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Once, at the 12-year sacrificial session of the family head Śaunaka in the Naimiṣa forest,
Lomaharṣana’s son, the bard Ugraśravas, versed in ancient legends
Approached the strict-vowed Brahmin-seers sitting together;
The son of the bard bowed modestly.
Him, having arrived at the āśram, the ascetics dwelling in the Naimiṣa forest
Surrounded, to hear manifold stories there.
. . . 
The bard said:
[I was] at the snake sacrifice of that great-souled royal sage Janamejaya,
And in the presence of that prince in the lineage of Parikṣit.
The diverse meritorious stories told by Kṛṣṇadvaipāyana
And which were also duly told by Vaisampāyana indeed
Having heard them, of variegated aims joined together as the Mahābhārata
And having visited many fords and sanctuaries 10
to holy Samantapañcaka, sought by twice-born,
I went, to that country where formerly the war was,
of the Pāṇḍavas and the Kurūs and all lords of the earth. 11
. . . 
Your honors are seated contentedly; what shall I tell, O Twice-borns? 13
The holy stories of ancient legends concerning dharma or
The events of men and great-souled seers?

 Though not a depiction of an actual event, it is inconceivable that this charming snapshot 
describes activity inconsistent with behavior at a ritual site, and it is suggestive of the kind of 
milieu one would expect to produce the abundance of narratives that have been preserved for us. 
There is no space within the present work to address the sprawling and thorny questions 
surrounding the language (Sanskrit, or Prakrit), its usage (narrowly  restricted to a tiny privileged 
class, or available more widely in some form or another), mode (oral, literary, or a mix of the 
two) of narrative in South Asia, or the ways in which all of the above varied according to time 
and place (and others have done so), but since it  is a primary aim of this work to be useful across 
boundary divisions, the briefest of sketches follows.3  The South Asian literary  tradition has 
several specific features that provided us with this opportunity, and one of these is its unusually 
strong tendency towards retention: as Pollock (2003:43) points out in regards to literary theory, 
“The habit of sedimentation (rather than the will to supersession) is demonstrated in Sanskrit 
intellectual history across all disciplines.” Rather than discard older texts or older versions of 
texts, the community preserved them and simply expanded the canon as more arose. Over time, 
as these stories were recited, transmitted, and their different versions sometimes assembled into 
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3 These questions form a complex conversation already well over a hundred years old just in the West.  
Macdonell (1900:1-39) is a readily available early contribution that gives an easily digestable overview for the non-
specialist. Other excellent resources on the question include Deshpande (1993), Houben (1996, espec. section I, 
“Origins and Creation of the ‘Eternal Language’”), and the eponymous essay in Srinivas (1989). Pollock 
(2006:37-281, espec. Part One) is an in-depth look at how the situation began to change around the beginning of the 
first millennium CE. For the development of writing, see Hinüber (1989) and Falk (1993); Salomon (1995) provides 
an overview of both.



new religious texts, the tales were naturally  modified to suit  the needs and desires of the new 
redactors and audiences. Thus was created an immense collection of narratives preserved for us 
at a wide variety  of points in their development, but with more than enough salient features 
maintained to indicate that the variants were (or were at least intended to be) the same story. 
However large or small the actual community  that maintained and had access to these tales, they 
were retained actively enough to require periodic updating and alteration, and in a society that 
valued accurate textual preservation, a record of the changes was laid down and preserved for us. 
These texts can be mined for the evidence they provide about how narratives change over time, 
just as Lord and Parry made use of the performances of the Yugoslav bards.

Narrative Structure and Evolution

 While South Asian culture possessed unique aspects that left us a record of its collected 
tales, there is no reason to believe that the formulation or composition of these narratives at the 
most basic level was not congruent with such processes elsewhere. Although it  is not clear 
whether a bard such as Ugraśravas (in the example above) was working from a fully-memorized 
text or employing some degree of composition-in-performance, nonetheless many of the same 
operating principles are observable in the comparisons of the variants discussed below, and 
suggest that these tales can serve as an acceptable proxy for other narrative traditions. The 
composers of these tales, like their Greek or Serbo-Croatian counterparts (along with a wide 
variety of storytellers from all over the world, including raconteurs and stand-up comics down to 
the present day), worked by means of narrative frameworks—extensive thematic checklists—
which gave shape and structure to their material. Just as an epic is made up of a sequence of 
individual episodes, each episode is itself constructed from a sequence of events. These 
sequences resemble strands of DNA: not only  do they provide the structure and organization of 
the tale, but their individual genes (those smaller units that we generally  term “themes” or 
“motifs”) are also the loci of evolutionary change. As in other oral traditions, a given theme may 
simply  mutate: a gift, for example, might change from a ring to a necklace, or even a hunting 
dog. Themes also serve as expansion and contraction points: in one version the giving of this gift 
might occupy one line of text, where a different  variant might expand it to 60, with sub-themes 
and formulaic elements imported from elsewhere or purposefully built for that specific tale.4 It is 
in this protean nature of motifs that we find the usefulness of a data set for providing insight into 
the ways stories evolve; it is not in terms of the specific details unique to each story that we seek 
understanding, but in whether those changes fall into types and categories that might be 
generalized and applied to the alterations seen in other narratives.
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4 For purposes of this study, the working definition of “theme” is “an action or plot development which may 
be roughly but comprehensively expressed in one sentence.” Some of the texts under consideration will use one 
verse to express a theme for which another text may utilize 45 or 50 verses,  and do so without affecting the course of 
the plot or adding any salient information to the narrative. The decision to stay with the traditional terminology for 
work on oral poetry and ancient epic (theme, motif),  rather than move to the richer and more nuanced vocabulary of 
narratology (narrateme, event,  function/index,  narreme, and so on) was not made without hesitation. Ultimately, 
however, the simpler terminology seemed adequate to the task, more in keeping with the spirit of the topic, and less 
likely to generate confusion, as the narratological vocabulary still appears to be evolving.



 The objection might reasonably be raised that any principles regarding the evolution of 
oral narratives that  the project formulates may be specific to Sanskrit  literature, and this must 
remain a consideration. Several factors working in combination, however, argue against these 
concerns: the first of these is that  all stories must follow certain rules of cause and effect that 
allow their readers to feel comfortable engaging with them, and this places natural restrictions on 
the type of changes a story might undergo. There is also an additional widespread human 
resistance to stark alterations to a familiar story. While an audience might delight in a surprising 
twist or addition, too profound a divergence will be swiftly rejected by its hearers; any poet 
whose work is presented orally  would be sensitive to this, and an unwelcome addition would 
swiftly disappear from his repertoire. There are more than enough variant manuscripts of every 
major Indian text to confirm for us that they underwent some revision and additions, whether 
deliberate or inadvertent. Finally, the human brain employs certain strategies for memorization 
which, though they may  be more refined in some traditions, are deeply tied to the nature and 
structure of human memory.5
 In these factors (considerations of verisimilitude, human resistance to change, and the 
neurological underpinnings of the storyteller’s art form) we thus find a rough set of natural 
checks on the mutative powers of narrative. The result is that human interactions with narrative 
play  out in much the same way throughout the world, as the remarkable consistency of types and 
variations of folkloric literature from around the world can attest. But while folklore gives us a 
rich sense of the variety and scope of narrative evolution, it lacks the clear, fixed benchmarks of 
evolution in which we find in the brāhmaṇic, epic and purāṇic, literature of ancient India. The 
aim of this piece is to make use of this data set in the most universal of its aspects, and offer 
evidence that the multi-version narratives of the Indian subcontinent display a predictable set of 
evolutionary  changes that can be categorized and identified in other narrative traditions. 
Wherever applicable, comparanda have been provided, cases in which a comparativist has 
posited a similar change between a pair of narratives. Over time, the narratives of the 
subcontinent underwent change, and demonstrating that they  did so, and that how they  did so 
can be divorced from the culture of India and applied to other narrative traditions, is the aim of 
the comparison below; a proposal for the development of a new method for addressing a 
longstanding methodological issue, using a data set that  has been, for some reason, completely 
overlooked for this purpose.
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5 Another issue that must be considered if the findings of this study are to be put into practice is whether 
these results will be applicable when parallel narratives are the result of a cross-cultural borrowing. A number of 
theoretical factors could come into play; in linguistics, certainly, borrowing operates very differently than language 
change from within one culture.  In contrast to the deployment of individual words, however, every new version of a 
tale is re-shaped to suit changing times, values, and tastes; it may well be that the narrative processes involved in 
cross-cultural borrowing are functionally the same as those involved in the re-telling of a story within one cultural 
tradition: a storyteller hears a tale, it resonates with him, he works through how he will present it,  and eventually 
begins re-telling it in his own way. In preliminary attempts to test the usefulness of my findings at diagnosing cross-
cultural borrowings, I have applied them to others’ findings; for example, Larson (2005), which presents a 
compelling case for a shared relationship between the Homeric Hymn to Hermes and the Neo-Sumerian Lugalbanda 
epic. I will refer throughout to examples where my findings support that paper’s case for a relationship.



The Tale of Cyavana and Sukanyā

 The present study  utilizes five variants of a Sanskrit story, The Tale of Cyavana and 
Sukanyā, to analyze the types of narrative variation it underwent, and to extrapolate the 
principles that governed the deployment of those variations. After an analysis of the tale and the 
alterations visible in its trajectory, we will return to the set of criteria listed above (omitting #8 
and #9) and see how well those criteria perform at diagnosing the (already known) relationship 
between the five variants.
 The earliest references to Cyavana6  appear in the Vedas,7  where his name is given as 
Cyavāna, and, as is characteristic of Vedic literature, we get only brief and disconnected 
references to parts of his story in hymns of praise to the gods without any significant portions of 
narrative. In its barest outlines, The Tale of Cyavana and Sukanyā, as we have it, is the story of 
an ascetic holy man whose single-minded devotion to his career has left him spiritually powerful 
but physically decrepit and enfeebled.8 The Aśvins, a pair of seemingly minor deities with deep 
Indo-European roots, 9  rejuvenate the old man, or at  least restore his good looks.10 In the post-
Vedic versions, this is bound up in the story  of his marriage to the princess Sukanyā and her 
subsequent encounter with the Aśvins. A second portion of the tale then follows the Aśvins as 
they  attempt to elevate their level of inclusion in the gods’ sacrifices. Discussion and analysis of 
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6 Cyavana has a fairly wide presence in Sanskrit literature in general. Vedic references will be discussed in 
n. 11.  Cyavana’s pre-term birth during his mother’s abduction by a rākṣasa (demon) is described at Mahābhārata 
Mbh. 1.5-6, and at Mbh. 13.141.15-30 and 14.9.31-36, he practices meditation underwater until he is entirely 
encrusted with marine life (discussed in Leslie 2003:140). Mbh. 1.60.43-46 claims he married Manu’s daughter, 
Āruṣī, and the story of his descendant, Ruru, is told at Mbh.  3.122-25. He makes an appearance at Rāmāyaṇa 
1.70.28-36, where he persuades a pregnant queen not to commit sati, and his name occurs twice in lists of officiating 
priests of sacrifices (in Aitareya Brāhmaṇa 8.21.4 and at PadmaP.  1:34:13-17). Sanskrit literature is a vast and inter-
connected web; nearly every character, motif,  and action has a reflex in another text, which has a reflex in another, 
ad infinitum. My objective here has been to trace the developmental stages of this tale, and space will not permit the 
exploration of every avenue. For those interested in further narrative or ritual ramifications of the tale,  Witzel (1987) 
is the best starting point in the secondary literature, and for comparative purposes, Allen (2015) provides an 
excellent case for relating Cyavana to Prometheus.

7 The Vedas are the oldest stratum of Sanskrit literature,  dating from 1500-1000 BCE, and written in the 
oldest form of the language.

8 The story has been treated in a variety of secondary sources, including: Brodbeck (2009:93), Doniger 
(1985:64-73 and 1999:134-40), and Leslie (2003:126-36). Goldman (1977:166 n.11) asserts that the tale “has every 
appearance of representing a socioreligious event of some significance.”

9 The Aśvins (or Nāsatyas) are twin gods with associations to horses, cattle, and physicians, who are related 
to Castor and Pollux and other Indo-European twin deities. They are treated by Dumézil (1994:34-88) who describes 
them as the divine representation of the Third Function.

10 At Ṛg Veda (RV) 1.117.13, 1.118.6d, 5.74.5c, 7.68.6, 7.71.5a, and 10.39.4, the Aśvins are described as 
having restored Cyavāna’s youth; in two instances, this is apparently accomplished through the removal of 
Cyavāna’s skin: “O Nāsatyas! You removed the skin like a garment from aged Cyavāna,” (jujurúṣo nāsatyotá vavríṃ 
prā́muñcataṃ drāpím iva cyávānāt, RV 1.116.10), and “From aged Cyavāna you removed the skin like a robe,” (prá 
cyávānāj jujurúṣo vavrím átkaṃ ná muñcathaṃ, RV 5.74.5). Also relevant to the later versions of the tale that will be 
our focus, RV 1.116.10d says the Aśvins “made him a lord of maidens” (pátim akṛṇutaṃ kanī́nām).



the way these threads of narrative are woven and re-woven in new versions of the story is the 
primary focus of this paper.11

 Complete renditions of the tale come to us from five different texts, each with their own 
genres and agendas:12

1. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa (JB) 3.120-29:13 The Brāhmaṇas are elaborations and commentaries 
on the Vedas,  and the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, which dates from roughly 900 BCE, is likely the 
oldest of the versions.14 The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa uses Cyavana’s story to illustrate the power 
of the otherwise unknown Brāhmaṇa of Vāstupa, presenting it as the secret to Cyavana’s 
successful quest to get a wife, regain his youth, and perform an important sacrifice.

2. Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa (ŚB) 4.1.5.1-15:15 The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa dates from roughly the eighth 
to sixth centuries BCE. The Tale of Cyavana’s occurrence here is part of the text’s larger 
concern of establishing narrative bases for the parts of the Soma ritual.16 This version begins 
and ends,  as do most stories in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, with the descriptions and ritual 
significance of sacrificial gestures and vessels related to the Aśvins.
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11 Witzel (1987:387-91) focuses on the way the salient motifs from the Vedic versions have been combined 
and re-organized in the brāhmaṇa versions.

12 As with the brief discussion on narrative in ancient India above, I hope to provide non-specialists with 
enough information to enjoy and appreciate The Transformation of Cyavana, but the article is not intended to be 
about the tale, but rather the scope of its metamorphosis. I have tried to walk a line (which will doubtless please no 
one) of including enough citations and background to the Indic cultural elements that come up in the story to allow 
interested parties to pursue them further, but not to let cultural factors dominate the exposition; in short, to diminish 
the particularity of the alterations and expand their universality.  As far as the comparanda brought in to support the 
contention that the phenomena occur in other traditions as well,  space does not permit much more than brief 
citations of where the instances may be found.

13 The Tale of Cyavana is §186 in Caland (1970:251-53). A translation appears in MacDonald 
(1979:129-31). The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa is not written in verse, but rather in paragraph form. So that the text may 
be followed closely enough to understand the analysis, every sentence has been numbered, and it is those numbers 
that appear as the final digits in the citations.

14 Witzel (1987) offers a complex argument based on verb tense deployment that suggests that though the 
JB is the oldest of the texts discussed here, its Cyavana sections may have been constructed by an embedding 
process that turned the tale into a frame narrative with inserts,  and these may be much younger than the rest of the 
JB and are perhaps even coeval with the ŚB.

15 A translation is available in Eggeling (1885).

16 The Soma sacrifice (the ritual preparation and consumption of a now-extinct plant with intoxicating 
properties) was one of the most central and ubiquitous features of Vedic religiosity (and of early Iranian religion as 
well, under its Avestan name Haoma). Perhaps the most striking feature of the ceremony is that this is one of a small 
number of cases in which human and divine activity are mirror images: like the brahmins on earth, the gods 
routinely conduct their own Soma sacrifice, to which access is highly restricted and much sought after by the lesser 
and excluded deities.



3. The Mahābhārata (Mbh.) 3.121-25:17 The Mahābhārata is one of the two major epics of India, 
and was composed over a period extending from roughly 500 BCE to 500 CE. The great epic 
gives us the first version of Cyavana’s story that is more attentive to the narrative itself than to 
the ritual or theology associated with it. There is a marked increase in character development 
and description, and descriptions of ritual activity are more cursory.

4. The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa (DevībhP.) 7.2.30-7.43: As a class of texts, the purāṇas began to be 
composed as the Mahābhārata was assuming its final form, and were heavily influenced by it. 
The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa is constructed to follow the Mahābhārata’s version, but with far 
more elaboration and expansion: comparing the two side by side brings to mind Lord’s account 
of the guslar Avdo expanding another bard’s single theme from 176 lines to 558 (Lord 
1960:78-79); in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa every motif from the Mahābhārata has been 
inflated as much as possible, and lavish description has been introduced wherever possible. The 
text glorifies Devī,  the generalized female aspect of divine power in Hinduism, and there is a 
corresponding emphasis on this version’s female characters: Sukanyā’s character is developed 
with particular care and attention, and even the role of the king’s wives is increased slightly.

5. The Bhāgavata Purāṇa (Bh.) 9.3.1-28: At just 28 verses, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa is a tightly 
abbreviated form of the narrative. It generally conforms to the general outlines of the 
Mahābhārata’s version,  but includes one major alteration that leaves some awkward transition 
points, and provides a compelling example of the storyteller’s instinctive conservation of 
received narrative elements, even when such may be difficult to reconcile with his vision of the 
tale.

 These various versions of the tale most certainly do not represent an unbroken lineage; 
they  are simply particular versions that  happened to be committed to fixity at certain points in 
time, but the existence of every new “canonical” version undoubtedly contributed to the ongoing 
development of the story. Over the course of this progression, we see the tale transform from a 
cryptic and impersonal religious text concerned primarily with ritual into a touching tale of 
romantic love. This evolution tracks with another process as well, as a single tale that links a pair 
of gods and their rights to the divine Soma drink to a mortal girl’s svayamvara18 is slowly  broken 
into two: the story  of an unconventional svayamvara, followed closely by a related story about 
Soma rights. Even more striking are the transformations undergone by the main characters, 
particularly that of the heroine. The interaction of all these processes provides an illuminating 
illustration of the way one narrative evolved over time.
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17 An English translation of the Mbh.’s story of Cyavana and Sukanyā may be found in van Buitenen 
(1975:458-62, vol. 2); further discussion of the episode may be found at pp.195-97 of the same volume.

18 An ancient Indian ritual in which a husband is selected for an eligible young woman, often through 
contests or tests of skill, but sometimes simply through a selection made by the bride.



Methodology and Notation

 In order to best  evaluate the divergences, all five versions of The Tale of Cyavana and 
Sukanyā are broken down below into their component themes. Themes naturally arrange 
themselves into small clusters, and each of the 13 clusters identified here has been given its own 
small table, which should allow the reader to focus on the changes occurring within each one. 
The tables are laid out in the order in which they  occur in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa (likely the 
oldest of the extant versions), and are formatted according to the following principles:

Every theme shared between at least two versions is given a serial Roman numeral and letter 
designation (for example, “IIc”), and wherever a motif (or portion of one) occurs in an identical 
expression in at least three versions, it appears in boldface type.

Items without comparable reflexes in at least three other tales are grouped (where possible) with 
motifs to which they seem to be affiliated; when they have no close relations, they receive their 
own line in the chart, but without a numerical designation.

When a version includes an out-of-sequence motif, the motif is numbered and positioned along 
with its reflexes in the other versions, but it appears in italics; its citation, marked with a double 
dagger (‡), also appears at its actual place in its own sequence, along with an indicator of where 
it may be found (for example, “listed above at Ia”).

Motifs that must have occurred in order for the plot to function, but that are not actually 
narrated or described, appear in SMALL CAPS.

Where one version diverges in an extreme or lengthy fashion,  the added material is included in 
a summary, but is listed without a numerical designator and is not treated with the same 
attention to detail as areas that are closely comparable among the versions.

When a version does not contain a particular theme because that theme has not yet been 
introduced to the tale, the words “-not present-” appear in that theme’s place in the chart. When 
a version does not contain a particular theme because the theme has been dropped, the 
words “-omitted-” appear in the chart.

Questions or preambles that are part of the frame around the tale have been omitted entirely.

Paragraphs beneath each chart analyze and attempt to clarify the nature of the differences 
exhibited between the versions.

 Finally, as part of the attempt to categorize the types of changes that  occur, certain 
distinctive types of alteration have been assigned names to better enable their use in critical 
settings. The terms will be introduced as the phenomena appear, and then re-capped in a 
catalogue at the end.
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Cluster I: Cyavana Introduced

 Several salient phenomena present themselves in the first cluster. One is the way a 
theme’s purpose (the isolation of Cyavana) may  be accomplished in different ways in different 
versions. A second is the relative ease with which a new motif can be incorporated into a tale: the 
original distinguishing feature of the ascetic Cyavana is his ugliness, but this fades into the 
background when a new defining characteristic is introduced. Yet  a third is that once a defining 
characteristic becomes well-known, it may actually  be dropped from the narrative. Others are 
discussed below as well.

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
Cyavana knows the 
vāstupasya brāhmaṇa 
(3.120.1-2)

Ia Cyavana demands 
that his sons abandon 
him; they leave him 
on the bank of the 
Sarasvatī River. He 
makes wishes and 
sees a sāman, which 
he praises
(3.120.3-11)

Ia The Bhṛgus (or the 
Aṅgirasas) attain the 
heavenly world; 
Cyavana is left behind 
(4.1.5.1)

Ia Cyavana performs 
austerities alone by 
the Narmadā River, 
using the vīra posture 
(3.122.1-2)

Ia ↓ Cyavana 
performs austerities 
alone by the 
Mānasarovara Lake 
using the vīra posture 
(7.2.33-43)

[Ia.CYAVANA 
PERFORMS 
AUSTERITIES]

[Ib CYAVANA IS OLD] Ib Cyavana is old, 
“ugly and 
ghostlike” (4.1.5.1)

Ib Cyavana becomes 
an anthill. (3.122.3-4)
↓Cyavana is old 
(3.122.20)

Ib ↓ Cyavana 
becomes an anthill 
(7.2.43-44)

[Ib CYAVANA 
BECOMES AN 
ANTHILL.]
↓Cyavana is an “old, 
diseased invalid with 
loose skin, white hair, 
and visible 
veins” (9.3.14)

 Ia. The tale’s first motif is the physical isolation of Cyavana, and is accomplished in 
three different ways: in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Cyavana instructs his sons to leave him behind 
in the vāstu.19  Over their protests, the seer insists that because he knows the vāstupasya 
brāhmaṇa,20 the desertion will be to all of their benefit, and that he will be given an opportunity 
to regain his youth. His sons then leave him on the banks of the Sarasvatī River; presumably this 
is in fact the vāstu he was referring to in his request. His sons obey him and depart, and Cyavana 
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19 The meaning of this is not entirely clear. A vāstu may be a site, ground, or dwelling place; in this case it 
is probably a sacrificial site; cf. ŚB vāstu, (a site, ground, or dwelling place). Hopkins (1905:61) reads the desertion 
of the sons as reflecting an ancient custom of leaving the elderly alone in the wilderness to die,  but I am not sure the 
text supports such a grisly conclusion.  ŚB 1.7.3.1-5, for example, contains a similar story (this time about a god) 
who is left behind in the vāstu and excluded from the sacrifice, and the steps that must be taken to reintegrate him.

