and he greets Bhisma’s victory with pleasure:

... and Rama, the great ascetic, smiling affectionately said to me:
In this world there is no ksatriya walking the earth equal to you.
You may be gone, Bhisma: you have greatly satisfied me in this
battle."”

'$ tatra tvam nihatam mata maya SaraSatacitam| jahnavi paSyatam bhisma
grdhrakankabadasanam// Mbh.5.179.3. Bhisma only reluctantly agrees to fight after
all attempts at pacifying the Bhargava have failed (5.178.10-33). In the Ramayana,
Parasurama similarly refuses to be conciliated by Dasaratha’s pleas for his son (1.74.5-
10). Although Parasurama’s challenge to Bhisma in the Mahabharata episode is caused
by the fact that he is championing Amb, it is a rather dubious point of dharma whether
Bhisma is in fact the cause of her predicament: see 5.173.1 ff. and 176.1 ff., where the
text discusses the issue; and 1.98.50-1, where Bhisma consults with brahmins before
reaching his decision to release Amba. Gail (1977:36-7) and Scheuer (1982:138-42) both
discuss this issue.

9 ramas cabhyutsmayan premna mam uvaca mahatapah/| tvat samo nasti loke 'smin
ksatriyah prthivicarah| gamyatam bhisma yuddhe ’smims tosito "ham bhriam tvaya// Mbh.
5.186.34-5.
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Moreover, he goes on to apologize to Amba with the words:

I am not able to surpass Bhisma, best of warriors, in battle, even
though fully displaying my best weapons.

This is the limit of my power; this is the limit of my strength. You
may go as you wish, good woman — or what else can I do for you?*’

As with Rama Dasarathi, he must acknowledge that he has met his match and
reached the limit of his supremacy.

Analysis of Parasurama’s Role

How then are the similarities in these two accounts to be explained? Indeed,
how are we to understand Para§urama’s intervention in the events of the two
epics at all, set as they are so far apart and so long after his own lifetime? Other
scholars addressing this question have answered it quite simply, and it is
important to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the answers they provide
before going on to look at alternative interpretations.

The first person to look in any detail at Parasurama’s involvement in the
Mahabharata was Sukthankar (1936), who considered it as part of a broader
concern: Bhrgu myths in the Mahabharata and the evidence they provide foran
extensive Bhargava redaction of the text. Sukthankar’s work has been very
influential for subsequent interpretations of Parasurama’s role and I shall
therefore look at it in some detail.

Sukthankar proceeds by working through the epic, section by section,
commenting on the various signs of Bhargava influence he comes across. In the
process, he notes all of Parasurama’s main interventions in the epic and, one by
one, dismisses them as irrelevant to the narrative action. Of ParaSurama’s
mention at the start of the narrative, he says: ‘Strangely enough, already in the
second chapter of the Adiparvan. .. we make our acquaintance with one of the
Bhargavas, the most famous of them, Rama Jamadagnya ... a character which
in reality has no connection whatsoever with the action of the sublime tragedy
which is going to be unfolded in the epic’ (p.4, Sukthankar’s emphasis). The
Bhargava’s role as Drona’s teacher is dismissed as ‘only symbolic’, on the
grounds that Parasurama lived at the treta/dvapara juncture and thus could not
have lived at the time of the dvapara/kali juncture as well. He is represented as
alive in the Mahabharata simply because ‘once the symbol is accepted, it is

2 na caiva yudhi Saknomi bhismam Sastrabhrtam varam/| viSesayitum atyartham
uttamastrani darSayan|| esa me parama Saktir etan me paramam balam| yathestam
gamyatam bhadre kim anyad va karomi te// Mbh.5.187.2-3.
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treated as real, and the myth is worked out in great detail’ (p.13). ParaSurama’s
appearance with other sages at Yudhisthira’s consecration is viewed as
incidental: ‘“These static figures are like mural decorations, and of no special
interest to us. We shall therefore ignore them.” (p.17). His intervention at
Krsna’s embassy is ‘an unnecessary digression’ (p.35). References to
ParaSurama’s massacre at crucial moments are also dismissed. Krsna mentions
it at the consecration ‘quite irrelevantly’ (p.17), and its recounting on the
battlefield after the war is simply because the incident ‘affords an easy
opportunity for another repetition of the legend of Rama’s heroic exploit’
(p-42). The encounter between Parasurama and Bhisma is likewise rejected: ‘In
another context Rama is said to have fought with Bhisma, a fight which lasted
for twenty-three days but was absolutely barren of any consequence’ (p.25). 2!

For Sukthankar, therefore, the answer to the puzzle of ParaSurama’s
involvement in the Mahabharata is straightforward: he is there largely as the
result of Bhargava interpolation and neither he nor his story have any genuine
significance for the textual narrative.

Goldman, in his continuation of Sukthankar’s inquiry, Gods, Priests and
Warriors: The Bhrgus of the Mahabharata, further develops these points.
However, his understanding of the Mahabharata material remains basically the
same for our purposes: ParaSurama’s participation in epic events is the result of
anachronism and interpolation, and accounts of his massacre of the ksatriyas serve
primarily to emphasize the Bhargavas’ control of the epic itself (1977:138 ft.).

In a later work (1984), Goldman goes on to discuss ParaSurama’s
involvement in the Ramayana. Once again, he argues that the episode is an
interpolation, forming part of ‘a certain amount of originally unrelated and
almost certainly later material [which] has been juxtaposed with the central part
of the Balakanda’ (p.79). Conceding the psychological and literary importance
of the story in the text, he continues (p.80):

Nonetheless, it is clearly a later interpolation, for the figure of
Rama Jamadagnya is proper to the Mahabharata in its expanded
form and was a product of the Bhargava redactors of that work.
Since the older portions of the Ramayana are older than the
Mahabharata and the development of the figure of Rama
Jamadagnya belongs to a relatively late stratum of the Bharata
corpus, it would follow that the episode of the encounter of the
two Ramas must be a late development in the Balakanda.

2l Again, Sukthankar makes no connection between Parasurama’s role in this

episode and his confrontation with Rama Dasarathi, even in the vulgate @ranyakaparvan
(Sukthankar is working from the vulgate). He describes the latter as a ‘grotesque story’
involving disrespect for a character held in esteem by the Mahabharata; as such it
belongs to legends ‘quite inharmonious with the Mahabharata context’ (p. 21).
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Other scholars concur with these points. Brockington, for example, argues
that both the Ramayana and the Mahabharata versions of the conflict with
Rama are interpolations (1984:315, 231). Karve agrees with Sukthankar about
paraurama’s involvement in the M ahabharata, and goes on to call the
Ramdyana account ‘a grave anachronism . ..a forced unnatural entry for the
double purpose of retrieving the honour of the ksatriyas and to declare to the
world the godliness of Rama [Dasarathi]’ (1932:129-30). .

It would appear, then, that any attempt to invest ParaSurama’s interventions
in the affairs of Rama or the Mahabharata with a genuine narrative significance
has to fly in the face of a substantial body of opinion. The different
components of the myth have been severally examined and dismissed as a set of
discrete incidents bearing no meaningful relationship either to each other or to
the narrative of the texts which contain them. ParaSurama’s appearance in the
Ramdyana is seen as a later addition with little relevance to the story. His
appearance as a living character in the Mahabharata is deemed :.5 Rm—.:ﬂ of
anachronism and Bhargava enthusiasm. His conflict with Bhisma is again an
irrelevant interpolation, and the accounts of his own massacre of the ksatriyas
is no more than a Bhargava ‘trade-mark’ (Goldman 1977:140) with no real
significance for the story unfolding around it.

The arguments put forward in each of these instances certainly appear to
hold some force, and to provide a substantial barrier to any narrative, rather
than textual, explanation of ParaSurama’s role. However, their strength relies
largely on the various instances being taken separately. When these elements
are taken together and placed more firmly against their narrative background,
the overall conclusions begin to look less convincing.

The role played by Parasurama’s own story in the Mahabharata narrative is the
best illustration of the importance of context and juxtaposition. While Bhargava
enthusiasm for the story may indeed explain the sheer frequency with which it m.m
told, when the context of these tellings is taken more carefully into account, it
becomes apparent that ParaSurama’s past exploits are being presented as a
deliberate backdrop to the Bharata battle. As demonstrated above, Parasurama’s
story is not merely situated haphazardly in the more accommodating parts of E.n
epic, which would have been sufficient for Bhargava purposes, but Bﬁon is
consistently found at highly significant points in the narrative: at the ovoE:m.Om
the epic, repeated at the start of the list of incarnations which begins the narrative
account proper; immediately before the battle begins (in the encounter with
Bhisma); and immediately after the battle has ended, retold over the bodies of the
slaughtered combatants. In other words, the story is told precisely érm.no one
would expect to find it if the narrators wanted to draw out a resonance i::. the
events unfolding in the epic. Moreover, the connection is made explicit, especially
in the first reference considered (1.2.3-9) where the battlefield for the current
action is identified as the scene of Para§urama’s previous slaughter. That the two
clements should be read in context, therefore, could hardly be made more
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obvious.