20 The identity and significance of the vāstupasya brāhmaṇa (literally, “the brāhmaṇa of the household-
guardian”) are unclear. It is a text or mantra otherwise unknown to us,  along with many such others in the Jaiminīya 
Brāhmaṇa; as Whitney (1885:cxliv-cxlv) says: “The Jaiminīya is on the whole a dull and uninteresting work, as 
compared with the others of its class. The most unreasonable share of its immense mass is taken up with telling on 
what occasion some being ‘saw’ a particular sāmān and ‘praised with it’” (ibid.:cxliv-cxlv).



uses his solitude to pray for restored youth, a young wife, and the chance to sacrifice with 1,000 
cows. He sees a sāman (“hymn,” “chant,” or “praise-song”) and praises with it.
 In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, it is briefly noted that Cyavana has been abandoned, but this 
time by his paternal ancestors the Bhṛgus, who have attained the heavenly world, rather than by 
his sons.21  Neither brāhmaṇa specifically notes whether or not he is engaged in tapas (the 
practice of performing physical austerities in order to accrue spiritual powers) or meditation, 
practices that become essential to Cyavana’s character in the later texts.
 The Mahābhārata and the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa dispense with the idea of 
abandonment, and merely introduce Cyavana as living alone in the forest to pursue his 
austerities, which he does with a ferocious commitment more profound and enduring than 
anything suggested by  the brāhmaṇas. The changing explanations for Cyavana’s seclusion—
from involuntary abandonment, to requested abandonment, to sought-after solitude—are 
examples of a common phenomenon, and one that is highly  illustrative of the processes of 
literary  composition (oral and otherwise): the “aetiology,” a brief explanation of some 
circumstance or background in a story, often fabricated just for purposes of that tale.22 For the 
oral poet, remembering a state or condition is easy, but recalling (or choosing to retain) the 
circumstances that led to it  can apparently be difficult, particularly  if they are sufficiently 
divorced from the main action of the narrative. In this case, the actual abandonment (or lack 
thereof) has no repercussions later in the story, and its loss is of little narrative importance. Thus 
Cyavana may go from abandoned, to conspiring in his own abandonment, to simply living alone 
in the forest with little effect on the rest of the story. The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa puts this motif 
out of order, but the Bhāgavata Purāṇa goes a step  further and eliminates the theme altogether, 
along with any introduction of Cyavana.
 Two versions (the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa and Bhāgavata Purāṇa) have moved the 
introduction of Cyavana from the outset of the tale to its second motif cluster; a minor change in 
sequence, presumably motivated by the dual phenomena of the increase in Cyavana’s name-
recognition as a mythological figure and by these versions’ shift in emphasis from the seer to the 
princess he marries. As Cyavana’s persona stabilized into a stock character, the interest in him as 
a protagonist decreased, and Sukanyā assumed a larger share of the narrative focus. The changes 
in her role are illustrated very clearly in the next motif cluster.
 Note also the changing locus: unspecified in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, it  becomes the 
Sarasvatī River in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, a nameless forest in the Mahābhārata and 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, while the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa describes an exceptionally beautiful sacred 
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21 This text shows an uncharacteristic uncertainty regarding Cyavana’s lineage, calling him “either a 
Bhargava [descendant of the ṛsi Bhṛgu] or an Aṅgirasa [descendant of the ṛsi Aṅgiras],” where the other texts 
uniformly proclaim him a Bhargava. According to Hopkins (1905:45), this “indicates synonymity” between the two 
ṛsis. For more on the Bhṛgus, see Goldman (1977).

22 Ready examples of aetiologies include the Gospel of Luke’s explanation that Jesus’  birth took place in 
Bethlehem as a consequence of a census ordered by Augustus (Lk. 2.1-3), or Iliad 1.393-406, in which Achilles 
reminds Thetis of her vaunt that she aided Zeus when the rest of the gods were against him and is thus owed a favor.



grove near the shores of the Mānasarovara Lake, the first of many  florid stock additions in that 
text.23 This will be discussed in more detail in the conclusion of the paper.
 Ib. The next theme concerns Cyavana’s physical appearance. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa 
does not bother to report on Cyavana’s age and infirmity, but we can infer Cyavana’s decrepitude 
from what we have already learned in Ia: he wishes to recover his youth. The Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa says he has become “ugly and ghostlike,” rendered so by  the natural processes of age. 
The Mahābhārata, Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, and Bhāgavata Purāṇa all take Cyavana’s old age 
for granted—the primary point of the tales is that  he needs rejuvenation—but the Devībhāgavata 
Purāṇa does not mention that  Cyavana is old until 7.3.16, and the Mahābhārata and Bhāgavata 
Purāṇa never make an explicit statement about it.
 Instead, the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa elaborate upon Cyavana’s situation 
by explaining that  his commitment to meditation has been so profound that he has “become” an 
anthill, which obscures every part of him but his eyes.24 The addition of the anthill is an example 
of a common phenomenon I have termed an “improvement:” the substitution of a more 
interesting explanation or situation for an inherited one.25

 Here, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa makes an even more drastic omission than the failure to 
mention Cyavana’s age: Cyavana’s entombment within the anthill is now apparently so well-
known to the audience that no explanation for how it happened is ever given within the 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa’s narrative. Indeed, we learn that even the other characters within the 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa are already familiar with Cyavana’s situation as well. The loss of an explicit 
statement regarding a characteristic that has become so well-known and central to the story that 
its description is eventually omitted from the narrative because it has become unnecessary is 
visible in other preserved oral tales; I term this sort of omission a “cyclops” in honor of one of 
the most noticeable examples of the phenomenon.26
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23 Witzel (1987:402) discusses what has been reconstructed about the geography associated with the various 
texts and their recensions; the current inquiry is concerned less with the specific cultural reasons for alterations, and 
more with the patterns observable in their deployment.

24 The best known exemplar of the “sage-encased by the anthill” motif is certainly Vālmīki, mythical author 
of the Rāmāyaṇa, whose case is discussed extensively in Leslie (2003).  Aśvaghoṣa explicitly compares the two seers 
at Buddhacarita I.48: “The voice of Vālmīki uttered poetry which the great seer Cyavana could not 
compose.” (Cowell, trans. 1894). In a variant of the anthill motif, Cyavana performs a similar feat of immobility at 
Mbh. 13.50-51, in which he stands immobile at the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers until he becomes 
encrusted with mollusks and seaweed.

25 Larson (2005:1) posits that just such an “improvement” took place in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes: 
Lugalbanda, an ill adult stranded in a cave in the Lugalbanda Epic, is transformed into newborn baby Hermes in the 
hymn.

26 Nowhere within the Odyssey is the cyclops described as having a single eye, but the blinding, as it is 
carried out, would not serve the necessary function if the monster had two eyes. In another possible example from 
the same text,  the physical appearance of the Sirens is also never described; whether or not this indicates that the 
composer of the Odyssey conceived of them as the familiar bird-women of later Greek art is unclear, but to omit 
completely the physical description of a significant Homeric obstacle suggests that the appearance of the Sirens was 
well-known to the audience. See also Gresseth (1970, espec. 210ff), who makes an exhaustive survey of the 
evidence and concludes that the winged form must have been Homeric.



Cluster II: Conflict Arises

 The story  advances as a king and his people encamp in Cyavana’s forest. Cyavana is 
subjected to maltreatment by the interlopers, and retaliates by cursing them. In this cluster we 
observe the first incidence of a function being taken away from one character and re-assigned to 
another.

 The Devībhāgavata and Bhāgavata Purāṇas introduce King Śaryāta at the very  outset of 
the piece, even before introducing Cyavana. While the old ascetic was indisputably  the main 
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Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata  Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
Śaryāti is a king with 
4,000 wives and 
Sukanyā (7.2.30-33)

[‡7.2.33-43 listed 
above at Ia]
[‡7.2.43-44 listed 
above at Ib]

Śaryāti is a learned 
and pious king

IIa. Śaryāta, the 
Mānava King
comes to the forest 
with his tribe 
(3.121.1)

IIa. Śaryāta, the 
Mānava King
comes to the forest 
with his tribe (4.1.5.2)

IIa. Śaryāti
comes to the forest 
with a retinue of 4,000 
women, including 
Sukanyā (3.122.5-6)

IIa. Śaryāti
comes to the forest 
with a retinue of 4,000 
women, including 
Sukanyā (7.2.45-46)

IIa. Śaryāti
comes to the forest 
[with his royal 
retinue] and Sukanyā 
to see Cyavana’s 
āśrama (“ashram”) 
(9.3.1-2)

-not present- -not present-

IIb. Sukanyā, wearing 
only a single garment, 
explores the forest, 
finds Cyavana’s 
anthill

Cyavana falls in love 
and tries to speak

His glowing eyes 
catch her attention 
(3.122.7-12)

IIb. Sukanyā explores 
the forest, finds 
Cyavana’s anthill

-omitted-

His glowing eyes 
catch her attention. 
She picks up a thorn. 
Cyavana tries to stop 
her (7.2.47-53)

IIb. Sukanyā gathers 
fruit in the forest, 
finds Cyavana’s 
anthill (9.3.3)

-omitted-

-omitted-

IIc. Cowherd boys 
deliberately smear 
Cyavana with earth 
and balls of dung 
(3.121.2)

IIc. Boys deliberately 
taunt Cyavana and 
throw clods of earth at 
him (4.1.5.2)

IIc. Sukanyā 
impulsively and 
misguidedly pokes 
Cyavana’s eyes with a 
thorn (3.122.12)

IIc. Sukanyā playfully 
pokes Cyavana’s eyes 
with the thorn

She wonders “What 
have I done?”
(7.2.54-55)

IIc. Sukanyā, 
impelled by fate, 
pokes Cyavana’s eyes 
with a thorn

Blood oozes out 
(9.3.4)

IId. Cyavana curses 
them with discord: 
“mother did not know 
son, nor son, mother”
(3.121.3-4)

IId. Cyavana curses 
them with discord: 
“father did not know 
son, nor brother, 
brother”
(4.1.5.3)

IId. Cyavana curses 
them with 
constipation 
(3.122.13)

IId. Cyavana curses 
them, including 
elephants, horses, and 
camels, with 
constipation
(7.2.56-58)

IId. Cyavana curses 
them with 
constipation
(9.3.5)



character of the earliest versions, in the last two iterations Cyavana is less the focal point of the 
narrative and more its most arresting piece of scenery. We are introduced to him through the eyes 
of the princess rather than meeting him independently at the outset.
 IIa. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, the king arrives with his 
tribe, the Mānavas; in the Jaiminīya the arrival of the king and his people at the site specifically 
occurs while Cyavana is praising (taṃ tuṣṭuvānaṃ śaryāto mānavo grāmeṇādhyavāsyāt). In the 
Mahābhārata and the purāṇas the king’s name has altered slightly (from Śaryāta to Śaryāti) and, 
since tribal living is no longer a part of the cultural landscape, the presentation has also shifted: 
the king’s Mānava affiliation is omitted and he is accompanied not by a tribe but by a retinue that 
includes a company of soldiers, 4,000 women, and his beautiful daughter, Sukanyā.
 The two brāhmaṇas contain no reference to the heroine at this point, but the 
Mahābhārata and the purāṇas immediately place Sukanyā at  the center of the narrative. The two 
purāṇic versions have even changed the sequence so that the story begins with the description of 
the king and Sukanyā rather than with Cyavana, a slight  alteration that signals the major re-
configuration of her role.
 IIb. In a motif not present in the brāhmaṇas, the Mahābhārata, Bhāgavata Purāṇa, and 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, have Sukanyā walk alone in the woods. The Mahābhārata 
immediately introduces an element of romance: as the girl wanders alone in the forest dressed 
only in a single garment,27 the sight of her beauty  distracts Cyavana out of the celestial realms in 
which his spirit is wandering and he falls in love with her. As he tries to speak to her she sees his 
eyes inside the anthill.
 Though the two purāṇas adopt the Mahābhārata’s metamorphosis of the tale into a more 
romantic one, neither explicitly depicts Cyavana as falling in love at this point; indeed, the seer’s 
character is initially quite irascible and unlikable. Whether this is intended to preserve his earlier 
persona or to heighten the romantic tension in anticipation of the couple’s eventual joyous future 
is unclear, but when Cyavana speaks to Sukanyā in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, it is only to try  to 
use his creaky voice to beg her to put down the thorn she has just picked up.
 IIc. This segment introduces conflict to the tale in the form of an assault on Cyavana’s 
person. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa boys in the retinue taunt the decrepit Cyavana and throw 
clods of earth at him because of his ugliness, and in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, cowherd boys 
smear him with earth and dung-balls for unspecified reasons. These are only slightly different 
manifestations of deliberate maltreatment; in the subsequent versions, however, we find our first 
profound alteration. In the Mahābhārata, seeing Cyavana’s eyes peering out from the mound, 
Sukanyā pokes at the sparkly objects with a thorn. No hostility  is involved; she does it only 
“from curiosity” and “the compulsion of a confused mind” (kautūhalāt . . . buddhimohabalāt, 
Mbh. 3.122.12). The Devībhāgavata and Bhāgavata Purāṇas retain this innovation, 
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27 Prior to the ascendancy of the sari, women in ancient India typically dressed in a sarong skirt with a 
shawl around the shoulders; Sukanyā is ekavastrām,  “one-garmented,” that is, “topless.” This adjective could be 
used to indicate that a woman was menstruating (for example, Draupadī is ekavastrā [Mbh. 2.60.15]) in the famous 
scene in which she is dragged into the assembly hall). It is difficult to tease out all the possible implications for the 
mention of her garment here, which could range from merely upping the sexiness quotient, to marking the girl as 
being in a liminal and vulnerable state, to conjuring a subtle association between Sukanyā and the more famous 
heroine in the scene in which she famously saves her five husbands, the Pāṇḍavas.



characterizing Sukanyā’s actions, respectively, as “intent on play” (krīḍāsaktā) or merely 
impelled by the gods/fate (daivacoditā).
 This is a pronounced transformation: a hostile act of cruelty  is replaced by a girlish 
mistake, strikingly changing the nature of this part  of the tale. Even leaving aside the whimsical 
charm this change imparts to the epic and purāṇic versions, the advantages of the earlier 
introduction of Sukanyā are very clear: it expands her role and adds substantially to her 
characterization while tightening the overall narrative structure. The cruel boys of the earlier 
versions, no longer of any use in the narrative, disappear entirely.
 It is interesting to speculate as to whether the “improvement” of motif Ib (decrepitude 
exchanged for the anthill) inspired the increase in Sukanyā’s role, or the reverse; certainly the 
enlargement of her role and the appearance of the anthill motif are inextricably  linked. An 
intermediate stage in which Sukanyā’s role was to intentionally taunt or abuse Cyavana seems 
unlikely, given the difficulties it would introduce in making her character likeable.
 IId. Angered by  the abuse, Cyavana curses his tormentors.28 The two brāhmaṇas’ dull 
and didactic curse of “discord” (asaṃjñā) sowed among the tribe (though with variation in the 
range of family  members specified29) is changed to the delightful “he constipated the feces and 
urine of the retinue;” another “improvement.” This modification takes hold as tightly  as the 
anthill did: both the Bhāgavata Purāṇa and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa retain the new motif, nearly 
verbatim.30  Not content with inflicting the constipation on Cyavana’s human victims, the 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa extends it to their elephants, horses, and camels as well.

Cluster III: Resolution of the Curse

 This cluster is the most intact of the entire story: every version contains a reflex of every 
motif, though they  are by no means identical. A closer examination reveals that the reason for 
this lies in the nature of the elements it  contains: none of these motifs is exciting enough to 
warrant elaboration, yet their function is critical. Thus, they persist intact and in very similar 
incarnations. This is an often frustrating feature of oral narrative evolution: nuts-and-bolts 
“workhorse” motifs are far less likely to mutate than their flashier counterparts. While their low-
key appearance and the predictability of their sequencing often leads to the charges that they are 
the result of coincidence rather than of shared inheritance, the evidence here suggests the 
opposite: that the presence of such clusters should be taken as good evidence of genetic 
relationship.
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28 The curse of a ṛṣi is a common plot-driver in Sanskrit literature; see, for example,  Mbh. 1.109, Mbh.  
1.208.21, and RV 7.104. In the DevīP.,  Cyavana later denies being angry and claims he was merely in pain (DevīP. 
7.3.13).

29 In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa,  “father did not know son, nor brother, brother,” and in the Jaiminīya 
Brāhmaṇa, “mother did not know son, nor son, mother.”

30 Mbh. 3.122.13: śakṛn mūtraṃ samāvṛṇot; DevīP.  7.2.56 and BhagP.  9.3.5: śakṛn mūtranirodho’bhūt. In 
my taxonomy of indications,  this is a “fee-fi-fo-fum:” an evocative or iconic phrase (stolen from Jacobs 1890 “Jack 
and the Beanstalk”), which is retained in subsequent versions of the story.



 IIIa. Disharmony and constipation are both unpleasant conditions, and the king’s 
attempt to understand the source of the common misery remains intact as a motif and only 
lightly varied in its expression. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa and Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the 
bewildered king must ask if any of his subjects has seen anything that could have caused the 
curse, but immediately  knows who Cyavana is when his people describe the old man who was 
taunted. In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, Śaryāti assumes at the onset of the 
constipation that the curse must have arisen following a slight to Cyavana, and the interrogation 
has been inflated and elaborated on with separate inquiries for separate groups.31  In the 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, that a slight to Cyavana must have been the cause of their discomfort is the 
king’s immediate conclusion. He conducts no questioning, but rather informs his people that 
someone’s actions have angered Cyavana.
 IIIb. The discovery of the wrongdoing was streamlined between the two brāhmaṇas: in 
the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, cowherd and shepherd boys (kumārā gopālā avipālāḥ) are the 
wrongdoers, and the informers are only  specified by the third plural ending on the verb (ūcur). In 
the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the anonymous third party has been dropped and it  is boys (kumārāḥ) 
who do the taunting and cowherds and shepherds (gopālāś cāvipālāḥ) who do the informing.
 In the three epic and purāṇic versions, however, the unwieldy sequences in which other 
parties must rat out the miscreants have been replaced with Sukanyā’s willing admission to 
poking at something shiny in the anthill; the cowherds, shepherds, and boys disappear entirely.
 IIIc. The king apologetically approaches the wronged holy man to remedy the 
situation. In the two earliest versions, it is at this point in the tale that Sukanyā is introduced; in 
the later three versions she is, of course, already well-known to us.
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31 It is worth pointing out here that expansion of this type (the query taken to multiple, similar groups or 
individuals) is a widespread phenomenon in many forms of oral and written literature, as in the serial questioning of 
the winds (North, South, East, and West) as it appears in Grimms Fairy Tale no. 88, “The Singing, Springing Lark,” 
and “East of the Sun and West of the Moon,” as collected by Asbjørnsen and Moe, and in two stories written by 
Hans Christian Andersen, “The Four Winds” and “The Garden of Paradise.”

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
IIIa. Śaryāta asks his 
people what they 
might have seen 
(3.121.5)

IIIa. Śaryāta fears he 
has done wrong. He 
asks the cow and 
shepherds what they 
might have done 
(4.1.5.4-5)

IIIa. Śaryāti asks his 
soldiers, then his 
friends, if anyone has 
angered Cyavana
(3.122.14-17)

IIIa. Śaryāti asks his 
soldiers, then his 
kinsmen, then friends, 
if anyone has angered 
Cyavana
(7.2.58-3.1)

IIIa. Śaryāti tells the 
retinue that he thinks 
someone must have 
angered Cyavana 
(9.3.6)

IIIb. “They” tell 
Śaryāta what the cow-
herd boys and 
shepherds did 
(3.121.6-8)

IIIb. The cowherds 
inform on the boys 
(4.1.5.4-5)

IIIb. Sukanyā 
confesses to the 
poking
(3.122.18-19)

IIIb. Sukanyā 
confesses to the 
poking (7.3.2-6)

IIIb. Sukanyā 
confesses to the 
poking (9.3.7)

IIIc. Śaryāta goes to 
Cyavana and 
apologizes
(3.122.1-5)
Sukanyā is introduced 
(3.122.6)

IIIc. Śaryāta goes to 
Cyavana in a chariot, 
taking along Sukanyā,  
and apologizes
(4.1.5.6-7)

IIIc. Śaryāti goes to 
Cyavana and 
apologizes 
(3.122.20-21)

IIIc. Śaryāti goes to 
Cyavana and 
apologizes
(7.3.7-11)

IIIc. Śaryāti goes to 
Cyavana and 
apologizes (9.3.8)



Cluster IV. The King Negotiates with Cyavana, and Departs

 This cluster offers two more well-preserved motifs. IVa is particularly  instructive: it  is an 
excellent illustration of the way the essential features of a given theme and its outcome may be 
preserved, even as its details are freely revised or rearranged.