It is not surprising that the narrators should think to juxtapose ParaSurama’s
slaughter of the ksatriyas with the Bharata battle in this way: at the very least it
stands as an indication of the severity of the massacre about to take place, a
severity seen only before at the hands of ParaSurama. However, other
similarities also exist which the juxtaposition could well be intended to
highlight. Not only is the scale of the carnage comparable, but so too is its
purpose: a removal of the overabundant and adharmic kings who are
oppressing the earth and threatening cosmic stability. That this process has
some eschatological significance in each case is again made clear by the passage
setting the two events at consecutive yugantas (1.2.3-9); and I shall return to the
implications of this below.

I shall now turn to the general question of Parasurama’s depiction as a living
character so long after his original actions. Sukthankar’s argument on this
point runs as follows: ParaSurama cannot be alive at the time of the epic,
therefore he is not alive at the time of the epic; the fact that he appears to be
alive can only be explained by Bhargava enthusiasm. This clearly begs the
question. Once the circular reasoning is removed, a more straightforward
reading of the material as it stands suggests that ParaSurama’s portrayal as still
alive is quite deliberate, and that this preternatural longevity is an essential part
of his make-up. This is reflected in the epic’s use of the epithet cirajivan (‘long-
lived’) which implies an indefinitely extended life-span, well in excess of the
generally elongated but finite terms of existence usually allotted to mythical
characters. It is also reflected in the fact that accounts of ParaSurama’s earlier
deeds are left inherently open-ended: he is simply banished to Mount
Mahendra with no mention made of an eventual demise. Puranic accounts
of the banishment reinforce this continued existence, and the Bhagavatapurana
is quite explicit about the possibility of future action:

Lotus-eyed Rama, the illustrious Jamadagnya, will promulgate
the Vedas in a future period.
He is dwelling even now on Mount Mahendra.?

It is interesting to note, moreover, that this odd relationship with time, and the
periods of ‘dormancy’ before future action which it involves, occur in another
aspect of ParaSurama’s myth, namely the circumstance of his birth. As was
mentioned earlier, Para§urama’s conception comes about through an
accidential mixture of brahman and ksatra power, a mixture which endows
him with a fierce nature more suitable to a warrior than a brahmin. Bhrgu, the

22 jamadagnyopi bhagavan ramah kamalalocanah/ agaminy antare rajan vartayisyati
vai brhat|| @ste 'dyapi mahendradrau/| Bhagavatapurana 9.16.25-6.
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sace whose boon inadvertently led to this, explains the situation to
parasurama’s intended mother Satyavati:

Your son shall be a brahmin with the conduct of a ksatriya; your
mother’s great son will be a ksatriya with the behaviour of a
brahmin.?

Satyavati pleads that it should be her grandson rather than her son who is the
war-like brahmin, and thus ParaSurama’s birth is set in motion, but delayed a
generation. P .

Once we accept the possibility that ParaSurama’s longevity 1s ﬂo_&na:m., one
of the major barriers to a meaningful exploration of his role in the epics is
removed. However, another still remains: the objection that the various
Parasurima episodes are mere interpolations to the main narrative. .,E:w
objection is particularly hard to refute in relation to the Ramayana episode
where the evidence of interpolation is particularly strong. Although a
recognition of this fact may be useful in determining .ﬁrn genesis and
development of the episode, however, it remains largely 5&9&5 for an
understanding of the role that the encounter plays in the narrative as a whole.
Returning again to the importance of context, I would argue that Em. place of
interpolation is at least as important as the fact of interpolation and it cannot
be overlooked that the episode now forms the culminating event of the
Balakanda and marks the end of Rama’s boyhood. That the conflict with
vmamwcn.m.am should make narrative sense in this situation has always .cmm:
maintained by the tradition itself, which has come to <ww€ it as the highly
significant moment when Rama fully becomes the avatar.

The arguments against Parasurama’s appearances in the Esxm@}mis are
also weaker than they at first appear. If we accept that Parasurama can indeed
be alive at this time, it is no longer so fanciful to see him involved in epic events
per se. Furthermore, his involvement is again not as haphazard as Sukthankar

23 brahmanah ksatravrttir vai tava putro bhavisyati| ksatriyo brahmandcaro matus tava
suto mahan// Mbh.3.115.25-6. ] k=

24 There are, of course, many issues involved in the status of interpolations in a text
such as the Mahabharata. Not only does its oral origins make the whole question of
what is and what is not an interpolation a tricky one, but its character as a :masﬁw.m_mo
affects the way we view it. Considerations applicable to texts Emaw up of collections,
such as the Rgveda or the Hebrew Bible are less relevant to narrative literature, évnn.n
any skilful addition becomes part of the continuous flow of the story. >m.m:n= it is
reasonable to ask what relevance it has to the story, that it should have Uam.: Emw:nm at
that particular point in the narrative and not another. .O», course, considerations of
textual expediency and narrative relevance tend to overlap in many cases, as when B%.Sm
are told at the end of a book or episode, which is at once an easy place for interpolation
and a highly charged moment in the story.
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suggests. His role as weapons’ master is fairly consistently maintained, as is his
attendance at the various turning-points in the narrative, even to the extent of
tangential reference being made to it at one of the few important events he
misses.”> Nor are his appearances on these occasions merely ones of static
decoration. In at least one example he plays a more active and surely important
role: when he recognizes the divine identities of Arjuna and Krsna at their
peace embassy, a role reminiscent of his recognition of Rama’s true identity in
the Ramayana episode.

Having overcome some of the underlying objections to a meaningful analysis
of Parasurama’s role in the epics, I shall now consider the most complex and
puzzling aspect of his involvement there, namely the parallels between his
conflict with Rama in the Ramayana and that with Bhisma in the
Mahabharata. As demonstrated, the two incidents show marked similarities,
both in their constituent elements and in their underlying concerns. These were
too consistent to be explained by simple coincidence. Yet it would be difficult
to find any historical explanation which would adequately account for them,
without having recourse to a scenario of textual borrowing that is both
convoluted and chronologically unlikely. This leaves us, therefore, with the
likelihood that the similarities in the two accounts arise from the fact that they
are fulfilling similar functions.

One possible functional similarity emerges from the work of Adalbert Gail,
one of the two people who have looked at ParaSurama’s conflict with Bhisma in
any detail (1977:35-9). Gail provides a more sophisticated version of the
argument that ParaSurama’s defeat indicates a reassertion of ksatriya
supremacy, an argument encountered earlier in relation to the Ramayana
episode. He argues that what the conflict and its outcome in Bhisma’s favour
represent is not so much a reassertion of ksatriya values as a reassertion of the
values of a clearly demarcated varnadharma. Parasurama could not defeat
Bhisma as he could the other ksatriyas because the story is being told against a
different ethos where it is no longer appropriate for a brahmin to take up arms,
even in the cause of dharma. Thus ParaSurama, a brahmin, cannot defeat and
kill Bhisma, the best ksatriya of his generation: only another ksatriya, Arjuna,
can do that.

Gail’s arguments are attractive and certainly throw light on some aspects of
the account. However, there are also problems with his interpretation. Bhisma’s

%5 In the shape of Karna asking Arjuna whether he is another Parasurama as he
fights the kings at Draupadi’s svayamvara (see above). The other episode where
ParaSurama is absent is the dice game and here there is no mention made of him during
the specific events involved. However, it is perhaps worth noting that the reference to his
presence at the royal consecration occurs not in the original account of that event, but in
Duryodhana’s disgruntled description of its grandeur which forms the immediate
preamble to the dicing.
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own rather dubious relationship to dharma (as a ksatriya who has made a vow
of celibacy more appropriate to a brahmin) makes him an unlikely vehicle for
reasserting the importance of varnadharma. Nor is it strictly correct to
counterbalance Parasurama’s defeat with Arjuna’s victory, for although it may
well be the ksatriya Arjuna who will be the immediate cause of Bhisma’s death
as the text here states (5.186.19), in practice he can only achieve this with the
help of the highly ambivalent figure, Amba-Sikhandin. More important in this
context, however, is the fact that Gail’s reading of the conflict fails to take into
account several elements which are significant both here and in the conflict with
Rama. In particular, it offers no explanation for the eschatological emphases,
nor for the manner of Parasurama’s defeat. Gail’s analysis in terms of
varnadharma, therefore, can only go part of the way towards finding a
similarity of function between the two accounts.