 IVa. Every  text offers a different version of the initiation of the marriage. The 
narrative’s flow requires that the king apologize and Sukanyā be given to Cyavana; beyond this, 
as is clear from the chart, only two versions are in close agreement as to the particulars. The 
Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa contains a complex and unusual variation with no reflex in any  other 
versions: the seer demands the girl in recompense, ordering the rest of the tribe to depart 
immediately. Śaryāta refuses and tries to buy Cyavana off with treasure; Cyavana counters that 
he knows the vāstupasya brāhmaṇa. The tribe holds a conference, and they decide to attempt to 
trick Cyavana by  leaving the girl with instructions to run away  from the feeble old man and 
rejoin them later.
 The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and Bhāgavata Purāṇa (which rarely correspond) have the 
king take the initiative and offer his daughter in recompense to the wronged Cyavana.32  The 
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32 One variant of the Mahābhārata has the king offer the girl first: after 3.122.21, D3 inserts: “O you-who-
are very-strict-in-your-vows, to you I will give this girl / Take her and be satisfied, O Descendant of 
Bhṛgu!” (imāmeva ca te kanyāṃ dadāmi sudṛḍhavrata / bhāryārthī tvaṃ gṛhāṇemāṃ prasīdasva ca bhārgava).

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
IVa. Cyavana 
demands Sukanyā in 
recompense.
Śaryāta refuses 
(3.122.7)

IVa. Śaryāta offers 
Sukanyā in 
recompense.
Cyavana accepts her 
(4.1.5.7)

IVa. Cyavana asks for 
Sukanyā in 
recompense.
Śaryāti gives her to 
him (3.122.22-24)

IVa. Cyavana asks for 
Sukanyā in 
recompense so she 
can care for him in his 
injured state 
(7.3.12-22)

IVa. Śaryāti offers 
Sukanyā in 
recompense.
Cyavana accepts her 
(9.3.9)

Śaryāta and Cyavana 
argue. The tribe 
debates the matter and 
decides to leave, 
telling Sukanyā to 
follow them secretly 
later (3.122.8-18)

-omitted- -omitted-

Śaryāti anguishes and 
consults his ministers. 
Sukanyā volunteers to 
marry Cyavana, and is 
given to him; the 
constipation ends.
Sukanyā dons ascetic 
garb; everyone weeps 
(7.3.23-63)

-omitted-

IVb. Śaryāta and the 
clan depart.
Sukanyā tries to 
follow (3.122.19)

IVb. Śaryāta departs 
so as not to offend 
Cyavana again 
(4.1.5.7)

IVb. Śaryāti departs,  
forgiven (3.122.25)

IVb. Śaryāti departs,  
forgiven (7.3.64)

IVb. Śaryāti departs,  
forgiven (9.3.9)

Cyavana becomes 
aware of Sukanyā’s 
intention to desert 
him. Cyavana 
commands a black 
snake to detain her 
and she stays
(3.122.20-123.2)

IVc. Sukanyā is an 
excellent wife 
(3.122.26-27)

IVc. Sukanyā is an 
excellent wife. 
(7.4.1-25)

IVc. Sukanyā is an 
excellent wife even 
though Cyavana is 
irritable (9.3.10)



other three versions depict Cyavana as the initiator of the arrangement: in the Mahābhārata, 
Cyavana simply asks for Sukanyā’s hand and the king agrees in order to end the constipation. In 
the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the negotiations over the betrothal have been considerably  expanded: 
more than 50 verses are devoted to Cyavana’s request that the girl become his caretaker and the 
retinue’s subsequent hand-wringing and lamentation. The king agonizes over the decision, for he 
particularly fears that Sukanyā will be tempted into adultery  with such an old and unattractive 
husband, citing the story  of Indra seducing the young and beautiful Ahalyā, the wife of the aged 
ascetic Gautama. He discusses the matter with his councilors, and is on the point of refusing 
when Sukanyā nobly steps forward, expressing admiration for the ascetic’s powers and self-
control. In a bathetic 11-verse coda to this section, Sukanyā asks for ascetic garb, abandoning her 
ornaments and soft garments. This is the only version that explicitly  notes the ending of the 
constipation (DevībhP. 7.3.53).
 This disparate assemblage of expressions of the “arrangement of the marriage” motif with 
no evolutionary arc represents a phenomenon we will see again below at VIIa and IXa: varied 
actions leading to the same outcome. At this point in the story, Sukanyā must be given to 
Cyavana, and as long as that outcome is generated, the specific mechanism by which it is carried 
out is unimportant.
 IVb. The departure of the rest of the group is an afterthought in the other four 
versions, but the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa’s description of the attempt to trick Cyavana continues. 
The tribe’s plan to have Sukanyā abandon Cyavana is foiled when Cyavana discerns the girl’s 
intentions through his ascetic powers.33  A black snake rises up  before the girl, frightening her 
into staying. It  is an evocative and enigmatic illustration of Cyavana’s power, but it disappears 
entirely  outside of this version.34  Such “elisions” of entire motif-clusters are a common 
occurrence.35

 IVc. The Mahābhārata and the purāṇas insert the detail that Sukanyā proves to be a 
devoted and loving wife (the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa devotes 25 verses to describing her 
solicitousness for Cyavana’s comfort  and her thoughtfulness at readying his ritual paraphernalia), 
whereas the earlier brāhmaṇa versions lack any interest in the domestic compatibility of the pair.
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33 This display of his power is quite possibly a motif transplanted or duplicated from VIa below.

34 Shulman (1978:122) points out an interesting affinity between the Vedic mentions of Cyavana,  the 
Mbh.’s choice of the anthill motif,  and the appearance of the black serpent here: in India, snakes frequently inhabit 
ant- and termite-mounds, and Cyavana “has certain ophidian traits himself: the Aśvins remove his sheath (vavri) like 
an old cloak [at RV 1.116.10 and 5.74.5], just as the serpent loses his skin; and in later myths Cyavana epitomizes 
the aged ascetic who is sexually rejuvenated.  One early version of the myth of Cyavana actually uses the serpent to 
symbolize the transformation of the old sage to youthful husband.”

35 Larson (2005) notes a number of parts of the Lugalbanda story that were not adopted into the Hymn to 
Hermes: he prays, eats lifesaving plants,  bakes cakes, captures a wild bull and two goats, and has a prophetic dream. 
The correspondence between the numerous shared motifs are clear, but not every element in Lugalbanda in the 
Mountain Cave found its way into the Hymn.



Cluster V. The Aśvins Court Sukanyā

 With the marriage accomplished, the focus shifts abruptly as we learn that the Aśvins are 
passing through the area; it  is their interest in the beautiful young princess that drives the rest of 
the plot in most of the versions. After the anthill, this is perhaps the most central facet of the 
story, yet the Bhāgavata Purāṇa eliminates it  entirely, in the most striking transformation 
observable in the tale.

 Va. The Aśvins Enter the Narrative. In both brāhmaṇas, the Aśvins are wandering 
among mortals “performing cures,” foreshadowing the other gods’ later objection that as 
physicians they are unclean and therefore ineligible to receive the Soma.36 In the Mahābhārata, 
the Aśvins simply appear with no explanation and no introduction, and in the Devībhāgavata 
Purāṇa, they are merely frolicking in the woods. This suggests that either (as with Cyavana) 
their role in the tale has become better-known over time, or that as the emphasis in the tale has 
shifted to the romance between Cyavana and Sukanyā, there is less need to craft the story  around 
the Aśvins and their situation.
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36 The status of physicians in ancient India was surprisingly low, for example (Mbh.  13.135.14): “He who 
accepts food from a physician accepts excrement.”

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
Va. The Aśvins 
wander about 
performing cures, and 
don’t share in the 
Soma (3.123.3)

Va. The Aśvins 
wander about 
performing cures 
(4.1.5.8)

-omitted-

Va. The Aśvins frolic 
in the woods (7.4.26)

Va. The Aśvins come 
t o v i s i t C y a v a n a 
(9.3.11)
They don’t share in 
the Soma (9.3.12)

Vb. The Aśvins 
approach Sukanyā. 
(3.123.4)

Vb. The Aśvins see 
Sukanyā and “try to 
win her 
love.” (4:1:5:8)

Sukanyā refuses them 
(4.1.5.8)

Vb. The Aśvins see 
Sukanyā returning 
from her bath naked 
and question her 
(3.123.1-3)
Sukanyā gets dressed 
and identifies herself 
(3.123.4)

Vb. The Aśvins see 
Sukanyā returning 
from her bath and 
question her
(7.4.27-38)
Sukanyā identifies 
herself (7.4.39-42)

-omitted-

Vc. The Aśvins 
denigrate Cyavana.
They ask Sukanyā to 
marry them (3.123.4)

Vc. The Aśvins 
denigrate Cyavana.
They ask Sukanyā to 
go with them (4.1.5.9)

Vc. The Aśvins praise 
Sukanyā’s beauty and 
denigrate Cyavana.
They ask Sukanyā to 
marry one of them 
(3.123. 5-9)

Vc. The Aśvins praise 
Sukanyā’s beauty and 
denigrate Cyavana.
They ask Sukanyā to 
marry one of them 
(7.4.43-56)

-omitted-

Vd. Sukanyā declares 
her fidelity to her 
husband (3.123.5-6)

Vd. Sukanyā declares 
her fidelity to her 
husband (4.1.5.9)

Vd. Sukanyā declares 
her fidelity to her 
husband (3.123.10)

Vd. Sukanyā declares 
her fidelity to her 
husband.
She even threatens to 
curse the Aśvins 
(7.5.1-6)

-omitted-

Cyavana hears them 
talking (3.123.7)

Cyavana is aware of 
the Aśvins’ attention 
(4.1.5.9)

-omitted- -omitted- -omitted-



 In the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, however, (as noted above) in an alteration perhaps designed to 
guard against a perceived impiety of depicting the Aśvins as lecherous would-be adulterers, the 
deities enter the narrative only  to visit Cyavana. Though the gods’ desire for Sukanyā is arguably 
the second-most fundamental aspect of the original narrative, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa entirely 
omits the gods’ attempts to seduce the girl; they have come to the ashram only to pay their 
respects to her famous husband. This is arguably the starkest modification made in any  of the 
texts.
 Vb. The Aśvins See and Approach Sukanyā. In every text besides the Bhāgavata 
Purāṇa, the twin gods see Sukanyā and become besotted with her, and make initial romantic 
advances. In the two brāhmaṇas, the Aśvins simply see and approach the girl, whereas in the 
Mahābhārata, a minor “improvement”—Sukanyā’s nudity—makes the tale a little racier, just as 
her partial nudity  did in motif IIb. The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, with its greater emphasis on 
Sukanyā as the heroine of the piece takes greater pains to preserve her dignity: she is returning 
from her bath, but fully clothed when she encounters the gods. In the Mahābhārata, Sukanyā 
identifies herself to the gods briefly,37 and in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, Sukanyā gives them a 
4- śloka précis38 of her life and circumstances that covers all the high points.
 Vc. After their respective initial questions, the texts proceed to the Aśvins’ denigration 
of Cyavana, and his unfitness to be the husband of a young and beautiful woman; the 
Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa also include extensive praise for Sukanyā’s beauty at 
this point.
 In every version except the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, the gods then make romantic overtures to 
the girl. While some shared motifs (especially ones central to the story) retain a consistent 
wording, this one is expressed differently in each: “be our wife” (jāyaidhi, JB 3.123.4); “follow 
us” (āvā́m anuprehi, ŚB 4.1.5.9), “choose one of us” (varayasvaikam āvayoḥ, Mbh. 3.123.9); 
“choose . . . one of [us] both” (bhaja . . . ubhayos tvam ekam, DevībhP. 7.4.54); “choose . . . one 
of [us] two for your happiness” (bhajasva . . . ekaṃ dvayos tava sukhāya, DevībhP. 7.4.51). The 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa’s use of two proposals is consonant with its practice of inflating and 
expanding the Mahābhārata’s version.
 Vd. In all versions, Sukanyā rejects the Aśvins’ advances. The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa 
takes the extra step of having Sukanyā threaten to curse the gods if they do not leave (gacchataṃ 
devau śāpaṃ dāsyāmi vā, “Go, Gods, or I will you give you a curse!” DevībhP. 7.5.6.), and the 
Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa doubles the motif, adding an additional rejection of the gods’ overtures 
between Vb and Vc.
 In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa Cyavana overhears the Aśvins’ advances, while in the 
Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa Cyavana was aware of (ā́jajñau) the Aśvins’ interaction with his wife and 
her response.
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37 Some manuscripts expand this slightly with a rather striking statement: G1, M1, M2, T1, and S all insert 
some variation of “I am Sukanyā by name; dwelling in this world of men / I am she who is eternally serving my 
husband with my whole soul.” (nāmnā cāhaṃ sukanyeti nṛloke’smin pratiṣṭhitā / sāhaṃ sarvātmanā nityaṃ 
bhartaram anuvartinī).

38 A śloka is the basic verse unit in Sanskrit,  equivalent to a sentence, and the heroine here is allotted four of 
them (a noteworthy and substantial speaking role for a female character) to narrate a condensed version of her life 
and marriage to the gods.



Cluster VI: Cyavana’s Plan

 The next major event in the evolution of the tale is the three later versions’ elimination of 
Cyavana’s machinations to exploit the Aśvins’ interest in his wife for his own gain. This is 
consistent with the alterations in Cyavana’s character we observed over the course of the 
evolution of the negotiations with the Mānavas in Cluster III: Cyavana changes from the 
aggressive schemer of the Śatapatha and Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, to the grumpy-but-honorable 
holy man of the later tales. Similarly profound changes occur in Sukanyā’s character as well.

 In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa and Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa the Aśvins depart, creating the 
opportunity for a conversation between the couple (in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the departure 
may be presumed, but is not explicitly stated). In the later versions, the attempted seduction goes 
on uninterruptedly, resulting in a shift  in the autonomy of Sukanyā’s character and an 
accompanying sequence change. In the later version, the conversation merely  secures Cyavana’s 
consent to the plan the gods have made with his wife, whereas as we will see below, in the earlier 
narratives it allows Cyavana to actively steer events.
 VIa. Sukanyā Reports to Cyavana. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa and Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa, Cyavana uses the private conversation with his wife to assume control of the 
situation. He demands to hear a recounting of the Aśvins’ visit, and Sukanyā tells him everything 
that happened, setting the stage for Cyavana’s demand (which will be described at VIIa) that  the 
Aśvins rejuvenate him.
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Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
The Aśvins depart 
(3.123.8)

THE AŚVINS DEPART -omitted- -omitted- -omitted-

VIa. Cyavana 
demands to hear all 
that was said, and 
Sukanyā reports it 
(3.123.9-14)

VIa. Cyavana 
demands to hear all 
that was said, and 
Sukanyā reports it 
(4.1.5.10)

VIa. The Aśvins order 
Sukanyā to tell 
Cyavana about the 
plan they have 
devised; she does so
(↓3.123.12-13)

VIa. Sukanyā goes to 
Cyavana to tell him 
about the plan the 
Aśvins have suggested
(↓7.5.7-11)

-omitted-

VIb. Cyavana tells 
Sukanyā that when the 
Aśvins return, she is 
to respond to them 
that her husband 
shares in the Soma 
while they do not, but 
that he could include 
them (3.124.1-8)

VIb. Cyavana tells 
Sukanyā that if the 
Aśvins return, she is 
to respond to them 
with a riddle that she 
will not answer until 
they agree to 
rejuvenate him
(4.1.5.10-11)

VIb. Cyavana 
consents to be 
rejuvenated. Sukanyā 
herself consents 
(↓3.123.13-14)

VIb. Cyavana 
consents to the plan to 
rejuvenate him. 
Sukanyā conveys their 
acceptance to the 
Aśvins (↓7.5.12-20)

-omitted-

VIc. The Aśvins 
return. Sukanyā 
responds as ordered. 
The Aśvins are 
enticed by the 
prospect of Soma 
rights (3.124.9-125.1)

VIc. The Aśvins 
return. Sukanyā 
responds as ordered. 
The Aśvins are 
anxious to learn what 
their imperfection is 
(4.1.5.10-11)

-omitted- -omitted- -omitted-



 In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, with no departure by the Aśvins, this 
motif occurs out of sequence (as indicated by italics).
 VIb. Cyavana responds. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa and Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, Cyavana 
coaches Sukanyā with a response for the Aśvins. The texts diverge slightly  in the execution of 
the motif: in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, the aged seer dangles the possibility of Soma rights before 
the twin gods to induce them to rejuvenate him, while the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa sets up a story of 
manipulation via riddle. In the Śatapatha, Sukanyā is told, “you should say, ‘indeed, you are not 
entirely  whole or perfect, but you blame my husband thusly?’” (sā ́ tváṃ brūtān ná vai súsarvāv 
iva stho ná súsamṛddhāv ivā́tha me pátiṃ nindatha íti). Then she is to refuse to explain their 
imperfection until they have transformed Cyavana into a young man.
 In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, motif VIb, like VIa, has been inverted 
from the brāhmaṇas’ version: Cyavana is not preparing Sukanyā’s response for the Aśvins, but 
consenting to the plan that she and the gods have formulated together.
 VIc. In the two brāhmaṇas, the Aśvins return to continue their persuasion:39  in the 
Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Sukanyā tempts the Aśvins with the information that her husband could 
include them in the Soma; they immediately ask him for this, the earliest mention of the Soma-
rights issue in any  of the texts. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, Sukanyā responds to the Aśvins with 
the riddle concerning their imperfection. Their interest is piqued, and they ask her for the answer. 
In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the Aśvins never left, so do not need to return.
 Sukanyā conducts all the negotiations at VIIa and VIIb without receiving instructions 
from her husband, another instance (as in IIc) where a function is stripped from a male character 
and given to a female. The motif of the conference between Cyavana and Sukanyā is thereby 
inverted: in the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the Aśvins tell Sukanyā to consult 
Cyavana after they have formulated the plan to rejuvenate him and hold a svayamvara; he 
merely agrees to the arrangement. Coming as it does after the making of the arrangements, rather 
than before, this conference can no longer occur at the original place in the sequence. That the 
motif of the conference was re-located seems more likely than that the original was abandoned 
and a new one created, though there can be no certain proof of this. As in IIc, the effect of the 
changes is a tightening of the structure of the story and an expansion of the size and 
dimensionality of Sukanyā’s role.
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39 This presents a very nice example of mild variation in the expression of a motif, akin to the phenomenon 
Lord describes of bards frequently using different verbal expressions of the same themes yet claiming they are 
“exactly alike,” (see, for example, Lord 1960:27-29). Both brāhmaṇas essentially say “they returned and said the 
same thing,” but using different wording: “tā́m púnar úpeyatus tā́ṃ haitád évocatuḥ” (SBr. 4.1.5.10); “tau haināṃ 
śvo bhūta etyaitad evocatuḥ” (JB 3.124.9).



Cluster VII: An Agreement is Reached

 This cluster provides an excellent illustration of narrative fluidity. Three critical elements 
of the story are in play here: the idea of Cyavana’s transformation, the identicality  of Cyavana 
and the Aśvins, and the arrangement of the impromptu svayamvara. All are critical hallmarks of 
the tale, but there is surprisingly little accord on the sequence of their deployment, or on who 
suggests the transformation and who drives the bargaining.
 VIIa. This motif—the rejuvenation proposal—remains intact in every re-telling, but the 
directionality and intent of the proposition vary widely. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Cyavana 
himself demands the transformation as a response to the request for Soma rights made by the 
Aśvins’ in motif Vc, while in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, Sukanyā repeats Cyavana’s demand to 
the gods in accordance with Cyavana’s coaching. The Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, 
in keeping with their less self-seeking Cyavana, have the Aśvins suggest the transformation. In 
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, since the Aśvins’ romantic interest in Sukanyā is absent, Cyavana simply 
proposes the idea as a friendly trade to which the gods eagerly agree: youth for him and Soma for 
them.
 The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa includes a unique element here: the Aśvins take Cyavana to the 
śaiśava (lit. “childish” or “relating to the child”) of the Sarasvatī, presumably  a site on the river 
with youth-restoring capabilities.40

 VIIb. Cyavana’s transformation into a young man identical to the Aśvins and the 
concomitant need for Sukanyā to identify  her husband occurs in every variant except the 
Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa. Within the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, the motif is nascent and its expression is 
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40 Hopkins (1905) is particularly concerned with this section, and see Witzel (1987:382 n.10) for a more 
detailed analysis of the place and the term.

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
VIIa. Cyavana 
demands that the 
Aśvins transform 
him into a young 
man (3.125.2-3)

VIIa. Sukanyā tells 
the Aśvins that if 
they transform 
Cyavana into a 
young man she will 
reveal their 
imperfection 
(4.1.5.11)

VIIa. The Aśvins 
offer to transform 
Cyavana into a 
young man . . .
(3.123.11-12)

VIIa. The Aśvins 
offer to transform 
Cyavana into a 
young man . . .
(7.5.7-10)

VIIa. Cyavana asks 
the Aśvins to 
transform him into a 
young man 
(9.3.11-12)

The Aśvins take 
Cyavana to the 
śaiśava of the 
Sarasvatī (3.125.4)

-omitted- -omitted- -omitted- -omitted-

VIIb. Cyavana warns 
Sukanyā that he and 
the Aśvins will be 
identical, and tells her 
how to recognize him 
(3.125.5)

-omitted-

VIIb. . . . as 
handsome as they are, 
so that Sukanyā may 
choose a husband 
from the three 
(3.123.12-13)

[‡ 3. 123.13-14 listed 
at VIa-b]

VIIb. . . . as 
handsome as they are, 
so that Sukanyā may 
choose a husband 
from the three 
(7.5.8-10)

[‡7.5.11-20 listed at 
VIa-b]

-omitted-



abrupt: as he is ordered to enter the river, Cyavana warns Sukanyā that he and the Aśvins will be 
identical after the rejuvenation, and instructs her in how to identify him.

In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the identicality device has become 
central to the storyline: the Aśvins’ suggestion that they transform Cyavana into a young man as 
handsome as they are so that Sukanyā may choose a husband from the three is allowed to arise 
organically  within the wooing scene, where the gods employ it as a device to counter the girl’s 
declarations of fidelity. By transforming Cyavana, the Aśvins’ argument goes, they will have 
leveled the playing field, thus creating a legitimate opportunity  for a svayamvara.41  In the 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, they do so in a panicked response to Sukanyā’s threat of a curse as well 
as a counter to her protestations regarding her fidelity.
 In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the Aśvins order Sukanyā to consult 
Cyavana about the plan, and she does so; as was discussed above under VIa, this appears to be a 
transplantation of the earlier conference between Cyavana and Sukanyā.

Cluster VIII: The Transformation and Svayamvara

 This cluster’s highlight is “the indistinguishable divinities at the svayamvara.” This bears 
some similarity to the svayamvara in the tale of Nala and Damayanti (Mbh. 3.54), though in 
reverse: in the tale of Nala and Damayanti, the gods have all made themselves resemble Nala in 
the hopes of winning Damayanti’s hand, whereas here Cyavana is made to resemble the gods.
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41 For a detailed and accessible discussion of the nuances of Indic marriage types and rituals,  see Jamison 
(1994).

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
VIIIa. THE AŚVINS 
AND CYAVANA GO 
INTO THE SARASVATĪ 
RIVER

VIIIa. The Aśvins 
order Sukanyā to take 
Cyavana into a lake; 
she does so (4.1.5.12)

VIIIa. The Aśvins 
order Cyavana into a 
lake on the Narmada 
River, and enter it 
themselves 
(3.123.15-16)

VIII. The Aśvins and 
Cyavana go into the 
Mānasarovara Lake 
(7.5.20-22)

VIII. The Aśvins take 
Cyavana with them 
into a lake (9.3.13-14)

VIIIb. Cyavana and 
Aśvins emerge young 
and identical 
(3.125.6)

VIIIb. Cyavana 
emerges young. 
(4.1.5.12)

VIIIb. Cyavana and 
Aśvins emerge young 
and identical. 
(3.123.17-18)

VIIIb. Cyavana and 
Aśvins emerge young 
and identical 
(7.5.22-24)

VIIIb. Cyavana and 
Aśvins emerge young 
and identical (9.3.15)

VIIIc. Sukanyā 
recognizes Cyavana. 
(3.125.7)

[Sukanyā does not 
need to make a 
choice]

VIIIc. Sukanyā 
chooses Cyavana, 
using mind and 
intellect (3.123.19)

VIIIc. Sukanyā 
cannot recognize 
Cyavana; she calls on 
the goddess, who 
reveals him. 
(7.5.26-41)
The Aśvins reward her 
fidelity and prepare to 
leave (7.5.41-42)

VIIIc. Sukanyā 
cannot recognize 
Cyavana, so she 
throws herself under 
the protection of the 
Aśvins. (9.3.16)
They reward her 
fidelity and reveal the 
true Cyavana (9.3.17)



 VIIIa. The rejuvenation is carried out by immersion in water. The Jaiminīya 
Brāhmaṇa omits any mention of the entry  of the three into the water, but that they did so may be 
assumed from the description of their emergence. The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa forgoes the gods’ 
entry  into the water and Sukanyā’s svayamvara; their romantic interest in Sukanyā forgotten, the 
Aśvins are interested only in learning about their “imperfection.” The other versions send the 
three male characters into the water together: the Sarasvatī River in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, a 
lake on the Narmadā River in the Mahābhārata, the Mānasarovara Lake in the Devībhāgavata 
Purāṇa, nameless lakes in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and Bhāgavata Purāṇa.42

 VIIIb. Cyavana and the Aśvins emerge from the water identical in appearance. This 
is a hallmark of the tale, but as this cluster demonstrates, sometimes even a hallmark is not 
present in every version: it does not occur in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa. Mystifyingly, it does, 
however, appear in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, where the omission of the Aśvins’ romantic interest in 
Sukanyā renders it manifestly anachronistic. That version, alone among those containing a 
svayamvara, gives us no forewarning about the fact that Sukanyā will be required to identify her 
husband; indeed, nothing in the earlier part of the tale renders it comprehensible. The persistence 
of a feature or element, when the reason for its inclusion is no longer there, surely  deserves 
study; there are unquestionably  other examples of this phenomenon in literature, both recognized 
and unrecognized.43

 Another intriguing feature of this motif is the fact that it represents a reversal of one of 
the Vedic references to Cyavana: as noted above, RV 1.116.10d indicates that the Aśvins “made 
him a lord of maidens” (pátim akṛṇutaṃ kanī́nām).44  Is the presentation of three suitors for 
Sukanyā an inversion of an earlier plot element that gave Cyavana three wives?
 VIIIc. In every version that contains a svayamavara, Sukanyā chooses Cyavana. The 
particulars, however, play out differently  in each, and with vastly different consequences to the 
construction of the narrative and of Sukanyā’s character. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Sukanyā 
recognizes Cyavana without fanfare, having been coached in advance about the signs for which 
she must look. There is little indication in the presentation of the theme (beyond the Aśvins’ 
earlier romantic interest  in her) that the occasion is intended to be read as a svayamvara; the 
Aśvins appear to consider the rejuvenation to have been performed only to convince Cyavana to 
give them information about being included in the Soma ritual. In the Mahābhārata, confronted 
with a set of radiantly  handsome and identical (tulyarūpadhāras, literally “bearing equivalent 
forms”) young men, Sukanyā gladly  remains faithful to Cyavana, choosing him “with her mind 
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42 It should be noted that all three versions stand in sharp contrast to the Vedic allusions to the story, where, 
as noted above, references to the transformation at RV 1.116.10 and RV 5.74.5 indicate that it involved the removal 
of Cyavana’s skin.

43 The famous duals of the “Embassy Scene” in Iliad IX are often presumed to reflect an earlier version in 
which the embassy had only two members. Roessel (1989) speculates, for example, that Odysseus’ killing of the 
monstrous stag on Circe’s island may be a similar vestige of an abandoned plot point involving inadvertent 
cannibalism by Odysseus and his companions.

44 Sanskrit pati in compounds can mean either “spouse” or “lord,” and because Sanskrit contains dual forms 
as well as singulars and plurals, use of the plural kanī́nām indicates there were at least three maidens involved.



and intellect” (niścitya manasā buddhyā), giving Sukanyā’s character an agency  and centrality 
far beyond anything seen in the earlier versions.45

 The Devībhāgavata and Bhāgavata Purāṇas retain the increased authority and 
importance of Sukanyā’s character, but they introduce a new element: although Sukanyā has 
every  intention of choosing Cyavana, she is initially unable to ascertain which one of the three he 
is. In the Devī Purāṇa, Sukanyā expresses her doubts and resolves to place her trust in the Devī. 
She sings a hymn of praise, and is rewarded with the ability to discern her legitimate spouse. The 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa adopts the innovation, but has Sukanyā instead place her trust in the Aśvins 
themselves, thus (somewhat awkwardly) re-casting the svayamvara as a spontaneous test of her 
piety and chastity.

Cluster IX: The Aśvins Pursue Soma Rights

 With the svayamvara concluded, the tale turns to the Aśvins and their Soma rights. As 
with motif IVa (Sukanyā’s betrothal to Cyavana), a motif may assume many different  forms 
while still accomplishing the same narrative outcome. This cluster is also the site of a struggle 
between the oldest and the later versions over the inclusion of the mysterious figure of 
Dadhyañc. Called in as an outside consultant on the workings of the sacrifice in the Jaiminīya 
Brāhmaṇa, his role in advancing the twin gods’ quest for Soma rights is first relocated to the end 
of the tale in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, and then taken over by Cyavana in the last three variants.

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
IXa. The Aśvins 
demand to know how 
to be included in the 
Soma sacrifice 
(3.125.8-9)

Cyavana tells the 
Aśvins that the gods 
are trying to sacrifice, 
but failing. He directs 
them to Dadhyañc
(3.126.1-8)

IXa. The Aśvins ask 
Sukanyā why they are 
not perfect (4.1.5.13)

Cyavana tells the 
Aśvins that they are 
excluded from the 
Soma sacrifice, and 
therefore incomplete
(4.1.5.13)

IXa. Cyavana 
promises Soma rights 
to the Aśvins, who 
return to the heavens. 
Cyavana and Sukanyā 
disport themselves in 
the forest 
(3.123.20-24)

IXa. Cyavana offers 
the Aśvins a boon. 
The Aśvins ask for 
rights to the Soma.
Overjoyed about his 
transformation, 
Cyavana begins to 
truly enjoy life with 
his wife (7.5.43-6.5)

IXa. ↑ Cyavana offers 
to include the Aśvins 
in the Soma in return 
for his rejuvenation; 
they accept 
(9.3.11-13)
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45 Indeed, two MS (K4 and D2) go so far as to insert an additional line: “Since I, with my mind, wish for no 
other husband except my own / by this truth may the two gods give me my husband” (yadyahaṃ manasā nānyaṃ 
patimicche svakaṃ vinā / tena satyena me devau prayacchetāṃ patiṃ mama), a verse that powerfully recalls the 
words of other heroines of the Mahābhārata, most notably Damayantī (in the other famous svayamvara-by-
recognition scene at Mbh. 3.54.17-19) who declares that she has never strayed in thought (manasā) and thrice 
repeats the tena satyena formula known as the satyakriyā or “Act of Truth” (see also, Lüders 1959:486-509 or 
Brown 1972).  The venerable heroine Kuntī also invokes the satyakriyā in her speech to Kṛṣṇa at 5.88.60 regarding 
the rights of her sons. Additionally, the manasā employed here by Sukanyā calls to mind Mbh. 3.278.27 where the 
heroine Savitrī defends her choice of husband with the words, “The decision was made with my mind . .  .” (manasā 
niścayaṃ kṛtvā).



IXb. They go to 
Dadhyañc, who has 
been threatened by 
Indra with 
decapitation if he 
shares his knowledge, 
but he teaches the 
Aśvins after they 
temporarily replace 
his head with a horse’s 
head (3.126.8-21)

[‡ 3.127.1-3 listed 
below at XIa]

IXb. Dadhyañc has 
been threatened by 
Indra with 
decapitation if he 
shares his knowledge, 
but he teaches the 
Aśvins after they 
temporarily replace 
his head with a horse’s 
head
(14.1.1.18-24)

 IXa. The Issue of Soma Rights. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa has the Aśvins point out that 
they  have granted Cyavana’s wish and he must now tell them how to be included in the Soma 
ritual. Cyavana tells them that the other gods are currently performing a “headless” sacrifice at 
Kurukṣetra, but  that it  is failing because “the head of the sacrifice was cut off, and that which 
Dadhyañc the Atharvan saw, you two go to him for that” (tad yajñasya śiro ‘chidyata. tad yad 
dadhyaṅ ātharvaṇo ‘nvapaśyat taṃ tad gacchatam, JB 3.126.3-4).46

 In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the disgruntled Aśvins ask Sukanyā why  they  are not 
perfect, but it is Cyavana who replies, telling them that it is because they are excluded from the 
Soma ritual in which the other gods take part; upon receipt of this information they  go to join the 
other gods at the sacrifice.
 The three post-brāhmaṇic versions omit Dadhyañc entirely.47 In the Mahābhārata, the 
grateful Cyavana simply gives the Aśvins the Soma boon himself, unsolicited. In the 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, Cyavana offers the Aśvins a boon to thank them for the restoration of his 
health, which accompanied the transformation. Though the question of their access to the Soma 
has not been previously  mentioned in the text, they ask for the right to consume it at the sacrifice. 
In the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, of course, the offer of Soma rights was extended simultaneously with 
the Cyavana’s request to be rejuvenated, so no motif intrudes between the Aśvins’ revealing of 
Cyavana to Sukanyā and the return of her father in motif IXb.
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46 The background to this is given at ŚB 14.1.1-25. In brief: the “head of the sacrifice” is Viṣṇu’s head, and 
it was cut off (by termites who chew his bow-string and make it snap) during a divine sacrifice in Kurukṣetra.  Indra 
somehow merges with the glory of the headless body of Viṣṇu, and does not wish this state of affairs to be 
discontinued. Dadhyañc knows how to restore the head, so Indra threatens him in an attempt to ensure his silence. 
Dadhyañc is sometimes conflated with the better-known Dādhīci (as at RV 1.117.22), and the Tāṇḍya Brāhmaṇa of 
the Sāma Veda, 14.6.10, claims Cyavana is the son of Dadhici: Cyavano vāi Dādhīco ‘śvinoḥ priya āsīt, so ‘jīryat; 
tam etena sāmnā ‘psu vyaiṅkayatāṃ, tam punar yuvānam akurutām (“Cyavana, the son of Dādhīci, was dear to the 
Aśvins. He grew old, with this Vīṅka chant they threw him in the water, they made him young again,” discussed at 
Hopkins 1905:45).

47 It is not surprising to see one seer substituted for another; though many have defining characteristics, 
they are a relatively homogeneous class of being. The phenomenon of one character being replaced by or conflated 
with another of the same type is noted by Lord (1960:121) in the context of heroes: “The fact that the same song 
occurs attached to different heroes would seem to indicate that the story is more important than the historical hero to 
which it is attached. There is a close relationship between hero and tale, but with some tales at least the type of hero 
is more significant than the specific hero.”



 IXb. The Aśvins go to Dadhyañc and ask him to teach them, but he protests that he has 
been threatened by Indra with decapitation if he shares his knowledge. The Aśvins suggest that 
he allow them to replace his own head temporarily with that of a horse, and then teach them with 
this surrogate head; he agrees to this and teaches them.48

 In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, though Dadhyañc does not appear in the narration of The 
tale of Cyavana in kāṇḍa 3, ten kāṇḍas (“chapters”) later, at 14.1.1.18-24, we find a scene of 
Dadhyañc teaching the Aśvins how to remedy  the headlessness of the sacrifice while wearing the 
head of a horse. The scene is in no way presented as having an association with Cyavana or his 
story. Whether this may suggest that the Jaiminīya combined two stories that usually existed 
separately, or the Śatapatha split the Jaiminīya’s tale, is unclear.

Cluster X: The King Re-enters the Narrative

 All five narratives now begin to set the stage for a sacrifice at  which the twin gods will 
exercise their rights to Soma. In the first  two versions, the Aśvins’ first  consumption of Soma 
takes place without Cyavana’s participation, but as the narrative evolves from an explication of 
ritual practice into a fully-realized story, its structure is altered to tighten the focus by  expanding 
Cyavana’s role and eliminating extraneous elements. This requires that in the three later versions 
Śaryāti must return to the ashram and collaborate with Cyavana to stage the sacrifice, and this 
addition gives us the chance to see a new theme created and then embroidered on and expanded 
by the poet.

 Xa. The King and Cyavana Re-unite. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, at a much later point 
in the narrative Cyavana pays a visit to Śaryāta after the conclusion of his dealings with the 
Aśvins, a surprising thing for him to do, given that Śaryāta tried to trick him by having Sukanyā 
flee. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, King Śaryāta and his tribe make no re-appearance, but in the 
epic and post-epic versions Śaryāti returns to Cyavana’s ashram. The Mahābhārata has Śaryāti 
return when he hears about the rejuvenation, while the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa explains that he 
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48 This part of the tale is alluded to in hymns to the Aśvins at Ṛg Veda 1.116.12 and 1.117.22.

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.

(↓)Xa. Cyavana goes 
to Śaryāta (3.128.1) -omitted-

Xa. Hearing that 
Cyavana’s youth was 
restored, Śaryāti 
returns (1.124.1-3)

Xa. Śaryāti returns at 
the request of his wife 
(7.6.6-13)

Xa. Śaryāti returns in 
order to sacrifice
(9.3.18)

-not present- -not present-

Xb. Śaryāti is 
delighted at the 
couple’s happiness 
(1.124.1-3)

Xb. Seeing Sukanyā 
with the rejuvenated 
Cyavana, Śaryāti 
berates her for 
infidelity, but she 
reveals Cyavana is her 
husband
(7.6.14-45)

Xb. Seeing Sukanyā 
with the rejuvenated 
Cyavana, Śaryāti 
berates her for 
infidelity, but she 
reveals Cyavana is her 
husband
(9.3.18-23)



has come back at the request of his wife to check on Sukanyā. The Bhāgavata Purāṇa takes a 
more direct route and has Śaryāti return in order to request that Cyavana perform a sacrifice for 
him.
 Xb. Upon the king’s return, the Mahābhārata merely records his delight upon seeing the 
happy couple, but the Bhāgavata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇas introduce a twist: Śaryāti 
mistakes the rejuvenated Cyavana for Sukanyā’s illicit lover. The king flies into a rage at his 
daughter’s apparent unchastity, an addition that ties in nicely  with the concerns he expressed at 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa 3.23-31, regarding the risk of adultery inherent in a physically 
mismatched marriage. Eventually, of course, the situation is sorted out, and Śaryāti is delighted 
to discover the change in his daughter’s marital fortunes.

XI. The Sacrifice

 At Cluster XI in the Brāhmaṇa versions, the Aśvins attend the gods’ sacrifice, where they 
attempt to receive access to Soma. The Jaiminīya then goes on to include a second sacrifice, this 
one officiated by Cyavana on Śaryāta’s behalf. As the tale evolves, however, the divine and royal 
sacrifices are consolidated, tidying up the narrative structure, and allowing the royal sacrifice to 
become the site of the tale’s climax, an attack by the god Indra.
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Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
XIa. The Aśvins 
arrive at the gods’ 
sacrifice (3.127.4)

XIa. The Aśvins 
arrive at the gods’ 
sacrifice and ask to be 
admitted (4.1.5.13-14)

-omitted- -omitted- -omitted-

XIb. (↓) Cyavana 
holds a sacrifice on 
Śaryāta’s behalf 
(3.128.2-4)

XIb. (↓) The seers 
hold a sacrifice on 
Śaryāta’s behalf ; this 
is the last time gods 
and men drink Soma 
together (3.159.2-3)

-omitted-

XIb. Cyavana and 
Śaryāti assemble a 
sacrifice (1.124.4-7)

XIb. Cyavana and 
Śaryāti assemble a 
sacrifice (7.6.46-50)
Indra becomes 
agitated (7.6.51-52)

XIb. Cyavana caused 
Śaryāti to perform a 
sacrifice (9.3.24)

XIc. (↓) Cyavana 
prepares to offer Soma 
to the Aśvins 
(3.159.4)

-not present-
XIc. Cyavana offers 
the Soma cup to the 
Aśvins (1.124.8)

XIc. Cyavana begins 
to offer the Soma cup 
to the Aśvins (7.6.53)

XIc.  Cyavana offers 
the Soma cup to the 
Aśvins (9.3.24)

XId. (↓) Indra seizes 
the cup (3.159.5)

XId. The gods refuse 
to let the Aśvins in 
because they are 
physicians
(4.1.5.14)

XId. Indra expresses 
doubts about the 
Aśvins’ fitness for 
Soma, and argues with 
Cyavana (1.124.9-13)

XId. Indra expresses 
doubts about the 
Aśvins’ fitness for 
Soma, and argues with 
Cyavana (7.6.53)

-omitted-

Cyavana again offers 
the Soma cup to the 
Aśvins (1.124.8)

Cyavana argues with 
Indra, and again offers 
Soma to the Aśvins 
(7.6.54-7.1)



 XIa. The Divine Sacrifice. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa and Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the 
events that transpire at the first (divine) sacrifice are unconnected to Cyavana: the Aśvins go to 
join the sacrificing gods, leaving the seer and his wife behind.
 XIb. The Royal Sacrifice is Assembled. As noted above, the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa 
contains two descriptions of additional sacrifices held by  Śaryāta. The first of these appears at 
the end of the main Cyavana story  at 3.128.2-4, and ties up the remaining loose end in the tale: it 
allows Cyavana to fulfill the third of the wishes he made at motif Ia in the Jaiminīya (to sacrifice 
with 1,000 cows), proving the effectiveness of the sāman to which that version is a testimony.49 
At JB 3.159.2-3, the text, however, contains yet a third sacrifice, this one conducted by the ṛṣis50 
on Śaryāta’s behalf; this was, the text claims, the last  time gods and men drink Soma together (JB  
3.159.3), and the tale is intended to explain the origin of the three Vāidanvata chants, whose 
eponymous ṛṣi, Vidanvat, plays a significant role in this version.51

 The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa does not include either version of Śaryāta’s sacrifice, but it is 
Śaryāta’s sacrifice that the three later texts pick up and expand while the divine sacrifice 
vanishes.
 Though it is the climax of the tale, the overall treatment of Śaryāti’s sacrifice (aside from 
the upcoming conflict) is surprisingly minimal. There are none of the florid descriptions that 
some of the versions have used so heavily  elsewhere: the most elaboration given is that “on a 
good auspicious day he, possessed of enormous wealth and prosperity, prepared an excellent 
place for the performance of a sacrifice” (DevībhP. 7.6.51) or “the king built a splendid 
sacrificial platform built and filled it with every kind of desirable object” (Mbh. 3.124.6).
 The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa foreshadows the upcoming scene of conflict by noting that 
Indra becomes nervous upon catching sight of the Aśvins, and asks the other gods what the twin 
gods are doing at the sacrifice (DevībhP. 7.6.48).
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49 The Jaiminīya is not the only brahmaṇa to include a sacrifice performed by Cyavana for Śāryāta; the 
Aitareya 8.4:21 reports that Cyavana conducts an aindreṇa mahābhiṣeka (a special coronation ritual sacred to Indra) 
for the king.

50 The ṛṣis are the “sages” or “seers,” a select class of mortals of a near-divine status, which they generally 
acquire through lineage, the composition of hymns to the gods, ascetic practices, or some combination of the three. 
The theme of the ṛṣi who accrues so much power that he is able to combat or impose his will on gods or other 
immortal beings is a frequent centerpiece of Sanskrit tales.

51 The duplication of a section of narrative framework so that new twists may be added to it is a 
phenomenon observable in numerous other Sanskrit narratives. I term this phenomenon the “Paper Doll,” after the 
child’s game in which a string of figures is cut from the same template and then each one is decorated individually. 
The phenomenon is certainly not confined to Indic examples, however.  A straightforward Homeric example is the 
parallel assaults by suitors in the Odyssey (Eurymachus at 18.494ff and Ctesippus at 19.370ff): words are 
exchanged / the suitor grabs and throws an item (stool, hoof) / Odysseus ducks / the item hits someone/thing else / 
Telemachus admonishes them / the suitors are stunned / one man (Agelaus/Amphinomus) speaks up in support of 
Telemachus. In Book 18, everyone feasts happily then goes home to bed,  where in 20, Athena sends a madness upon 
them. Another example may be found in the events on Pharos and Thrinacia at Od. 4.360-70 and 12.325-28: The 
men are trapped on an island, and the winds won’t blow; they fruitlessly attempt to fish, the hero wanders off alone, 
and a divine intervention takes place. On a slightly larger scale, Wilamowitz (1884:116-21) felt that Circe and 
Calypso were “folk” and “epic” versions of the same tale.