Scheuer has more to say about the eschatological significance of the story
and thus comes closer to my own concerns. Arguing that ParaSurama’s defeat
by Bhisma is not there simply to highlight Arjuna’s later achievement, Scheuer
goes on to analyse it in terms of ParaSurama’s own avatar deed and the greater
battle which is about to take place. ParaSurama’s involvement at this juncture
tells us that once again the world is in a situation of dharmic crisis where the
relationship between the top two varnas is distorted. His defeat, however, tells
us that the proper battle to re-establish dharmic balance is yet to come. The
fight between Parasurama and Bhisma ‘n’est qu'un prologue de la grande
guerre des Bharata, sur le méme champ de bataille’ (1982:141). Scheuer’s
analysis of the function of this event thus helps both to account for the
eschatological emphasis in the episode — it heralds the crisis of dharma in the
world which will call for the intervention of an avatar — and also to highlight its
role in the wider narrative context. However, Scheuer’s concern is primarily
with the Mahabharata, and consequently he draws no paraHels between this
episode and the confrontation with Rama in the Ramayana.

I shall now turn to my own analysis of the two conflicts. Several different
strands emerge from the material under consideration, and I shall look at each
of these in turn before attempting to draw them all together. I shall focus on
the following elements of the myths: first, the conflict with Rama in the
Ramayana; second, the variation on this found in the vulgate Mahabharata,
with some considerations that arise from this; and third, the conflict with
Bhisma in the Mahabharata.

The conflict with Rama Dasarathi in the Ramayana is the simpler of the two
episodes and introduces the basic themes to be explored, namely, the manner of
Parasurama’s defeat and the eschatological emphases in the accounts. Several
elements of the story feed into these themes and their significance will become
clearer as I proceed. As was demonstrated, the conflict with ParaSurama comes
at an important point in Rama’s life, with his boyhood over and the events
leading up to his own avatar deed about to begin. It was also shown that the
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encounter is significant in the affairs of the world, and is eschatologically
fraught. Further on in the account, the manner of ParaSurama’s defeat was seen
to be distinctive, involving a ready capitulation and reverence for the victor,
The ostensible function of this in the text is to allow ParaSurama to recognize
Rama as Visnu and to acknowledge him as such to the world. When the defeat
is considered more from ParaSurama’s perspective, however, a different
emphasis emerges, namely, that he is meeting with his own limitation: prior
to the challenge, he was feared as the invincible scourge of warriors; after it, he
feels his strength destroyed and must acknowledge that his days of supremacy
are over. Thus, in the R@amayana account, both protagonists meet at a threshold
in their own lives, a moment which is in turn seen as eschatologically charged
and therefore crucial to the world. Little surprise, then, that the tradition
should have interpreted this threshold as that between one avatar and another.

An interesting variation on this idea of limitation emerges from the version
of the episode found in the vulgate Mahabharata, where the idea of threshold is
expressed in spatial terms. In this account, the two Ramas meet at a physical
boundary, the borders of Dasaratha’s domain, where the power of Rama will
restrict the Bhargava:

Hearing that Rama [Bhargava] had arrived at the border of his
domain, Dagaratha sent his son Rama to honour him.?

The word used for ‘domain’ here (visaya) also highlights the interplay between
spatial and existential threshold found in these two versions of the myth, as it
means both sphere of influence or action as well as physical territory. The word
appears elsewhere in ParaSurama’s story, at the end of his slaughter of
ksatriyas, when he is banished by KasSyapa. It is found in the Santiparvan
version of the tale where KaSyapa says:

Rama, you must not remain here in my domain at any time.?’
It is used again in the Ramayana when the story is retold by ParaSurama:

When previously I gave the earth in gift to KaSyapa, he said to
me, ‘You should not stay in my domain.?®

% tam vai daSarathah Srutva visayantam upagatam| presayam dsa ramasya ramam
putram puraskrtam// Mbh.3. Appendix 1.14.29-30. The idea of physical boundary is
present in the Ramayana account but not emphasized.

" na te mad visaye rama vastavyam iha karhicit// Mbh.12.49.58. KaSyapa banishes
Parasurama in order to preserve a remnant (Sesa) of ksatriyas (v.57).

8 kasyapaya mayd datta yada pirvam vasumdhard/ visaye me na vastavyam iti mam
kasyapo ’bravit// Ram.1.75.13.
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Here again, then, at an earlier stage in his life, ParaSurama encounters a
physical and functional boundary which he must nom transgress..