 XIc. Soma Proffered. In the Jaiminīya’s third sacrifice, and in the epic and purāṇic 
versions, Cyavana, in accordance with his vow, offers the Soma cup to the Aśvins in the presence 
of the other deities, including Indra.
 XId. Rejection of the Aśvins rights to Soma. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa contains neither 
an explanation of the Aśvins’ prior exclusion nor any attempt to prevent them from joining in the 
Soma at the first two sacrifices. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, however, the gods at  the divine 
sacrifice say they will not let the Aśvins in because of their inherent uncleanness as physicians. 
Their objection is mild, however, and as we shall see at motif XIIc, the Aśvins are quite easily 
able to talk them out of it by means of the same verbal ploys Cyavana used upon them.
 In the Mahābhārata and the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, while it is only  Indra who intervenes 
as the cup  is offered, his objections are far more strenuous and profound. He expresses his 
concerns to the other gods, and argues with Cyavana; Cyavana, undeterred, offers the cup  a 
second time. The Bhāgavata Purāṇa does not include Indra’s initial objections, jumping instead 
straight to Indra’s attack on Cyavana, the subject of the next cluster.

XII. The Fight

 Here we see the culmination of the story’s evolutionary arc. What began as a 
disorganized and rambling paean to a particular sāman in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, and turned 
into an elliptical narrative explication of a part of the Soma ritual in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, 
becomes, in the epic and purāṇic versions, a tale that essentially uses characters with the same 
names and the same general narrative events to tell a rather different story. Clusters IV through 
VIII saw the emergence of a love story  between Cyavana and Sukanyā, and in Cluster XII the 
tale assimilates itself to another widespread Indic story pattern, namely: the god Indra’s 
numerous conflicts with ascetics.52

 Cluster XII is also particularly valuable to us for the opportunity it gives to observe a 
particular issue: when one scene disappears and a similar one takes its place, how should we 
understand the relationship  between the two and the nature of the changes that led to one 
replacing the other? In the first two versions, Indra attacks the seer Dadhyañc, but in the latter 
three, his hostilities shift to Cyavana.
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52 In the Vedas, Indra stands among the most important of the gods, presiding as king and war-leader over 
the rest, but over time his importance dwindles. While Vedic allusions to the god largely concern his victories and 
feats of daring, by the period of the Mahābhārata’s composition, his power has been eclipsed by the rise of Brahma, 
Viṣṇu and Ṥiva. By the epics, and most dramatically in the Purāṇas,  Indra has become the silliest and most fallible 
of the deities, desperately jealous of his powers and obsessed with disrupting the tejas-building (tejas is a form of 
accrued spiritual capital which gives its possessor what are essentially magical powers) meditative work of powerful 
ascetics. Winternitz (1972:392) states: “The characteristic of this later brahmanical poetry, however, is exaggeration, 
lack of moderation in general, and especially immoderate exaltation of the saints—Brahmins and ascetics—over the 
gods. Even in the actual Indra-myths connected with the Vedic legends of the gods, Indra is no longer the mighty 
champion and conqueror of demons.”



 XIIa. Indra attacks. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, when Indra sees Dadhyañc teaching 
the Aśvins, he carries out his threat to decapitate him for sharing the arcane knowledge. Thanks 
to the forethought of the Aśvins, Indra cuts off only the surrogate head and the Aśvins easily 
reattach Dadhyañc’s own head. Indra takes no further action, and the Aśvins are free to move on 
to the divine sacrifice. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa’s later Vāidanvata scene (3.159-60), it is 
Vidanvat who attacks Indra and a fight ensues between gods and ṛṣis.
 The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa does contain Dadhyañc’s teaching of the Aśvins and his 
decapitation, but not as a part  of The Tale of Cyavana. Rather, Dadhyañc’s instruction of the twin 
gods occurs as a freestanding episode in Kāṇḍa 14, and in a more simplified form than that in 
which it appears in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa.
 In the epic and the purāṇas, however, Dadhyañc’s character has vanished and Indra’s 
attack is made instead upon Cyavana himself. When Indra’s verbal attempt to dissuade Cyavana 
from sharing Soma with the Aśvins fails at XIc, Indra attacks Cyavana with his vajra 
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Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.
XIIa. Indra attacks 
Dadhyañc and cuts the 
horse’s head from 
Dadhyañc’s shoulders. 
The Aśvins re-attach 
Dadyanc’s real head 
(3.127.1-3)↑

XIIa. Indra attacks 
Dadhyañc and cuts the 
horse’s head from 
Dadhyañc’s shoulders. 
The Aśvins re-attach 
Dadhyañc’s real head 
(14.1.1.24)↓

XIIa. Indra attacks 
Cyavana with his 
thunderbolt; Cyavana 
paralyzes Indra’s arm 
(1.124.14-16)

XIIa. Indra attacks 
Cyavana with his 
thunderbolt; Cyavana 
paralyzes Indra’s 
thunderbolt (7.7.1-11)

XIIa. Indra attacks 
Cyavana with his 
thunderbolt; Cyavana 
paralyzes Indra’s arm 
(9.3.25)

Vidanvat attacks Indra 
and a fight ensues 
between gods and ṛṣis 
(3.159.6-160.2)

XIIb. (↓) Together, 
the ṛṣis create an 
asura who charges at 
Indra (3.160.3-5)

The gods decide to 
flee; their absence 
saddens the ṛṣis; 
Vidanvat performs the 
Vaidanvata chants and 
repairs the situation
(3.60.6-19)

XIIb. Cyavana creates 
an asura who charges 
at Indra (1.124.18-24)

XIIb. Cyavana creates 
a pair of asuras who 
intimidate Indra and 
menace the other 
devas
(7.7.12-24)
Indra thinks of 
Bṛhaspati, who comes 
and advises him not to 
fight Cyavana
(7.7.24-29)

XIIc. The gods ask 
for someone to put the 
head of the sacrifice in 
its place; the Aśvins 
do so. The gods give 
the Aśvins the right to 
be included in the 
Soma ritual and make 
them priests 
(3.127.5-15)

XIIc. The Aśvins tell 
the other gods that the 
sacrifice is headless, 
and that if they are 
invited in they will 
explain it. The gods 
give the Aśvins the 
right to be included in 
the Soma ritual and 
make them priests 
(4.1.5.14-16)

XIIc. Indra surrenders 
and grants the Aśvins 
Soma (1.125.1-3)

XIIc. Indra surrenders 
and grants the Aśvins 
Soma (7.7.30-34)

(↓) Cyavana orders 
the Aśvins to drink the 
Soma (7.7.40-41)

XIIc. The gods give 
the Aśvins the right to 
be included in the 
Soma ritual (9.3.26)



(“thunderbolt”). Cyavana responds to the assault by paralyzing Indra’s arm in the Mahābhārata 
and Bhāgavata Purāṇa; in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, he paralyzes the thunderbolt.53

 At issue here is whether the Indra-Cyavana version of the fight  should be conceptualized 
as a re-located and re-worked variation of the Indra-Dadhyañc hostilities (as I have done here), 
or if the loss of Dadhyañc and the creation of the fight between Cyavana should be seen as 
separate developments. As we have seen with other motifs in the tale, such as IIIc (The 
harassment of Cyavana), or VIc (The negotiations with the Aśvins), it is quite common for a 
story to retain an action but re-assign it to another character. Also supporting the conclusion that 
the Indra-Cyavana feud is, in fact, the genetic descendant of the Indra-Dadhyañc feud, at 7.7.5 in 
the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa Indra threatens to sever Cyavana’s head (as he does to Dadhyañc in 
the brāhmaṇas).
 XIIb. Cyavana Fights back. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Dadhyañc (content to escape 
with his life) offers no resistance to Indra, but in the Vaidanvata scene the ṛṣis join together to 
create an asura who charges at Indra. The gods flee en masse, and the fear of their permanent 
loss saddens the ṛṣis; Vidanvat performs the Vaidanvata chants and repairs the situation, ending 
that version of the tale.
 In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, it is Cyavana who fights back against 
the overbearing god. In the Mahābhārata it is he who conjures up an asura, Mada54 the demon 
of “Intoxication,” from the sacrificial fire, and Mada attacks Indra on Cyavana’s behalf. The 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa tracks the Mahābhārata’s version, but in its typical fashion it expands 
the motif: Cyavana first creates a female asura, Krityā, who then brings forth Mada from her 
own body. Both texts’ descriptions of Mada focus on his gaping mouth as the demon rushes at 
Indra to swallow him.
 In the Mahābhārata, faced with such a foe, the already-paralyzed Indra admits defeat, but 
in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, Indra first mentally summons Bṛhaspati, the teacher of the gods. 
When Bṛhaspati informs him that the situation is hopeless, Indra relents and surrenders. 
Winternitz  (1981:392 n.1) notes the striking difference in the way this conflict is expressed at JB 
3.159-60 (the Cyavana-less account of the gods’ sacrifice) and in the Mahābhārata: 

In the Jaim. Br. however it results already in a test of strength between the Ṛṣis and the gods, and 
the Ṛṣis create Mada to help them. But as Indra and the gods flee from the monster, the sacrifice 
threatens to become an Indra-less and a god-less one,  and the Ṛṣi requests Indra with prayers and 
invocations very politely to come back. Only in the description of the Mahābhārata is the god 
Indra totally humiliated by the holy man.

 XIIc. The Aśvins Take Part in the Soma. In the brāhmaṇas, no hostilities take place at 
the sacrifice. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, the Aśvins join the rest of the gods at their sacrifice in 
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53 Mahābhārata 13.141-42 contains a second, and much abbreviated, version of this part of the tale whose 
only significant deviation is that Indra attacks Cyavana with both his vajra and a mountain; Cyavana must therefore 
paralyze the mountain as well.

54 Dumézil (1948:101-05) compares Mada to the Germanic Kvasir.



Kurukṣetra and the gods ask whether anyone can put the head of the sacrifice in its place. The 
Aśvins step up to do so, and are rewarded with inclusion in the Soma ritual.
 In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, to counter the gods’ objections that as physicians they are 
unfit for Soma, the Aśvins come in to explain and remedy the headlessness of the sacrifice55 and 
are given the Soma cup  by the other gods. They become the adhvaryu priests of the ritual and 
restore the “head” of the sacrifice.56 In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, the official 
awarding of the Soma rights is done by  the defeated Indra as part of his surrender to Cyavana; 
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa reverts to the motif as it  occurred in the brāhmaṇas, and the Aśvins are 
awarded Soma rights by all the gods.

XIII. Resolution
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55 ŚB 4.1.5.15 informs us that the process by which they do so is described elsewhere in the text, 
divākīrtyānām brāhmaṇe (“in the section on the verses to be sung in the day”). Eggeling (1885:276 n.1) suggests 
that this refers to ŚB 14.1.1.8.

56 Versions of this motif crop up in a number of places: for example, the Taittirīya Saṃhitā (Taitt. S.) 6.4.9.1 
gives a similar version of this story, though unconnected to a tale of Cyavana: the other gods seek help from the 
Aśvins after the head of the sacrifice is cut off. The Aśvins agree to replace it, but only if they are included in the 
Soma rite. Because the Aśvins are physicians, the other gods must first purify them, but after that the twin gods are 
allowed to participate.

Jaiminīya Br. Śatapatha Br. Mahābhārata Devībhāgavata P. Bhāgavata P.

XIIIa. Indra tells 
Cyavana he only 
resisted to allow 
Cyavana and Sukanyā 
to achieve glory and 
renown (3.125.4-6)

XIIIa. Indra tells 
Cyavana he only 
resisted so he could 
test Cyavana’s 
powerful tapas and 
begs him to take back 
Mada
(7.7.34-36)

XIIIb. (↓) Mada begs 
to be made useful and 
is incorporated into 
alcohol
(3.160.20-23)

XIIIb. Indra is freed, 
and Mada is 
incorporated into 
women, drinking, 
gambling and hunting 
(3.125.7-9)

XIIIb. Mada is 
decommissioned and 
incorporated into 
women, drinking, 
gambling and hunting. 
This calms the devas 
(7.7.37-39)

[‡3.128.1-4 listed at 
IXc]

The virtues of the 
sāman Cyavana 
meditated with at the 
onset of the tale are 
extolled (3.128.5-11)

The text continues 
with an explanation of 
the various parts and 
accoutrements of the 
Vedic Soma ritual and 
how story relates to 
them. (4.1.5.16-18ff)

Having accomplished 
these things, Cyavana 
disports himself in the 
forest with Sukanyā 
(3.125.10)

 [‡7.7.40-41 listed at 
XIIc]

The site of the story 
becomes famous. 
Śaryāti is happy and 
returns to his city; the 
tale turns to his 
descendant’ deeds 
(7.7.42-52)

Śaryāti’s descendants 
and their deeds are 
listed (9.3.27-28)



 XIIIa. In the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, Indra makes face-saving 
excuses for his behavior: he claims that he resisted in order to give Cyavana a chance to achieve 
glory (Mahābhārata 3.125.4-6), or as a test  of Cyavana’s spiritual might (Devībhāgavata Purāṇa 
7.7.34-36).
 XIIIb. The Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa must dispense with the savage 
Mada once his purpose has been served: he is incorporated into women, drinking, gambling and 
hunting.57

 The Final Resolutions of each story are listed in the last line of the chart. Each version 
ends in a different way as the text segues to its next tale:58

The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa gives an explanation of how variant elements in the story relate to the 
various parts of the Vedic Soma ritual.

The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa extols the virtues of the saman with which Cyavana prayed at the 
beginning of the text after making his wishes in the vastu.

Always the most romantic,  the Mahābhārata returns to the hero and heroine and reports that 
Cyavana and Sukanyā disport themselves happily in the forest.

The Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, though also generally romantic in its approach, ends with Cyavana 
definitively forcing the Aśvins and Indra to drink the Soma together, before turning to Śaryāti’s 
return to his city, and a description of his descendants and their deeds. No further mention of 
Cyavana and Sukanyā arises.

The Bhāgavata Purāṇa segues into a discussion of Śaryāti and his descendants; this text never 
offers a specific conclusion to Cyavana and Sukanyā’s story either.

Evaluation of the Diagnostic Criteria

Though all five versions are certainly intended to be “faithful” re-tellings of the tale, 
nearly all of our criteria for evaluating parallels have, to varying degrees, been challenged. How 
substantial are these changes in a larger context? The following paragraphs analyze each 
criterion’s performance individually:
 1. The tales should have multiple shared motifs: Out of the roughly 35 elements shared 
widely  enough to receive a Roman numeral designation above, not  even a simple majority is 
shared intact by  all five. In fact we can identify even near-identical occurrences of only  12 
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57 The “divided and distributed sin” motif occurs in other situations,  for example, a puranic version of the 
story of Indra and Vṛtra at BhāgP.  6.9.1-19,  in which Indra commits the sin of Brahmin murder and distributes the 
guilt equally among earth, water, trees, and women.

58 As Lord (1960:119) notes (regarding examples given on pp.114, 117, and 118), endings are particularly 
susceptible to alteration: “the endings of songs are less stable, more open to variation than their beginnings.”



elements (35%) in every version, and even most of those require some manipulation and vague 
wording to accommodate the variation in their expression in the tales:

IIa. The King and his people come to Cyavana’s area
IId. Cyavana curses them (though the nature of the curse varies)
IIIa. The King questions his people (though the groups specified vary)
IIIc. The King goes to Cyavana and apologizes
IVa. Sukanyā is given to Cyavana (though the nature of the arrangement varies)
IVb. The king and his people depart (in one instance they intend for Sukanyā to follow)
VIIa. The request/offer/decision to transform Cyavana.
VIIIa. Cyavana enters the water (sometimes with the Aśvins)
VIIIb. Cyavana emerges young and handsome
XIa. A sacrifice is held, whether divine, human, or mixed.
XIIa. Indra attacks someone
XIIc. The Aśvins receive inclusion in the Soma ritual

 The skeleton of motifs shared in all five versions reduces the story to four interwoven 
basic components: a wronged ascetic’s curse upon a king and his people, a young woman dealing 
with unwanted divine attention, the restoration of an old man’s lost youth, and an aetiological 
myth about a pair of gods’ participation in a divine ritual. All four of these occur in numerous 
other Indic tales, and are not even expressed identically here.
 2. The shared motifs should occur in the same sequence: Though the sequence could 
have been altered by  a number of the substantive changes observed, sequence is by far the most 
durable of the criteria. There were only five places where major elements changed sequence:

Ia, Ib. Cyavana is introduced after the King and his retinue in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa.
Ib. The description of Cyavana’s age is moved to slightly later in the text in the 
 Mahābhārata and Bhāgavata Purāṇa.
VIa, VIb.  The conference between Cyavana and Sukanyā occurs after she has negotiated with 
 the Aśvins in the Mahābhārata and Devībhāgavata Purāṇa.
IXb, XIIa. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa the Dadhyañc episode is in a different story that occurs 14 
 books later.
Xa, XIa. Cyavana goes to Śaryāta to hold a sacrifice at the end of the tale in the Jaiminīya 
 Brāhmaṇa, as well as later in the same text, but the Mahābhārata, Devībhāgavata 
 Purāṇa, and Bhāgavata Purāṇa have Śaryāti come back to Cyavana as soon as 
 Cyavana has been rejuvenated, and the sacrifice is held shortly after that.

 The conclusion drawn from the evaluation of this set of narratives is that the shared 
sequence of a set of similar motifs may well be more important than their number in making a 
determination of genetic relationship. This issue will be discussed further under Criterion #4.
 3. The tales should have specific, peculiar, and significant shared details: Many, if not 
all, of the most specific and peculiar details are among the following:
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a. Cyavana’s requested abandonment by his sons
b. Sukanyā’s toplessness
c. Cyavana falling in love with Sukanyā
d. The black snake that prevents Sukanyā’s departure
e. The tribe’s attempt to trick Cyavana
f. Sukanyā’s assumption of ascetic garb
g. Sukanyā’s nudity when she is first seen by the Aśvins
h. Cyavana’s riddle for the Aśvins
i. The Devī’s intervention when Sukanyā cannot discern the real Cyavana
j. The creation of Krtyā
k. Indra attacks Cyavana with a mountain, as well as with his vajra
l. The summoning of Bṛhaspati

All of these, however, occur in only one version, and are thus not shared. Other distinctive motifs 
are shared only by two or three versions:

a. The anthill (3 versions)
b. The pelting with dung balls (2 versions)
c. Dadhyañc and his temporary head (2 versions)
d. The creation of the demon Mada (3 versions)
e. Cyavana’s glowing eyes (3 versions)
f. The constipation of the tribe (3 versions)
g. The piercing of Cyavana’s eye (3 versions)

In fact, the anthill, one of the most striking details of the whole story, is not even peculiar to this 
tale: the same motif occurs with the sage Vālmīki (see Note 24); one tale may have borrowed 
from the other, or both may have taken the motif from some common source.59 The svayamvara 
with three identical bridegrooms is problematic in the same way, since a similar scene occurs in 
the Tale of Nala and Damayanti (Mbh. 3.54).
 Several other striking features (the svayamvara with three identical suitors, the Aśvins’ 
love for Sukanyā, the denigration of Cyavana by the Aśvins, and Sukanyā’s declaration of 
fidelity  to her husband) are absent from the Bhāgavata Purāṇa; if all versions but that one and 
the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa were to be lost, the similarities between the tales would be little more 
than the character’s names and the highly predictable “workhorse” motifs laid out above.
 The conclusion here must be that peculiar details are eye-catching, but (at least according 
to the evidence of this tale) they have a strong propensity to be innovations.
 4. Similarities should be heterogeneous, unpredictable, and non-trivial: Reviewing 
again the list  of shared motifs, we see immediately that most are clearly vulnerable to charges of 
being homogeneous, predictable, and/or trivial. So many sequences with a straightforward and 
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59 See Goldman (1976:97-101).



predictably logical progression were retained that it should probably be assumed that 
predictability in sequence is a contributing factor to retention:60

IIa. The King and his people come to Cyavana’s area
IId. Cyavana curses them (though the curse varies)
IIIa. The King questions his people
IIIc. The King goes to Cyavana and apologizes
IVa. Sukanyā is given to Cyavana
IVb. The King and his people depart
VIIa. The request/offer to transform Cyavana
VIIIa. Cyavana enters the water
VIIIb. Cyavana emerges young
XIa. A sacrifice is held
XIIa. Indra attacks [someone]
XIIc. The Aśvins receive inclusion in the Soma ritual

The only elements in the narrative that  are both truly distinctive and shared across all versions 
are the rejuvenation of Cyavana and the Aśvins’ claiming of rights to the Soma. In this case the 
conclusion must be that sequences of predictable, functional motifs are actually more likely to be 
retained throughout the evolutionary process than are flashier ones. This finding is therefore 
actually quite problematic: if the sharing of homogenous and predictable portions of narrative is 
a good indicator of shared heritage, how are we to distinguish similarities that are the product of 
shared lineage from similarities that are the product of chance?61

 5. The two tales should have comparable characters: The primary characters may 
retain their names, but they present very different incarnations: the greedy, repulsive, and 
irascible Cyavana of the brāhmaṇas bears little resemblance to the single-minded but  uxorious 
Cyavana of the Mahābhārata who dares to take on Indra single-handedly, or to the powerful, but 
oddly querulous Cyavana of the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa, or the Bhāgavata Purāṇa’s well-known 
seer who receives respectful visits from gods.
 Sukanyā, too, is transformed: a passive cipher in the brāhmaṇas, she becomes the clever, 
curious, and loyal young woman who brings such good fortune to her unconventional husband in 
the Mahābhārata; in the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa she essentially eclipses the importance of her 
husband.
 The secondary  characters change even more radically, with the transference of the hostile 
act from the boys to the otherwise benign Sukanyā, rendering them superfluous to the narrative, 
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60 Perhaps even in cases of borrowing, per the evidence of Larson (2005); see note 61 below.