Accounts of Parasurama’s banishment by Wmmv&.vm highlight m:w&ﬂ
noteworthy feature: ParaSurama’s unusual a_maon.wgv to space. KaSyapa
banishes the Bhargava after being given the earth as his wmonmn.E_ fee, md&. some
accounts make it clear that the extent of this gift leaves nothing remaining:

He gave the eastern region to the hotr, the southern Rﬂo: to the
brahman, the western to the adhvaryu, the northern region to the
udgatr.

He gave the intermediate directions to the others and the
middlemost space to Kasyapa.”

In the Ramayana version, ParaSurama himself states that after his banishment
he no longer has a place on earth:

Acting on the words of my teacher Ka$yapa, I promised that I
would not spend a night on earth.®

This suggests that ParaSurama’s banishment must be to some E.na of mﬁmcm_ no
man’s land. -This haziness of location can also be found in the Rm._onm_
variations of the myth which have grown up in West and South West India. H.n
most of these, Parasurama is said to have reclaimed land from the m.ow mow his
place of exile. This idea is also found in the epic, s&oﬁ the ocean gives EB a
place to dwell after his banishment from the nwnﬁw :Eﬁ. is to say, a Emon. i?&.:w
again outside the normal categories of space. <$=_o. this oQ.Sno:.o: with
reclaimed land may well reflect historical and geographical considerations, as

2 gadau pracim disam hotre brahmane daksinam disam/ adhvaryave practicim vai
:&wm?m ::SW:.: &.&ai\\ anyebhyovantaradisah kasyapaya ca madhyatah|| Bhagavata-
.uxxw%meo._w_w.wwﬂww‘:.sgw kurvan prthivyam na vase nisam iti pratijna kakutstha krta ,M:
kasyapasya ha/| Ram.1.75.14. Some accounts run counter to this trend m.:.a ‘ma M
Mahendra an earthly retreat, as is obvious from the fact that the m.waawﬁm <._m.: _.a Ew
meet Parasurama there in the tour of the sacred fords (3.115-17). ..H..Em visit is the
occasion for the first long account of ParaSurama’s complete story and it is ] interesting to
note that in this version Kasyapa does not banish him, but rather .En Bhargava simply
goes to Mahendra after his gift. This could suggest that the spatial anomaly grew up
alongside the idea of banishment, both gaining strength as the myth %ﬁmom&.. .

u_mWwB._N.Ao.@. For regional versions, see Karve 1932:115 ff., 136 ff.; Janaki 1966:
59 ff.; and Charpentier 1935:12 ff.
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has been mam:oa,uw it also serves to reinforce the idea that ParaSurama’s exile
and continued existence involves him in an anomalous relationship not only
with time but also with space.

Finally, I shall consider the more complex interaction with Bhisma in the
Mahabharata. The two main themes introduced by the Ramayana episode are
even more pronounced here: the eschatological import of the conflict is
emphasized more frequently, and the change in ParaSurama after his defeat is
more marked. The Mahabharata account also reinforces the idea that
ParaSurama’s defeat involves a boundary or limitation to his powers which
he cannot go beyond. This is made clear in his words to Amba:

I am not able to surpass Bhisma in battle. . .
This is the limit of my power; this is the limit of my strength . . .-

Parasurama’s acceptance of the defeat is also more strongly emphasized in this
account, where he greets Bhisma’s victory with positive pleasure.

In my preliminary discussion of the episode, these similarities were taken to
suggest that the conflict with Bhisma was still essentially a process of ‘handing
over’. The question was raised, however, of what this could mean in the context
of the Mahabharata account. If the Bhargava’s opponent in this conflict were
Krsna or Arjuna, the similarities between the two episodes would be so marked
that we could answer this simply: ParaSurama is once again handing over the
avatar status to the appropriate person for the current crisis. Thus his role
would become clear as being some sort of guardian figure for the avatar power.
However, his opponent is neither Krsna nor Arjuna, but Bhisma, and I shall
now explore what this choice could signify.

One clue lies in the episode’s narrative context. The conflict with Bhisma is
recounted on the very eve of the Bharata battle and serves in many ways as a
smaller model for the great war to come. The Bharata battle is the result of the
earth seeking relief from her oppression by over-abundant and adharmic
inhabitants® and is clearly presented as the crisis which marks the juncture of
the dvapara and kali yugas, the outcome of which will determine the world’s
fate and its safe passage from one period to the next.*> Such a situation of

32 According to Karve, for example, it is used as a charter myth to explain the
physical characteristics of the Konkan (1932:116 ff.), while Charpentier argues that the
stories reflect the historical process of brahminization in the South (1935:15 ff.). In
relation to ParaSurama’s connection with the sea in these myths, it is interesting to note
that in the epic his main enemy, Kartavirya, is called ‘King of the Marshlands’
G:m%@a:.ﬁ Ram.3.116.19).

3 na... yudhi Saknomi bhismam .. viSesayitum...||...me parama saktir...me
paramam balam|/ Mbh.5.187.2-3.

3 See, for example, Mbh.1.58.25 ff.

35 See, for example, Mbh.1.2.9 cited above and 12.337.42-3.
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dharmic and eschatological crisis is typically the point when the avatar
intervenes to restore order and thus allow the cycle of the yugas to continue. If
the conflict between Parasurama and Bhisma is read against this background,
as its place in the narrative suggests it should be, it would appear that although
the avatar of the period may not be directly involved, the struggle with the
Bhargava is nevertheless once again taking place in a situation closely involved
with the avatar’s essential work: the restoration of cosmic order at the critical
‘joints of time’. e

In the Mahabharata account, therefore, I would argue that it is principally
the context of the conflict rather than the protagonist which lends it meaning.
However, the choice of Bhisma for protagonist is by no means unsuited to this
interpretation. Bhisma is the chief warrior among the Kaurava forces and <.<E
lead them into the battle to come. He is the common elder of the warring
cousins and honoured by both sides as the grandfather of the tribe.
Furthermore, he is also the person who is ultimately most responsible in
human terms for the current crisis, for the very reasons which made him
unsuitable for Gail’s purposes: his vow of celibacy results in the disputed
succession which leads to the war. It could be argued, therefore, that to some
extent Bhisma represents the Bharata situation itself. His role as protagonist
serves to highlight the context of the conflict, namely the inauguration of the
battle which marks the turning-point of the dvaparajkali yuganta,*® with all
that this may imply for the significance of ParaSurama’s defeat.

Conclusions

It is now possible to begin drawing together the different strands that have
emerged from this analysis. First, the story of ParaSurama’s own avatar Aoma
does in fact have genuine significance for the narrative around it: it brings into
focus the scale of the massacre about to take place; and suggests that the
reasons for it are similar, namely, to relieve the earth of her burden of adharmic
ksatriyas. In addition, ParaSurama’s appearances after this original geste are
not simply the result of textual accident. This is borne out not only by the
consistently significant points at which they occur in the narratives, but also by
the fact that this extended existence is implicitly or explicitly written into
accounts of his earlier life. The unusual nature of ParaSurdama’s relationship to
time, therefore, is an essential part of his characterization, reinforced and
paralleled by a similar relationship to space.

3 See, for example, Mbh. 5.47.59;140.6-15. Elsewhere, both the dice game and the
death of Krsna are given as the moment of the turning.
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Moreover, a logic has emerged in the temporal pattern of ParaSurama’s
appearances which can now be unpacked. The date of the Bhargava’s slaughter
of ksatriyas is rather vague in the classical texts which usually place it at an
unspecified time in the past, or early in the tretayuga.’’” However, there is
evidence from the regional variations to suggest that he came to be associated
more precisely with the krtza/treta yuganta. Babb, for example, working with
villagers in Madhya Pradesh, notes that the agricultural festival of akti is
associated both with the birthdate of ParaSurama and with the commencement
of the tretayuga (1975:141). According to Karve, the Sakta-influenced Marathi
version of the Mahabharata puts ParaSurama’s mother Renuka at the krza/trefa
yuganta, to parallel Sita at the treta/dvapara and Draupadi at the dvapara/kali
(1932:138).%® As the avatars seem to be associated fairly consistently with the
yuganta junctures, and as that between the krta and treta yugas is the only one
not firmly occupied by another avatar, it is not surprising to find ParaSurama
popularly located here in this way and doubtless other instances could be found
in support of this. ParaSurama’s next appearance comes in the conflict with
Rama, clearly situated at the start of the crisis of the treta/dvapara yuganta. He
then reappears at the time of the Bharata events which culminate in the conflict
with Bhisma on the eve of the battle marking the dvapara/kali yuganta. The
only yuganta where we do not find him, therefore, is that between the kali and
krta yugas and there he is replaced by a similar figure, the brahmin warrior
Kalkin.* Parasurama’s appearances, therefore, are by no means temporally
haphazard but rather, they consistently occur at the critical junctures between
the yugas.