61 Larson (2005:13), for example, notes that Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave and the Hymn to Hermes 
share a number of features that are more or less in the same order, but at a certain point the sequence is directly 
shared: “The banquet scenes in the Hymn and LB I are by no means identical, but they share a sequence of details 
that I have been unable to find in other Greek descriptions of animal slaughter: (1) the action takes place at a pit; (2) 
the animal is subdued without a weapon; (3) the meat is cut up; (4) parts of the carcass are roasted; (5) a meal is 
served; (6) the savor of the meat is mentioned.” This is exactly the sort of predictable sequence The Tale of 
Cyavana’s evidence indicates is likely to be preserved.



along with the cowherds whose job it  was to expose the boys’ crime. Not only do these minor 
male characters completely disappear, but even Cyavana’s active role is reduced to allow 
Sukanyā to carry out the negotiations with the Aśvins in cluster VII. Indra’s role changes from a 
hit-and-run decapitation to a fully-realized speaking part and actor in the story (in the 
Devībhāgavata Purāṇa he even summons his guru Bṛhaspati to ask a question at one point), 
while Dadhyañc vanishes completely. From the evidence of this story, a character’s repertoire of 
basic actions is more persistent than persona, and those actions may be re-cast, re-interpreted, or 
given back-stories as new composers pull new meanings out of inherited texts.62

 6. The tales should have comparable settings: The settings are certainly  comparable, 
given the narrative’s requirement of adjacency  to a water source, but the versions do not share an 
identical locus. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa places the scene on the Sarasvatī River, the 
Mahābhārata utilizes the Narmadā River, the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa locates Cyavana’s ashram 
on the Mānasarovara Lake, and the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and Bhāgavata Purāṇa offer no name 
or location whatsoever. By far the most famous and important of these locations is the Sarasvatī 
(and the one provided by the oldest version), but even the prestige and profound mythological 
underpinnings of the Sarasvatī were not enough to guarantee its retention in subsequent 
generations of the tale. For this story, at least, the criterion is accurate when phrased that the 
setting must be “comparable,” as long as that does not include sharing the same exact geographic 
location.63

 7. The tales should have comparable themes: This is probably the most unsuccessful of 
the criteria, for the larger themes are not even easily  compared. With each version we see a 
particular agenda shaping the tale: the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa is deeply tied to extolling the power 
of the vāstupasya brāhmaṇa, and the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa is an explication of the ritual (though 
direct mention of ritual objects and gestures is confined to the verses on the beginning and end of 
the story proper). The Mahābhārata turns the tale into a lively heroine-focused story (one of 
several in the epic), and then shifts into equally  familiar territory in the second half of the tale as 
it describes Cyavana’s defeat of Indra. The two purāṇic versions go on to adopt the 
Mahābhārata’s basic outline, but the Devībhāgavata Purāṇa embellishes and expands the tale as 
it shapes it into a hymn to the goddess, and the Bhāgavata Purāṇa is a short and targeted effort 
to remove the Aśvins’ divine misbehavior. Theme, like Persona, has a high degree of fluidity. If a 
poet or bard wanted to convey the same theme with the same story, they would simply tell the 
original version of the story rather than re-write it. A poet is far more likely  to create a new 
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62 To return again to Larson’s (2005) comparison of Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave and the Hymn to 
Hermes, for example, both Hermes and Lugalbanda are youngest children struggling to gain the respect of their 
elders, both create fire, both perform a sacrifice, both possess the power of swift travel, and both act as messengers 
for the gods, but in terms of character development/personality,  there can be no real comparison between the two; 
their personalities are utterly dissimilar.

63 This result has significance for other studies: Larson (2005:6) found that the Hymn to Hermes almost 
certainly adopted the cave locus from Lugalbanda in the Mountain Cave, but the Greek tradition changed it to a 
Greek cave. Numerous scholars have posited a connection between the Homeric epics and the Mahābhārata; the 
easy changing of the locus here supports the idea that tales about the happenings related to a great war could have 
easily accommodated the shifting of the location of that war from an unknown Indo-European location to Troy and 
to Kurukṣetra, respectively (see, for example, Garbutt 2006 and West 2006).



version of a tale when he sees an “opening” in a text that  will allow him do it, inspired by the 
belief that he can refine and reinterpret it in ways that will please his audience.64

Catalogue of the Types of Changes Seen in the Narrative

 Though each of the shifts between the five versions of The Tale of Cyavana may only be 
baby steps in narrative terms, they provide evidence that the process of change is not chaotic, but 
methodical and programmatic. When these changes are evaluated according to the criteria, it 
becomes clear that simple common sense and conventional wisdom are not adequate tools for 
evaluating the likelihood that two tales share a common ancestor.
 The value of the criteria, however, is only  one part of the value of this undertaking; even 
more valuable, perhaps, is the chance to see some of the processes of narrative evolution in 
action. As these phenomena appeared above, they were noted, along with possible comparanda, 
and assigned terminology where necessary:

Elision: The simple removal of an element.  The Aśvins’  desire for Sukanyā is dropped from the 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa,  for example. At Ia, Cyavana went from being abandoned to simply living 
alone in the forest. After IVb in the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, the tribe tries to avoid giving Sukanyā 
to Cyavana, Sukanyā attempts to run away, Cyavana calls upon a black snake to intervene; all 
of these are dropped by later versions.

“Improvement”: The substitution of a more interesting explanation or situation for a less-
striking inherited one. Cyavana’s initial condition went from being old and ugly to being 
covered by an anthill, “Discord” among the retinue was changed to “Constipation,” and 
Sukanyā went from being seen by the Aśvins, to being seen naked by the Aśvins.

“Cyclops”: a salient feature that becomes so well-known that its description ceases to be 
included in the narrative: Cyavana’s entombment in the anthill became so well known that the 
narrator of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa did not need to introduce or explain it,  and the Aśvins receive 
less and less introduction upon their arrival in the story as time goes by.

Role Transference: Roles or actions are taken away from one character and given to another 
character, dramatically increasing the second character’s importance, and resulting in the loss of 
the first character. The boys’ attack on Cyavana is transferred to Sukanyā, expanding her role, 
and then Cyavana’s negotiations with the gods are transferred completely to Sukanya, giving 
her more authority in the narrative. Dadhyañc’s function as the victim of Indra’s attack is 
transferred to Cyavana, making Cyavana a hero when he successfully fights back.
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64 As noted above, the final two criteria, “There must be a feasible path of transmission between the two 
tales,” and “Alterations must be culturally explicable,” may be taken as given since the relationship between these 
tales is known.



“Fee-fi-fo-fum”: an evocative phrase that is retained intact in subsequent versions of a story, 
named in honor of the chant of the Giant in “Jack and the Beanstalk.”65  In the “Tale of 
Cyavana,” the phrase “the feces and urine of the retinue were constipated” from the 
Mahābhārata is repeated nearly verbatim in the Bhāgavata and Devībhāgavata purāṇas.

Duplication: the expansion of a motif through the duplication of its existing elements.  At IIIa-
b, the King’s inquiry has been inflated and elaborated on, with separate inquiries for separate 
groups. In the Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa, Śaryāta asks “people” about what might have happened; in 
the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, he asks cow-herds and shepherds; in the Mahābhārata, it is soldiers, 
then friends; in the Devībhāgavata purāṇa, it is soldiers, then kin, and then friends.

Functional Persistence: Purely functional motifs are less likely to be lost or to change their 
sequence; however, when a certain result is required but the specific mechanism by which it is 
carried out is unimportant, poets may employ different paths to achieve the same outcome. IVa, 
for example, requires only that Sukanyā be given to Cyavana, and the poet is free to elaborate 
on the circumstances, directionality, and tone of the betrothal. At VIIa, the decision to transform 
Cyavana also takes many different forms, though all lead to the same result.66

Element Persistence: A feature or element may be retained even when the reason for its 
inclusion has been changed, as when the Bhāgavata Purāṇa retains the Aśvins’ immersion into 
the lake along with Sukanyā’s task of choosing her husband from the three identical men on the 
shore, even though the text has eliminated the gods’ romantic interest in her entirely.

“Paper Dolls”: a framework that is duplicated and re-fitted with a new twist, resulting in the 
creation of a new section of narrative. The older version may be left intact alongside it, or 
abandoned. The Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa has a divine sacrifice, and then a sacrifice performed by 
mortals, where all the later episodes drop one of the two sacrifices. As Lord (1960:119) 
observes: “The substitution of one multiform of a theme for another, one kind of recognition 
scene for another, one kind of disguise for another, is not uncommon.”

Conclusions based on the example of one narrative can be little more than the start of a new line 
of conversation, but Sanskrit literature is a nigh-inexhaustible reserve of such sets. Perhaps, 
someday, a comprehensive, data-based exposition of the principles that  govern the evolution of 
narrative will provide us all with more accurate diagnostic tools.

St. Catherine University
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65 This first appears as part of the tale as collected in Jacobs (1890); the earliest print of the phrase is in a 
quotation that forms the last line of Act III, Scene IV of King Lear.

66 Lord (1960:121) notes this phenomenon in at least one context: “. .  . there is a group of songs beginning 
with a tale of capture and shouting that does not lead to release and return, but to refusal of release and to rescue of 
the hero by someone else.  In other words, songs beginning with the first two elements can lead in two directions, 
either to release or to rescue.”
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Beginning from the End: Strategies of Composition in Lyrical 
Improvisation with End Rhyme

Venla Sykäri

 Having studied why rhyming couplets are such an effective vehicle of lyrical 
communication in contemporary  Cretan tradition for over a decade, the first  time I attended a 
freestyle rap battle in Helsinki the expression seemed profoundly familiar to me. At first sight 
differences between the two oral poetic cultures might seem striking: language, style, 
communicative contexts, and social implantation—in two socially and linguistically  distinct 
corners of Europe. Nevertheless, the major argumentative images developed within the 
improvised flow of rapping tended to be verbalized in a couplet form very similar to that in 
Crete. In addition to the structural similarity of these core units, both traditions share the role of 
end rhyme as a primary parameter in composition, as well as the argumentative ambition. These 
qualifiers also characterize the rhetorical structure of several other traditional forms of contest 
poetry, which I have recently  been able to verify in the performance of improvised gloses in 
Mallorca.
 The target of this paper is to analyze the structural and rhetorical principles that seem to 
be emblematic of extempore composition in all three of these rhymed forms of oral poetry.1 The 
analysis focuses on the methods that improvisers employ  in the construction of end rhyme 
patterns and in structuring the semantic hierarchy of verse units in the spontaneous composition 
of verses in these traditions.
 End rhyme is a poetic device that ties verses together with parallel sound patterns situated 
at the ends of the lines. Although Richard Bauman (1977:18-19) specifically states that  “the 
structural principles underlying the parallel constructions may serve as mnemonic aids to the 
performer of a fixed traditional text, or enhance the fluency of the improvisational or 

Oral Tradition, 31/1 (2017):123-154

1 The research presented in this article was completed within the framework of the postdoctoral Academy of 
Finland project “Rhymed Registers, Oral Composition, and the Aesthetics of Improvisation: End Rhyme and 
Stanzaic Form in the Finnish and European Oral Poetry.” I wish to thank and express my profound respect to all the 
verbal artists who have so far enabled me to grasp something of their art. I thank all the discussants of the Seminar-
Workshop Parallelism in Verbal Art and Performance, May 26th-27th 2014, Helsinki,  Finland, where a preliminary 
version of this paper was presented (Sykäri 2014d). I am grateful to Frog, the editor of the pre-print papers of the 
Seminar-Workshop, who helped me to develop my arguments in the English language in this paper as well. Jaume 
Guiscafrè Danús has assisted my research of gloses in indispensable ways and he also kindly reviewed my 
interpretations of the glosada referred to here. Joan Mut and Kasper Salonen have provided their skills for 
transcribing and translating examples. Finally, my warmest thanks extend to the three anonymous peer-reviewers, 
whose insightful comments crucially improved the final paper.



spontaneous performance,” the role of rhyme is often acknowledged only as a mnemotechnic 
device that  is utilized to help the memory in the performance of an existing, pre-composed text. 
In this paper, by contrast, I will speak of end rhyme’s role as a creative and cognitive device in 
the improvised oral composition of verses. The methods of structuring the poetic discourse by 
situating sound patterns at the ends of the lines are the very heart of the cognitive practice, skill, 
and art of lyrical improvisation with end rhyme. These methods further relate to a model of 
semantic hierarchy, in which semantic weight, the argument, is also at the end of a structural unit 
of composition. The fact that the improviser has to command a technique of structuring the 
verses in a manner that is often the reverse to what the audience perceives is largely unknown 
outside the communities of improvisers. I also address a type of orally composed poetry, rhymed 
poetry  with an argumentative core, which, in spite of the historical depth of its roots and nearly 
universal distribution, has so far received little attention in English language research.
 In what follows I focus on the poetic traditions of the Cretan rhyming couplets called 
mandinadhes, Mallorcan gloses, and Finnish improvised rap, freestyle. These poetic idioms all 
have end rhyme but they differ in their culture-specific conventions of performance and also in 
how the utterance as a whole is structured and composed. Mandinadhes represent a short, 
compact couplet form that states a desired point within its two lines. Improvised gloses are one 
example of the contest poetry stanzas of approximately eight to ten lines with a fixed rhyme 
pattern typical of the Southern European and Ibero-American areas. In Finnish improvised rap 
the length of the strophe can be either free or regularized by a time limit, but utterances often 
contain 16-24 lines. In addition to the length of utterances, the speed of rapping is very rapid. 
Both of these factors contribute to a greater variety in structuring the utterance as a whole. Each 
section of this essay will introduce the basic characteristics of the poetic idioms addressed, give 
one or several textualized examples of utterances in the tradition, analyze the rhyming and 
placement of semantic weight in these utterances, and then look at how individual improvisers 
explain their method. Following this I draw some conclusions concerning the similarities and 
differences between these traditions.
 The research presented here is based on the ethnographic cross-cultural study of these 
contemporary  traditions. The technique of oral composition first started to intrigue me during my 
field study of the Cretan mandinadhes in 1997.2  Working on the same tradition earlier on the 
island of Karpathos, Samuel Baud-Bovy (1936) had already studied in great detail the formulaic 
expressions, syntactic structures allowing formulaic substitutions, as well as the principles of 
balancing units with parallel structures. Beyond such structural approaches, the research 
literature was not of much help in understanding the actual cognitive action or the method of 
composition. Because automatization plays such a central role in skillful oral composition (see 
below), many oral composers in Crete also found it  difficult to explain just how they  create their 
lines.3 Some interlocutors whom I came to know better, however, elaborated on their method 
with detailed examples (Sykäri 2011:168-71). Based on that knowledge, I have more recently 
discussed these processes with improvisers of freestyle rap in Finland. This research was 
complemented by a stay  (January 2015) in Mallorca, where I was able to interview two young 
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2 See Sykäri (2011 and 2009).

3 See also Liu et al. (2012).



improvisers, the glosadors Mateu Matas “Xurí” and Maribel Servera.4 This opportunity allowed 
me to discuss the methods of improvised oral composition with professionals who are not only 
experienced performers, but also teachers and analytical developers of a method for learning 
improvisation.5

 Lyrical improvisation has long remained out of the topics of mainstream research. In the 
1980s and the 1990s, however, several oral traditions with lyrical improvisation in the 
Mediterranean area were rendered visible particularly  in anthropological and musicological 
research.6 In the 1990s the theme of improvisation surfaced in studies of music and performance 
arts.7  In the new millennium it also has received broader interest in cultural studies,8  and the 
practices of lyrical improvisation in the Mediterranean area, just  as the Basque bertsolaritza 
tradition, has also now been documented in more detail in English.9 This need to conceptualize 
and research improvisation has obviously  resulted from the urge to tackle this neglected theme, 
but the interest also reflects what increasingly  takes place in the field: in the arts and popular 
culture, improvised music and theater have gained ground, and in oral cultures, traditional forms 
of improvisation, just as the new lyrical idiom of freestyle rap, are intensively  being embraced by 
younger generations.
 On the other hand, improvised verbal cultures with their specific poetic idioms, 
performative registers and practices, and in-group  related subject matter, represent local or 
subcultural capital, which does not easily translate. The identical forms and techniques and the 
very existence of similar traditions over regional and national borders were recognized even in 
Spanish language improvisation only at the beginning of the 1990s.10 Much local knowledge and 
local research still remain behind linguistic barriers, and many of the contemporary traditions 

 BEGINNING FROM THE END 125

4 My contact with the gloses tradition in Mallorca was initiated by an interview with Pedro Bisbal Mayol in 
Søller in September 2013. Pedro kindly advised me to speak with his teacher, Mateu Matas. I am greatly indebted to 
Jaume Guiscafrè Danús, lecturer at the department of Catalan philology,  University of the Balearic Islands in Palma, 
for his devoted collegial help in organizing this visit,  accompanying me to events, as well as translating during the 
interview between Catalan and English.

5 These three traditions differ vastly in how they are learned and conceptualized by the practitioners: while 
improvisation in both the Cretan tradition and the Finnish rap culture is learned by individuals mainly alone and 
with little verbalized analysis of the method, contemporary Mallorcan improvisers, like their Basque peers, have 
dedicated courses and schools. For Basque verse schools, see, for example, Agirreazaldegi and Goikoetxea (2007).

6 See, for example, Caraveli (1982 and 1985),  Caton (1990),  Herndon and McLeod (1980), Herzfeld (1981 
and 1985), Kezich (1982), and Arabic Oral Traditions (1989).

7 See, for example, Berliner (1994), Sawyer (1997), and Nettl and Russell (1998).

8 See Hallam and Ingold (2007).

9 For Palestine, see Yaqub (2007), and in Sardinia,  Zedda (2009). For the Basque bertsolaritza tradition, 
see, for example, Garzia, Sarasua, et al. (2001), Armistead and Zulaika (2005), and Basque Special Issue (2007).

10 Trapero (2008:8).



continue to be unknown outside of their linguistic and cultural areas.11 This, in turn, emphasizes 
the significance of lyrical improvisation as an arena for creating local, in-group identities, 
defying the globalizing and hegemonic trajectories of culture even today.
 Of the sources available on the method of improvised composition, Andoni Egaña’s 
(2007) detailed analyses of the rhetorical elaboration and patterns of interaction in the 
improvised composition of bertsolaritza have provided a comparative source for understanding 
the actual process of composition.12  The major Spanish language reference, Alexis Díaz-
Pimienta’s Teoría de la Improvisación Poética (2014), significantly widens this comparative 
scope on the method of lyrical improvisation.13  In addition to an inclusive introduction to the 
forms and traditions of improvisation in the Ibero-American area, where improvisation is 
specifically prominent even today, Díaz-Pimienta’s theory focuses comprehensively on the 
compositional and performative structures, methods, and ideals connected to the ten-line stanza 
form décima. Egaña’s and Díaz-Pimienta’s contributions are particularly noteworthy, as both are 
also forefront performers.14

 In this paper I will relate to the discussion on lyrical improvisation by focusing on the 
technique and the method, and by introducing three less well-known contemporary European 
traditions. What is not elaborated here is the diversity  in each tradition: examples are cited for the 
purpose of structural analysis and do not illustrate the large variety  of styles, aesthetics, and 
forms of expression that these traditions exhibit.15  A closer analysis of the unfolding of 
interaction and strategies through which it  is structured, so emblematic of improvisation, remains 
outside the scope of this essay.

The Concept of Improvised Oral Poetry and Terminology Used

 To begin with, I shortly note the kind of poetry  to which this analysis is relevant. End 
rhyme has become a distinguished feature in most Western oral and written poetry and song 
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11 Much is written in the Romance languages about the Italian ottava rima, Sardinian traditions, Basque 
bertsolaritza, several local traditions in different parts of Spain and Portugal, and those of Latin America. For 
bibliography in languages other than English, consult, for example, Armistead and Zulaika (2005), Bravi (2010), 
Caocci and Macchiarella (2011), Díaz-Pimienta (2014), Trapero (2008), and Zedda (2009).  The countries at the 
eastern and southern shores of the Mediterranean also host lively improvised oral traditions; see, for example, Oral 
Tradition (1989 vol. 4.1-2), and Yaqub (2007) (my concern is limited to areas discussed here, but improvised oral 
poetry has been and is practiced worldwide).

12 See also Garzia, Sarasua, et al. (2001:81-133).

13 My own command of Spanish is yet elementary, but Díaz-Pimienta’s volume was specifically declared as 
an improviser’s “bible” by the Mallorcan informants and researchers.

14 See also Zedda (2009).

15 I have elsewhere analyzed the Cretan tradition in more detail (Sykäri 2009 and 2011). See also Baud-
Bovy (1936), Herzfeld (1981 and 1985), Caraveli (1982 and 1985), and Kavouras (1991). Manuscripts on the 
Finnish battle scene and on the performative strategies and registers of Finnish freestyle are being prepared in 
English.  In Finnish, see Palonen (2008) and Sykäri (2014a and 2014b). For gloses in Catalan,  see Serrà Campins 
(2012), Ginard (1960), Moll (1966), and Sbert i Garau (2008).



lyrics since early  medieval times.16 Throughout this period of time and many cultures, a variety 
of oral and literary techniques of composition has been employed, with a major division 
normally made between longer, narrative genres, and shorter, lyric poetry. In the rhymed poetry 
of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries’ oral communities, with respect to the aesthetics and 
techniques of composition, the divide is also evident between the short, argumentative, dialogic 
poetic registers, on the one hand, and the longer, narrative historical and topical registers on the 
other. In Crete,17 Mallorca (see below), and Finland, for example, the same metrical mold has 
been employed as an independent  single-stanza unit (couplet/quatrain) for communicative 
contexts, and then as a stanza form for longer narrative compositions.18 The internal, semantic 
structure of the stanza can nevertheless be quite different when the unit holds the position of a 
self-dependent, argumentative poetic utterance, and when it is used for advancing a story or 
creating context for a narrative, like in historical or ideological topical compositions, or tradition-
oriented genres such as ballads. Both argumentative and narrative registers, as well as single-
stanza forms and several-stanzas-long forms, normally co-exist in a speech community, but they 
are employed for very  different purposes. In this essay, I only address the argumentative registers 
that consist of relatively short units of utterance, and that characteristically include situation-
specific, personalized statements and comments.
 Improvisation as a form of oral composition is another issue that needs specification. In 
the interview in Palma with Mateu Matas “Xurí” and Maribel Servera (Sykäri 2015b), we 
discussed the talent and skills needed for one to become an improvising poet. They framed the 
requirements in terms of the following three points: 1) learning the melodic phrases and how to 
insert the syllables of textual phrases into them (how to sing/perform), 2) automatization of 
rhyming and of the construction of sentences, and 3) the ability to find and create “principal 
ideas.”
 The first two points describe the technical basis on which all oral composition in 
performance leans. An oral poet practices and must master these first. Nevertheless, according to 
Mateu and Maribel, learning the technique of oral composition in performance does not yet make 
one an improviser, because the final target and talent lie in the capacity  to create those “principal 
ideas,” that is, situation-specific arguments that emerge from and reflect the on-going dialogue 
and the immanent performative context. Both improvisers underlined that this is the focal point 
of improvisation and similar perception of verbal improvisation is expressed in many other 
communities (Sykäri 2014c). This scope differs, for example, from tradition-oriented narrative 
oral composition, in which the performer must master the storyline, schemes, and acts of the 
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16 Gasparov, Smith, et al. (1996:96-102).