Finally, the idea of limitation and boundary has been demonstrated in each
of these instances. ParaSurama acts in a clearly demarcated arena, reaches the
limits of his task, and then disappears back to the spatial and temporal
sidelines, where he will wait until his reappearance at the next yuganta.

37 See, for example, Mbh.13.4.1 which simply sets it in olden times (pura) and Mbh.
12.326.77 which sets in in the trefa (tretayuge bhavisyami ramo bhrgukulodvahah). In the
Puranas a similar picture emerges: the Brahmanda (2.3.73.90) sets ParaSurama in the
nineteenth fretayuga (with Rama Dasarathi in the twenty-fourth), while the Bhagavata
comes closest to the yuganta, putting his birth fourteen generations from the dawn of the
yuga (9.14.49-15.5). As I have shown, one Mahabharata reference places ParaSurama’s
actions at the treta/dvapara yuganta (1.2.3), but the evidence is much stronger for
allocating this yuganta more consistently to Rama Dasarathi.

38 krte ca renuka krtya tretayam janaki sati] dvapare draupadi krtya krtya mlecchagrhe
kalau/| Karve 1932: 138.

¥ This connection is strengthened by a reference in the Kalkipurana to Kalkin
learning at the feet of Parasurama (2.1-5, cited Janaki 1966:73). Scheuer discusses the
similarities between ParaSurama and Kalkin (1982:329-31). The importance of the
mixture of brahman and ksatra power found in these brahmin warrior figures for our
understanding of the essential nature of the avatar has been discussed by Biardeau
(1976:182 fT.).
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Taking all these steps together, therefore, 1 2.0:5 argue that it is vOmw_U_n. to
arrive at an interpretation of ParaSurama’s role in SE.oF as H,wcmmmmﬁna earlier,
he does indeed stand as a guardian, supervising a ‘passing-over . Ioimﬁlﬁ n.m.:rm_.
than simply involving the power of the avatar, as immlmnm: in En .wa§@§a
episode, comparison with the conflict in the \S&EEESE _.:a_mmﬁm that
Parasurama’s stewardship is temporal, and that irm.ﬁ he is m:m?w_sm is, in mwo.r
the end of the yuga, ensuring its passage into the crisis of the §M§E which will
mark its turning. The logic of his presence in the Emrmgn‘,ﬁn, ‘E,nnﬁd.a,
becomes clearer: he stands there as one of the many yugania motifs iw.:or
supply the epic with the eschatological context for the human tragedy unfolding.

Abbreviations

Mbh. Mahabharata
Ram. Ramayana
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Menstruation Myths

Julia Leslie
Introduction

Sudhir Kakar, the Indian psychoanalyst, argues that for the majority of Indian
women female sexuality is ‘a utilitarian affair’, its primary value lying in ‘its
capacity to redress a lopsided distribution of power between the sexes’ (1989:3).
Since ancient times, however, that unequal distribution of power has been
explained by the dominant (and predominantly male) ideology in terms of the
inherent nature of women. This traditional view of women may be found
encapsulated in myths and stories, or it may be confronted directly in treatises
on the proper behaviour of men and women according to sacred norms
(dharma). At its simplest, this view maintains that women are inherently
wicked, that they are possessed of an uncontrollable and threatening inborn
sexuality, and that they are innately impure.

I shall explore the link between notions of female sexuality and the idea of an
inherent nature of women, within the narrower context of traditional Indian
discourses on menstruation. First, I shall set the scene with a brief sketch of the
debate on the inherent nature of women. I shall then relate two epic stories about
female sexuality (one positive, one negative), and the dominant myth about the
origins of menstruation. Finally, I shall look at the discourse on menstruation,
and its implications for female sexuality, within three different indigenous
frameworks. A reasonably objective, if not entirely accurate, account of

This chapter first took shape as ‘Menstruation and Sexuality’, a paper delivered at the
Wellcome Symposium on the History of Medicine entitled The History of Medical
Attitudes to Sexuality, held at the Wellcome Institute, London, on 28th June 1991. It
was subsequently published as ‘Some Traditional Indian Views on Menstruation and
Female Sexuality’ in Sexual Knowledge, Sexual Science: The History of Attitudes to
Sexuality, ed. R. Porter and M. Teich, pp. 63-81 (Cambridge University Press, 1994).