17 Sykäri (2011:26-27, 132-37).

18 Although this aspect has not been specifically researched,  the metrical models in Finnish rhymed 
tradition are described and analyzed, for example, in Asplund (1994, 1997, and 2006), Asplund and Hako (1981), 
Laitinen (2003), and Laurila (1956).



narrative.19 On the other hand, all oral composition relies on language, and just how formulaic 
the poetic language used is, or how spontaneous a certain individual’s certain performance is, 
depends on the performer’s competence, energy, and contextual preferences, as well as the 
conventions of the tradition and register.20 In brief, what I refer to as improvised oral poetry or 
lyrical improvisation is a form of oral composition in which, in addition to being composed on 
the spot by employing a shared poetic idiom, the aesthetics of performance rely  on context-
sensitive referents and arguments invented extemporaneously by the performer.
 To gloss the concepts and descriptions employed by  different people in different 
traditions, it is important first of all to pay attention to the length of the verse line. As discussed 
in detail in the next section on mandinadhes, line lengths vary and have varied through history 
and across cultures. One of the major differences between the poetic idioms analyzed here is 
between the “long” line of fifteen syllables (exactly or approximately) and the “short” line of 
seven or eight syllables.21 In this regard, a couplet of two long lines is semantically equivalent to 
a quatrain of four short lines (see also below).
 Another important point to pay attention to is the length and organization of the utterance. 
To analyze the semantic and structural parts of an utterance, I use the following terms: 
“statement” or “principal idea” to refer to the main ideas or messages that the improviser 
introduces in his or her utterance, regardless of their length, in terms of the number of verse 
lines. An improvised utterance can thus be conceptualized as one statement (couplet or quatrain), 
or, following to the meta-discourse on glosa composition, the utterance can be conceptualized as 
ideally  concluding in a major statement. Rather than focusing only on a final statement (but with 
the possibility of including one), an improvised utterance can also aim at delivering several 
punchlines that rhetorically develop the issue at hand or reason for the performative speech act 
(freestyle).
 At the level of compositional units and verse lines within an utterance, the improviser 
creates verbal images, which often contain two parts: I refer to the first, introductory, or leading 
part of this image as “priming,”22 and the second part that contains the explicit argument as the 
“argument.” A couplet often has one priming line and one argument line and a quatrain may 
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19 For example,  Albert Lord (1975, 1989, and 2001) and John Miles Foley (1995 and 2002) have discussed 
at length the epic singers’ own inclination toward the tradition and singing the story “word by word.” This is an 
aesthetic statement and does not mean that some or all of them would not be able to improvise. John Miles Foley 
(2002:213-14) cited an example of a situation where his informant improvised a rhyming quatrain in the local epic 
meter. Because I was used to exactly this type of commentary in the Cretan poetic tradition, Foley’s remark of this 
epic singer doing something rare had astonished me. I had the opportunity to discuss this with Foley in October 
2006. He verified that the people present had affirmed to him that the singer had never done so before.

20 Experienced Finnish freestylists speak, for example,  of switching on or off the method of anticipation 
described in this paper: in a battle, anticipation is essential for the creation of startling and funny retorts and 
punchlines, whereas in other contexts the freestylist can opt for extreme spontaneity and free flow of mind. The level 
of spontaneity in improvisation is also discussed in detail by Egaña (2007) and Díaz-Pimienta (2014).

21 Another currently popular metrical form is that of eleven syllables. This meter of the Italian ottava rima, 
for example, positions itself between those examined here.

22 The term “priming” is a translation of the Finnish word pohjustus that was used in this sense by MC Kajo  
in a detailed discussion of the theme (Sykäri 2013).



correspondingly have two priming lines and two argument lines.23 Longer improvised utterances 
such as freestyle can be constructed of regular couplets of one priming line and one argument 
line, but a compositional unit of freestyle may also be larger, for example, four lines with three 
priming lines and one argument line. The identity of some lines or units of lines can be easily 
identifiable, but this is not a mechanical model explaining each and every verse line—the focus 
is on discerning the main principles of composing units of utterance.

Cretan Mandinadhes: Composition in Self-Dependent Couplets

 The Cretan rhyming couplets represent a typical “priming + argument” couplet structure 
that has the above-mentioned two parts: 1) an introduction or leading part, and 2) a closing 
argument. In Greece the Medieval Greek decapentesyllable (a line of eight + seven syllables) 
with iambic rhythm remained as such up to the present day, whereas in Romantic and Slavonic 
languages, the Medieval Latin decapentesyllable with trochaic rhythm was split into two lines 
corresponding to its hemistichs, lines of eight or seven syllables.24 In Cretan mandinadhes rhyme 
then occurs at the ends of these two long lines, and the two parts of the couplet are formed of one 
line each.
 After the split of the long line, in several linguistic areas this same couplet structure 
became accommodated by a quatrain, where consequently the first part (priming) often includes 
the first two lines and the last  part (argument) includes the last  two lines. In these quatrains, 
rhyme may occur—following the decapentesyllabic line—on the second and the fourth lines only 
(abcb), or all four lines may carry a rhyme, often with the patterns abab or abba. Whether written 
in two long or four short lines, the semantic information that can be expressed is the same, and 
many Cretans conceptualize the mandinadha as having four parts (four hemistichs), and write it 
in four lines.25

 As already noted, such self-dependent short stanzas with this structure are widespread 
and employed in several registers of oral communication, sung and spoken. These include dance 
and ritual songs, verbal duels, proverbial commentary, spoken insinuation (erotic, romantic, and 
so on), mocking songs, and humor, just  to mention some modes and contexts of these poetic 
discourses.26  The compact size and form of expression makes the mold practical for 
personalized, situational utterances, which one can compose extempore or draw from a reserve 
of memorized units. The memorized poems also provide a plentitude of generative formulaic 
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23 Compare with the Persian quatrain rhymed aaba, where the first two lines give the priming, the third line 
introduces a contradiction, and the final line offers a resolution. This form can also be conceptualized as a couplet, 
reflecting an interpretation of the lines as hemistichs (Hämeen-Anttila 2008:185-209). The quatrain rhymed aaba is 
very common in wide areas of Turkey, the Near East, and Asia. See, for example, Laurila (1956:67-70) and Bartók 
(1976).

24 Gasparov, Smith, et al. (1996:105-08).

25 See also Herzfeld (1981).

26 Sykäri (2011:26-34).



structures that can be easily modified. People who learn the technique of oral composition and 
practice the creation of ideas can easily start by using such formulaic substitution systems.
 In contemporary  Crete the island’s emblematic oral culture of the mandinadhes has 
entered modern media through a 30 years’ period of literarization, and written oral utterances in 
the form of a mandinadha, such as SMS messages, are very  popular today. The oral composition 
and performance cultures are fertile as well, but surface only in more secluded contexts. Couplets 
can be memorized, composed orally or with pen and paper, or, in rare occasions, they can still be 
improvised on the spot, although this skill is not particularly cultivated anymore. Unlike in other 
Mediterranean islands such as Cyprus, Sardinia, Corsica, Balearic Islands, and Malta, the widely 
established practice of organized, public verbal duels has never occurred in Crete. The typical 
context for oral exchange as well as improvisation is the informal singing event with musical 
accompaniment. These events, where a group of friends or relatives gather to sing, used to be one 
of the main pastimes for male Cretans until the 1970s. Some singers and musicians continue this 
practice to the present day and also female performers sometimes now take part in the singing.
 In a Cretan singing event, the major principle is that of thematic coherence between 
consecutive strings of utterances.27 Rather than a dialogue between two singers (which can also 
emerge in the course of an event), the singing is primarily collective and proceeds as an 
interaction between singers taking their turns and a choir repeating the verses. A singer presents 
the first verse of a couplet and the others repeat it. Singing and repetitions can also proceed in 
hemistichs first and then in full lines. After the singer has sung the second full verse, however, 
there is never repetition, and the next performer immediately takes up his or her turn. This 
resonates with the improvisatory  practices and the fact that the singer’s statement is unfolded or 
wrapped up  by the argument made in the second verse, and it is then time for the next performer 
to develop or challenge it. As the following examples show, couplets can also be improvised in 
spoken communication.
 Cretan interlocutors agreed that in a rhyming couplet, the second verse should always be 
semantically  stronger than the first.28 The Rethymniot composer, tavern-owner, and local radio-
program host Georgos Sifakis is one of the Cretan poets who analyzed with me his own 
experience in versification in different compositional contexts, including improvisation. He 
likened improvisation to making a satirical cartoon (Sykäri 2011:183): the creation of an image 
that is made by quick, sparse strokes and that by itself evokes the context; an image that is 
immediately intelligible to the viewer but that at the same time discloses a new, surprising 
viewpoint. Contrary to the visual image, in lyrical improvisation (just as when joking), the image 
is constructed in layers: the punchline arrives at the end.
 The couplet structure and the semantic weight of the second verse become particularly 
pointed in the concretely  argumentative utterances, such as the following two mocking poems, 
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27 For this principle in the singing event, see Sykäri (2011:104-15), and for an audio example, see Sykäri 
(2009).

28 This holds for all kinds of self-dependent mandinadhes and all types of composition processes, although 
in the lyrical end of the continuum, just as in written contributions, the structure may lose its argumentative 
organization.



which were recited to me by Sifakis as an example of the outspoken style of eastern Crete, Sitia 
(Sykäri 2011:156-57):29

Ta portokália tou horioú / yemízoune vapóri
O,ti skatá’ ne o próedros / íne ke i psifofóri

The oranges of the village / fill up a motor boat
The same shit as the president / are the ones who vote

Stin páno bánda tsi koprés / fitrónoun i domátes
O,ti skatá’ ne o kafetzís / íne ke i pelátes

Up above the dung / sprout up the tomatoes
The same shit as the café owner / are also the customers

 In the first couplet, the singer’s statement is to claim that the voters are not better than the 
village president, who has been elected by the voters. To accommodate his claim, the singer 
employs a formulaic pattern in the argument line. The phrase about oranges used to prime his 
argument is semantically irrelevant. The second couplet  uses the same formulaic pattern in the 
same metrical positions (O,ti skatá’ ne X / íne ke Y), this time to mock the customers of a café-
bar and the café owner as being at the same (low) level. In this case, the priming produces a 
loose metaphorical analogue to the second line, yet neither of these priming lines is semantically 
attached to the argument line. Instead, the major reason for the choice in using them is the 
construction of the rhyme pattern: the wish to end the second line with the word psofofóri 
(“voters”) determines the ending of the first line, for which is chosen the word vapóri (“boat”); 
in the second couplet, the word pelátes (“customers”) determines the preceding rhyme word 
domátes (“tomatoes”). The Greek decapentesyllable’s line end and rhyme are always feminine, 
and because word stress in Greek is meaning-bearing, only words that have stress on the 
penultimate syllable can be placed in this position. These priming lines are examples of “nature 
images” that are commonly employed in the first part of the couplet structure. In situations where 
time is very limited and the urge for a comment is demanding, the choice of the specific verse or 
words may  primarily be motivated by the creation of rhyme, which reflects the phonetic sounds 
of the rhyme word in the argument line.30

 Although words carrying end-rhyme can affect  or even determine the syntactic and 
semantic structure of the poem in the context of quick extemporized argumentation, experienced 
improvisers are not restricted to the use of formulaic expressions, structures, or lines. Their skill 
lies particularly in the syntactic creativity in the construction of logical phrases after they have 
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29 Crete is not culturally uniform. In addition to the poetic forms, dance forms, and the use or lack of 
musical instruments, the styles in public singing and self-expression can vary greatly between areas. Until the 
modernization in the 1970s and 1980s, Sitia was the center of violinists and had a very lively male singing culture 
with openly obscene, bawdy, and mocking tones that would not have been publicly performed in most other areas. I 
have discussed these examples and their formulaic patterns in more detail elsewhere (Sykäri 2011:156-57).

30 See also Dundes, Leach, et. al (1970).



chosen—or when in the process of choosing—the rhyme words. In the next example, recited to 
me by Sifakis, he wanted to disperse the participants in a singing event taking place at his tavern, 
because it was already late, and thus, improvised in that situation (Sykäri 2011:115):

‘Omorfi íne i vradiá / ma piós tha dayiandísi
Ohtó i óra to proí / aúrio na ksipnísi

Beautiful is the night / but who’s the one capable
At eight o’ clock the morning / tomorrow to wake up?

 He realized the statement that it was time to leave by  creating an image describing how 
things would be next morning. Here, the first and the second lines together create this image: the 
priming line begins with a short opening (beautiful is the night) and starts the sentence that is 
completed in the argument line. Most probably the second rhyme word, the verb form ksipnisi 
(“to wake up”), is the leading rhyme word that first emanated from the emerging statement. It 
was then rhymed with another suitable verb form, dayiandisi (“to grasp,” here in the meaning of 
“being capable of”), which could be chosen from among a large group of verb forms conjugated 
in this verb category, and the lines were built to end with these words.
 An example of a conversational exchange of improvised couplets illustrates how each 
participant continues the dialogue by framing a new optical angle with regard to the theme. This 
exchange took place in July 2004 at Sifakis’ tavern, where Papanikolis and Papadoyannis, two 
priests working then in the church around the corner, had come for a coffee (Sykäri 2011:179):31

Georgos Sifakis:
Se tsánta ítan to psomí / stin pórta kremasméni
fénete mou to klépsane / pendéxi pinasméni

The bread was in a bag, hanging in the door
It seems that it was stolen from me, by five-six hungry men

Papadoyiannis:
Eklépsane sou to psomí / ma sí epíres állo
prin na gení to próvlima / apó mikró meghálo

They stole your bread, but you provided other one
Before the problem to become, from small to a big one

Papanikolis:
Eklépsane sou to psomí / ma léo den pirázi
áma the klépsoun to faï / tha íne to marázi
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They stole your bread, but I say it does not matter
If they’ll steal the food, that will be a disaster

 Sifakis opens the dialogue with his statement, depicting the peculiar incident that had 
arrived to him earlier that day. The poem consists of a layout of the setting in the priming line, 
and the report of the event in the argument line. Papadoyiannis continues by shortly summarizing 
the event in his first half-line and by  noting that Sifakis had replaced the stolen bread, and then 
by evaluating this act as a reasonable one in his argument line. Papanikolis repeats 
Papadoyiannis’ summary and closes the line with his evaluation of the event, and then turns to a 
new viewpoint in his argument line. The specific ideas expressed in this playful poetic dialogue 
create an image that, after the quick discovery of what to point out, seem to have been 
formulated effortlessly by rhyming every  day  expressions and words. Greek is an inflected 
language, which allows variance in word order, as the examples make explicit.
 Indeed, Sifakis, like many other Cretan composers, referred to the following process as 
being the most typical for improvising a couplet: a principal idea emerges and the poet picks up  a 
pair of rhyme words; he or she then constitutes the verses so that they logically end with the 
rhyme words. In other words, a draft of the image by which the message is communicated is 
created more or less simultaneously with the choice of the rhyme words, and the realization of 
the clauses is more or less simultaneous with the performance.
 Although the situation of having both rhyme words chosen before realizing the sentences 
in performance was asserted by improvising Cretan composers as the most common and 
effective solution in situational improvisation, in many cases of spontaneous composition, 
composers also reported that  ready-made lines, normally  the second (the argument line), appear 
in their mind, and they then compose the other line to fit with it. Yet another possibility  was cited 
especially for those communicative cases in which one has to react very  quickly: starting with 
only the first line’s rhyme word in mind. Here, the improviser would quickly figure out the 
second line’s rhyme while already performing the first verse. This leads to the extraction of the 
image in even less time from the associations brought  by  the choice of the second rhyme word. 
This image may contain an argument of which the improviser was not aware when beginning the 
couplet; the phonetic patterning, the creation of the rhyme, then becomes the generator of the 
final statement.
 The formation of improvised couplets as compact, dialogic utterances takes place in a 
wide range of communicative contexts. Correspondingly, the rationale for the poetic act varies 
from passing an intentional message to a spontaneous comment, from acting within the frames of 
a playful communicative event to a concentrated, ritual singing event. In addition to the 
significance of the ritual extents of the tradition,32 many casual improvised couplets disclose the 
inherent value of the practice of exposing verbal skill in structuring statements by using the 
shared poetic idiom and in the ability of making references to in-group knowledge.
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Mallorcan Improvised Glosat: Contest Poetry with a Fixed Rhyme Pattern

 The Mallorcan glosat tradition is an example of the contest poetry traditions typical of the 
southern European and Ibero-American areas. Whereas the dialogic, compact couplet  and 
quatrain traditions are often multifunctional in the communities (also in Mallorca), these contest 
poetry  traditions, in which the utterance is normally of eight to ten lines, are specifically  used for 
improvised poetic confrontations in front of an audience.33  With this example, I discuss the 
construction and order of composition of such stanzas that have, in addition to one major 
statement, the “principal idea,” an opening and elaboration within the communicative unit of 
utterance. All these stanzas also have a fixed rhyme pattern. For a novice, the practice therefore 
starts from learning to think in “families” of word endings, that is, the groups of words that can 
be rhymed together.34

 A Mallorcan combat or combat de picat (“a battle”) is a cooperative event in which 
normally two poets called glosadors confront each other in front of an audience.35  The 
confrontation is structured by each glosador composing and singing their utterances in turns. 
Verses are performed with a melodic formula consisting of one ascending and one descending 
melodic phrase, each phrase corresponding to one metrical line. This is done without musical 
accompaniment. Although performers tease each other and take opposing roles during their 
interchange, performances do not contain direct insults, nor are they competitive by  arrangement: 
there is no jury or other kind of official assessment of relative skill. The purpose of the event is 
to offer entertainment to the audience, in the form of a clever, humorous poetic exchange of 
utterances that may also extend to highly critical and political tones.
 The traditional form of the Mallorcan glosa is a quatrain containing four heptasyllabic 
lines, and thus equivalent to the Cretan mandinadha in length. Rhyme can be masculine or 
feminine and the rhyme pattern may  be either abab or abba. This basic quatrain can be extended 
to up  to five or six lines. In improvised verbal dueling, the stanza is lengthened so that an 
utterance is normally double in length, traditionally  eight, and today from eight to about twelve 
lines. A few decades ago, the improvised glosat tradition was still a live oral tradition, but it  was 
practiced mainly  by elderly women and men who mastered the oral improvisation of this poetry, 
which is still today  associated with singing at bonfires during the feast of Sant Antoni (January 
16th). In the 1990s some local people started working to revitalize the oral improvisation 
tradition. Among them were the teacher and researcher Felip Munar i Munar and the young 
performer Mateu Matas “Xurí.”36  As explained to me by Mateu, he and some other local 
performers cooperated with Basque bertsolaritza performers and with the Cuban improviser 
Alexis Díaz-Pimienta in this process. They  were influenced by the Basque stanzas that vary 
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33 For a definition of poetic contest, see Miner (1993), Pagliai (2009), and Sykäri (2014b).

34 A more detailed discussion is available in Garzia, Sarasua, et al. (2001) and also Munar i Munar (2008).

35 A glosador is technically anyone composing gloses, although in the performance contexts discussed here, 
the composers of gloses are improvisers.  Glosat is the word that refers to the exchange of gloses,  and a glosada is 
the event of exchange of gloses. The word glosada can also refer to any long and usually narrative oral poem 
constituted by heptasyllabic (sometimes pentasyllabic) lines. See further Ginard (1960) and Serrà Campins (2012).

36 See, for example, Munar i Munar (2008).



between eight and ten lines and by the pan-Hispanic ten-line stanza form known as the décima 
(décima espineliana or espinela; rhymed abba ac cddc). This regulated the role of stanzas with a 
free number of verses in Mallorca. The variability of the lines in the stanza reflects the liberty to 
use two rhymes (a, b) in a number of ways in the rhyming patterns, and the augmentation of lines 
takes place inside the stanza, forming further elaboration between the opening and the statement.
 The following example is from an 
event in which three glosadors, Mateu “Xurí,” 
Maribel Servera, and Blai Salom performed in 
Mallorca, January 23, 2015.37  The following 
exchange took place between Mateu “Xurí” 
and Blai Salom in a late portion of the event, 
when certain themes had already been 
introduced and addressed among the 
participants. One central theme was opened 
by Mateu, who addressed the fact that Blai 
Salom was performing with his hat and coat 
on. Mateu had earlier proposed that  his 
opponent was wearing these in order that he 
could leave quickly  (due to the shame of not performing well). Another theme was developed 
around the idea of pregnancy, reflecting that Blai was a new father. References to these themes 
and other ideas verbalized earlier are plenty, and the images rely heavily on poetic language, 
metaphors, and the double meanings of words. Here, three consecutive turns from the middle of 
this dialogue are taken to explicate the main structural organization of these utterances (Sykäri 
2015a):

A.Mateu:
1. Thas d’aixecar, alcavot, (x238)
2. si vols fer aquei[x] glosat.
3. Ja ho he dit i ho he explicat:
4. l’he de fer partir an es trot.
5. Es capell no l’hi he llevat,
6. perquè és un poquet burot.
7. Però ara m’he demanat,
8. ell que està embarassat:
9. si quan comanares s’al·lot,
10. duies es capell posat?

B. Blai:
1. Resposta te vull donar (x2)
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37 Transcription from audio recording and initial translation into English was made by Joan Mut; the 
translation was then finalized in collaboration with the present author and reviewed by Jaume Guiscafrè Danús.

38 The first line is conventionally sung twice.

Fig. 1. The glosadors Mateu Matas “Xurí,” Maribel 
Servera,  and Blai Salom performing at a glosada-event in 
Mallorca, January 23, 2015.



2. i ho faré just un ocell,
3. resposta la tendrà ell,
4. i ben clar la vull deixar.
5. Es... Me vaig llevar es capell
6. i així bé ja va passar.
7. El me vaig llevar de s’ocell
8. per poder-la embarassar.

C.Mateu:
1. Ja sentiu es bergantell (x2)
2. no va a jornal, va a escarada,
3. es puta fa una feinada,
4. o l’hi fa fer a s’ocell.
5. Només dic lo que diu ell,
6. avui a dins sa glosada:
7. només va penjar es capell
8. i va quedar embarassada.

A. Mateu:
1. You must stand up, dude,
2. if you want to make this glosat.
3. I’ve already said it, and explained it:
4. I have to make him leave rushing off.
5. I haven’t taken his hat off,
6. because he’s a bit madcap.
7. But now I’ve wondered,
8. about him, who is pregnant:39

9. if when you conceived the child,
10. you were wearing the hat?

B. Blai:
1. Answer to you I want to give (x2)
2. and I’ll make it like a bird,
3. an answer will he [Mateu] get,
4. and I want it to be very clear.
5. The . . . I took the “hat” off,
6. and it went in well that way.
7. I took it off from the “bird”
8. to be able to make her pregnant.
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Mateu may be playing with this double meaning to refer to Blai’s hesitation and slowness to start improvising.



C. Mateu:
1. You heard the dude (x2)
2. he doesn’t work on time wage, but on piecework rate,40

3. the guy makes a lot of work,
4. or makes the “bird” to do it.
5. I only say what he says,
6. today, in the glosada:
7. he barely hanged the hat
8. and she became pregnant.

In the two opening lines of his first glosa (A) Mateu answers to a comment by  Blai at the end of 
his previous turn. He then completes his opening quatrain by referring to an idea he has 
presented earlier (lines 3-4). After this Mateu wraps up another idea from earlier in the dialogue 
(5-6), appearing as a bridge leading towards his final quatrain. In the first two lines of this final 
quatrain (7-8), he introduces a new subject that culminates in a question on lines 9-10. The 
rhyme pattern is abba babbab. In the second glosa (B) Blai starts his turn somewhat more 
formulaically  by introducing his desire to give an answer in the first two lines. He further 
elaborates on this theme on the next two lines (3-4) before proceeding to answer Mateu’s 
question. His answer first contains priming verses (lines 5-6), anticipating the statement that he 
makes on lines 7-8. The rhyme pattern is abba baba. In his next turn (C) Mateu presents an 
interpretation of Blai’s preceding verses: he turns to mock Blai for being very  quick in his 
marital responsibilities. The first two verses introduce this theme with an image presenting a 
metaphor related to work, and the next two lines elaborate this idea further. He presents his 
comment more directly in the last four lines (5-8), first by priming his argument as something 
uttered by his opponent himself (5-6), and then ending with the argument, which concludes his 
final statement, in the last two lines. The rhyme pattern is abba abab.
 Returning to the earlier discussion on verse length, it is also visible here that although 
each verse line is grammatically  a clause and ends with a rhyme word, the two short lines of 
seven syllables together make a semantic entity, and often a sentence. In these three turns the 
argumentation proceeds mainly  in units of four lines (in quatrains). In the middle of his first 
utterance (A), Mateu also presents a unit of two lines, which here structurally and semantically 
corresponds to the “bridge” found in the dècima.41  At the beginning of the utterances the 
semantic hierarchy of the units of four lines is less evident, or slightly  toward the last lines. At 
the end of each utterance, this moves exclusively towards highlighting the last two lines (the 
statement). Blai composed in regular eight line stanzas throughout the entire performance, while 
there was a great deal of variety in the length and organization of stanzas by  Mateu (and by 
Maribel). The melody line used by  Blai was also different. According to the researcher Miquel 
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40 Anar a jornal means to work based on an amount of time, while anar a escarada means not only to work 
based on the amount of work or reaching certain objectives, but also to proceed without distractions, and in a 
relatively quick manner.

41 The Spanish accentuation of the word is décima, but the Catalan accentuation is dècima. A dècima/
décima is comprised of two quatrains having different rhymes (abba and cddc),  which are bridged by two lines 
rhyming ac (all together forming the final pattern abba ac cddc).



Sbert i Garau (Sykäri 2015c), this corresponds to different “schools,” to the difference in how 
these performers have learned the tradition. Blai has learned the art from certain older local 
masters, whereas, as noted above, Mateu, who has improvised from his early childhood, has also 
experimented with the form in collaboration with poets from other contest poetry traditions.
 As explained by Mateu and Maribel, their method of improvised composition and 
performance is in its basic form the following: a performer listens attentively to his or her 
partner, and when the partner arrives at  his or her closing lines, the performer quickly creates, or, 
if thought up already while the other performs, finalizes the principal idea that will conclude his 
or her own utterance.42 This idea is allocated to the two last lines of the utterance-to-be, and at 
this moment appears in the improviser’s mind in an approximate linguistic form, but already 
decided to the extent  that the rhyme words a and b are fixed. If we conceive that the composer’s 
final two lines end with the two rhymes ab, he or she can start composing in either ab or ba order. 
The improviser sings the first, opening line twice to an ascending melody, and the second line 
once to a descending melody.43  He or she then proceeds with a rhetorical elaboration on the 
theme, holding to the melodic couplet  of ascending and descending lines and the alternation of 
the two rhymes in the forms abab, or abba. If willing to insert an unpaired number of lines, he or 
she may sing a verse line to the ascending melody twice or several times and then complete the 
elaboration with the descending melody line. The two final lines, disclosing the premeditated 
principal idea in a finalized form, consist  again of one ascending and one descending melodic 
line. The performer advances from an opening of two lines to the elaboration of the idea(s) in a 
fixed or free number of verses, leading to the final disclosure of his or her principal idea in the 
final two-line statement. The audience, which has listened attentively, bursts into laughter and 
applause at the end.
 The improviser composes first  a draft  of the last  two lines, and he or she keeps this draft 
containing his or her argument in mind during the performance. Sometimes the performer forgets 
this principal idea in the moment, being forced to create a new one during the course of the 
performance. Other times he or she discards the initial principle idea in favor of a better one, to 
which the associations have led him or her during the rhetorical elaboration. As a very 
experienced performer, Mateu approximated that he would forget his drafted principal idea lines 
perhaps once in every  30 utterances, but that he would also discard them for better ones more 
often during the performance process.
 Both performers said that they prefer either abba or abab as the main form of rhyming, 
although they said that after composing the principal idea, they do not take much notice of how 
and in which order the rest  of the rhymes are formed. The transcription of these three utterances, 
however, points to the fact  that the argumentation and composition can advance quite regularly 
in units of four, with the possibility to add units of other length, here of two lines. The semantic 
hierarchy of the utterance is very  clear: as stated by the improvisers, the last two lines always 
receive the primary semantic stress. Although the patterning of rhymes is characteristically 
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42 See also Egaña (2007); compare with Díaz-Pimienta (2014:508-09, 516-17).

43 One can become familiar with the singing style, as exemplified in the following YouTube video, where 
Mateu and Maribel perform (Matas and Servera 2012): Combat de glosadors entre Mateu Matas “Xurí” i Maribel 
Servera al V Curs de Cultura Popular (1/2) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7zYJ1YkUxEo.



carried on at  the level of the short lines, a comparison of the semantic contents equates the units 
of four short lines with the Cretan couplets of two long lines. A typical improvised glosa of eight 
short lines would thus be equivalent to two Cretan mandinadhes, but as the stanza as a whole is 
longer, additional pairs of lines are possible in the middle.

Improvised Rap in Finland

 Whereas the two traditions discussed so far have been practiced in the given communities 
from medieval times, improvised rap in the Finnish language is a new, developing poetic idiom. 
Nonetheless, the metrical roots of American English rap  lyrics stem from the same medieval 
models that have also reigned in Anglo-Saxon popular verse and oral poetry since at least  the 
thirteenth century. According to Adam Bradley  (2009:18-22), the early American rappers 
employed the English ballad meter (or common measure), the accentual rhyming quatrain with 
four-line stanzas of alternating four- and three-stress lines and rhyming abcb (or abab), a style of 
rapping that is today referred to as “old school.” Rappers have later developed more personal and 
complicated rhythm, stress, and rhyme patterns in their written lyrics,44  but metrically the 
accentual four-stress meter, the dominant form of English oral and popular poetry, still 
characterizes rap.45  In Finnish rap the distinction between improvised and written rap lyrics is 
very clear. While the social contexts of freestyle rap in the United States have been researched to 
a degree, the history, composition, and strategies of improvisation have so far received little 
attention.46

 Today in Finland freestyle is performed among several performative frames. This 
tradition has emerged under direct influences from the United States and there are no living, 
local cultural models for the improvised oral production of lyrics. Young boys influenced by rap 
music and lyrics and the underground hip-hop culture started composing freestyle rap  in Finnish 
in the 1990s, with an accelerating momentum toward the end of the decade. This was already 
some years before the final breakthrough of the Finnish language into the local rap scene, which 
took place at the turn of the century. Freestyle rap battle events were introduced in Finland in 
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44 See, for example, Alim (2006), Bradley (2009), and Krims (2000).

45 Bradley (2009:24-26).

46 Erik Pihel’s (1966) contribution finely exemplifies several facets of freestyle’s aesthetics,  but 
unfortunately the author lacks knowledge about rhymed oral poetry and is not able to fully appreciate the 
information on strategies of composition given by MC Supernatural. Supernatural clearly states that he thinks “about 
the next three lines before the first is even finished” (Destiny 1994:55,  quoted in Pihel 1996:262), but Pihel,  when 
discussing the role of rhyme, says that freestylists “know they must rhyme with a word they have already said” (255, 
n. 11).

  Marcyliena Morgan (2009) provides a detailed sociocultural analysis of the Project Blowed (and its 
predecessor Good Life) open mic, battle, and cypher scene in 1990s Los Angeles. Jooyoung Lee (2009a, 2009b, 
2009c, and 2016) further elaborates on the values, practices, and lives of the protagonists of this scene.  Several 
sociolinguistic contributions address the linguistic strategies related to creating racial and topical identities in verbal 
duels. See Alim, Lee, et al. (2010 and 2011),  Cutler (2007 and 2009),  and regarding South Africa, see Williams and 
Stroud (2010 and 2014). A recent article by Flynn and Mitchell (2014) analyzes Older Scots flyting with reference to 
freestyle battle aesthetics.



2000 in the form of the Finnish Rap Championships. This brought about a venue for a fast-
growing contest poetry  activity that today consists of the annual Championships as well as other 
less formal annual and occasional battle events organized by the practitioners.47  A number of 
experienced, long-term freestylists have recently  also brought rap improvisation into the frame of 
interactive entertainment in different venues, including clubs and radio programs. At these events 
MCs improvise about themes suggested by the audience or about items given to them, and they 
create sketches in the style of improvised theater with a cast proposed by the audience.
 Finnish freestyle follows the general conventions of American rap in delivery, poetics, 
and versification. Major differences are in the adaptations of these practices to the particularities 
of the Finnish language, language-related poetics, and culturally  relevant thematic contents. 
Significantly, the Finnish language has much longer words than English, and the main stress is 
always on the first syllable of the word. In words longer than three syllables, a secondary  stress 
appears on the third syllable (or sometimes on the fourth in still longer words), and the first 
syllable of each word in compound words receives a stress as well. Although Finnish authors of 
written rap lyrics often play  with breaking these linguistic stress patterns, freestyle almost 
invariably  holds to the natural word stresses, which facilitates immediate intelligibility. Finnish is 
also a heavily inflected language, which allows a great freedom in word order.
 In addition to the language-specific stressing, and perhaps to balance the length of the 
rhyme section, Finnish freestyle is characterized by systematic vowel rhyme—in the phonetic 
section constituting the rhyme, all vowels are of the same quality  and appear in the same order, 
but consonants can vary  (for example, suo-raan–vuok-raan; kiin-nos-taa–hiil-los-taa; läp-pä-ni–
äs-säm-mis–bäk-kä-ril).48  Multi-rhymes, which in Finnish means rhymes longer than four 
syllables (for example, jät-kä vie-lä–bät-läät siel-lä; ti-pu-tus-ta–vi-tut sus-ta–ki-du-tus-ta), are 
considered a technical mastery. Vowel rhyme of this type is also common in the pre-Modern 
Finnish quatrain tradition, rekilaulu.49  Most freestylists are, however, not even aware of the 
existence of this rhymed tradition, which was popular in the oral culture of the nineteenth 
century.50

 Finnish freestyle customarily proceeds in regular pairs of verse lines with end rhyme 
(aabbcc . . . ). Rhymes within a line and rhyme clusters of three or four verses are also common. 
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47 The local battle rap scene continues to be dominated by improvised freestyle battles.  In 2012 two long-
term improvisers, MC Kajo and MC S-Molli, founded in Finland the written battle league Skriivaa ku Riivaa, a 
format that now dominates the organized battle performances in the United States (The Ultimate Rap League or 
URL), Canada (King of the Dot),  and Great Britain (Don’t Flop battles), where performers know their rival about a 
month before the battle and prepare their lyrics in advance.

48 Vowel rhyme is in this case a more accurate term than assonance, which can mean different things in 
different poetic cultures,  but normally that the verse’s last stressed vocal is the same, but other phonemes, also 
vowels, appearing after that can vary (see Vilén 1997:38-42). Assonance, which Adam Bradley (2009:66) describes 
as “the replication of unaccented vowel sounds,” is very common in American rap, just as other types of partial 
rhymes (see also Edwards 2009:81-91). Vowel length bears meaning in Finnish, but vowel rhyme allows 
substitutions between single and double vowels. A diphthong can also be split into two syllables.

49 See especially Asplund (1997).

50 Lack of awareness of rekilaulu in contrast to runo song (or “kalevala-meter”) poetry can be largely 
attributed to the fact that rekilaulu never received equal academic attention to epic and incantations, and, therefore, it 
was never valorized and mediated into the modern milieu as tradition.



When rapping “on the beat” (with instrumental music), the textual line mainly coincides with the 
four-beat musical bar, but minor bar-crossings as well as beginning on the up-beat are within 
normal variance. The number of syllables per line varies according to the personal or situational 
style, but an average is between 12 and 16 syllables. The number of lines in an utterance is not 
fixed, but tends to conform to the four and eight bar division of the musical structure. In battle 
performances the number of lines is regulated by a time limit. This is normally from 40 seconds 
to one minute and equates to about 16 to 24 lines on an average beat. In other performances, the 
MCs are either free to perform as long as they wish or collaborate on agreed terms of shorter 
stanzas, for example, of four or eight bars.
 The following example illustrates the composition of freestyle in a Finnish organized 
verbal duel, a battle. The example is from the final battle of the 2015 Finnish Rap Championship, 
won by  MC Kajo. This excerpt is Kajo’s first  utterance, in which he answers to MC Rivo’s 
opening challenge. Kajo has won the competition earlier in 2009 and 2011, and returned this year 
to show that he is not afraid to lose, a blame commonly charged upon the long-timers who have 
won and do not participate thereafter. Turns in the final battle are longer than usual, one minute 
and 30 seconds. This is to test  the finalists’ stamina that is part of the performative prowess, 
which together with the verbal skills create the grounds for assessment of relative skill. MC Rivo 
opens this final battle with the claim that with regard to the audience response (which he accuses 
has been paid for by  Kajo), it’s not hard to guess who is the frontrunner. Among his other 
specific claims, he states that Kajo just came to puff his own battle league (Kajo wears the 
Skriivaa ku Riivaa league’s shirt; see Note 46); that  he’s so poor that he doesn’t have money to 
pay his rent; and, reflecting claims presented earlier by Kajo about arrangements made in the 
back stage, that Kajo had himself asked in the back stage for a “bank note” from the 1000 euros 
award (anticipating that Rivo will win it) for his rent.
 With this rather long utterance, I want  to illustrate how both principles discussed so far, 
the composition in couplets and the placement of major statements that are invented and pre-
formulated during the rival’s performance, can occur within a longer, continuous utterance. In 
the example, the rhyme sections in the original Finnish text are bolded. As the words are so long, 
syllables in the rhyme sections are also separated with hyphens. I have used capital letters at  the 
beginning of a new semantic entity (Sykäri 2016):51

1. Sanotaan tää suo-raan
2. todellaki ne mun massit tulee menemään vuok-raan
3. mut se et sä sanot sillee se ei tarkota et sä oot näp-pä-rä
4. sehä meinaa vaa et mä oon ainut joka elättää oikeest ittes räp-pää-mäl
5. Jos näit jäbii täällä tsii-gaa
6. ja Rivo tulee dissaa myöski tätä Skriivaa ku Riivaa lii-gaa
7. nii mitä ny jät-kä vie-lä
8. hyvä dissaa ku ens tapahtumassa säki räp-päät siel-lä
9. No onkse ihme et sä haluut siellä bät-lä-tä
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51 This is a transcription of MC Kajo's first turn in the Finnish Rap Championship 2015 (2.07-3.37) https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-0gxPMWtcA. The English translation below was realized with end rhymes by the 
bilingual Finnish Spoken Word artist Kasper Salonen.



10. no kai ny vittu ku näis ässämmis sä et pysty pär-jä-tä
11. tän homman MC Kajo hoi-ti to
12. ku kuulin et Rivo o vastas nii kelasin et jes, mä voi-tin jo
13. Siis heitän tässä läp-pä-ni
14. räpin äs-säm-mis, kysy vaik räppäreilt bäk-kä-ril
15. ni MC Kajo tekee sen huo-lel-la
16. koska noi yleisö ja myös bäkkäriräppärit on mun puo-lel-la
17. Ja ihan vitu varma nakki
18. mut seuraavaki homma on iha varma nakki
19. Mä voin kertoa sulle yhen tarinan jos sua kiin-nos-taa
20. koska sä kävit mun kaverin kaa juttelee bäkkäril
21. ja aloit sitä hiillostaa, sanoit sillee
22. et mä en sais varmaa kertoa sulle tällasii tarinoi-ta
23. koska mä osallistun tähä ite
24. mut sanotaan silti suoraan et mustaki tuntuu et tänään Kajo voit-taa
25. Se oli iha vitu true story
26. ja äläkä väitä että se on boring
27. Jee, eli tää on MC Kajon kos-to
28. sä näytät silt et haluut hirttää ittes toho mikkijoh-toon
29. Jee, sä tiedät it-se-ki sulle tulee mig-ree-ni
30. et voita Kajoo vaikka äsken sä voitit Kris-te-rin
31. Jee eli sä et voi Kajoo tääl es-tää
32. ku sä räppäsit mä mietin vaa kui kauan tää kes-tää
33. MC Kajo sua naamaa vaik pol-vel tint-taa
34. mä vedän näit rundei vaik se kestäis kol-me min-saa
35. ja se on silkkaa suoraa vitu ti-pu-tus-ta
36. mut vi-tut sus-ta, sun verse oli yhtä ki-du-tus-ta

1. I’ll say this to you straight so you don’t get it bent
2. you’re damn right my money’s gonna be spent on rent
3. you can say it but it doesn’t make you witty
4. it just means that I’m the only one making a living by spitting
5. Check out these rappers, they’re hard to miss
6. and it’s weird that it’s the Skriivaa league that Rivo was tryin’ to diss
7. so just so you’re aware 
8. it’s weird for you to diss it ‘cause you’re gonna be rapping there
9. It’s no wonder you wanna battle on that ship
10. ‘cause there’s no fucking way you’re winning this championship
11. MC Kajo’s got this victory locked down, son
12. when I heard I’m against Rivo I was like “I’ve already won!”
13. So I’ll lay down my bars
14. at this national seminar, just ask the backstage all-stars
15. they’ll tell you MC Kajo brings the thunder with pride
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16. ‘cause the whole audience and the backstagers are on my side
17. And it’s a piece of cake, dude
18. but this next bit of business is a piece of cake, too
19. I can tell you a little story here while I’m killin’
20. ‘cause you went backstage to talk to a friend of mine
21. and you started to grill him, you were like
22. I probably shouldn’t tell you this tale
23. because I’m a participant
24. but I can tell you straight I think Kajo will prevail
25. And that’s a true fuckin’ story
26. so don’t try to tell me it’s untrue or boring
27. Yeah, this is the vengeance of MC Kajo the lord
28. and you look like you wanna hang yourself on that mic cord
29. Yeah, you know it mister you’re gonna get a migraine
30. you may’ve won against Krister but you’ll never beat me at my game
31. If you think you can win me you’ve made a mistake
32. while you were rappin’ I was thinking how long can this shit take
33. My words’ll make you blind so you’ll be dreamin’ in sounds
34. I’ll dominate you easy even in three-minute rounds
35. my rhymes are so dope they’re endangered
36. but fuck you stranger, hearing you rap is like being stuck in a torture chamber

 Within the first four lines Kajo answers to his opponent’s claim regarding his rent with 
the implied argument that he will win the award, and by “flipping the script” (Lee 2016:110, 
113-15) or turning the point  to his favor, he infers that paying his rent with his awards means that 
he is a professional. In the next four lines he takes up the claim about presenting his own battle 
league by  turning the point to the fact that his rival will in fact also participate in the near future. 
This in turn gives him the reason to continue in the next four lines with the accusation of the 
rival only  being able to battle with written lines. The next four lines answer to the lines about 
him being a frontrunner, confirming that this is indeed so, and with reason. The associations that 
reflect the mentioned back stage arrangements further establish that in fact the rival has himself 
agreed with Kajo’s superiority. In his first 24 lines Kajo takes up  his rival’s claims one by  one 
and turns the edge of these claims back toward the rival. In the final 12 lines, he elaborates and 
closes his turn with thematically typical yet contextually  shaped charges, belittling the 
opponent’s skill and endurance and praising his own.
 Kajo’s freestyle proceeds here mainly  in regular rhyming couplets of one priming line 
and one argument line. Rhymes within line occur at lines 6, 14, 29, and 36, creating a common 
pattern of three rhymes, of which two are final and one internal. The first unpaired priming lines 
are normally much shorter than the argument lines. There is not always such a difference in 
length between the priming and argument lines, but as stated by Kajo, his conscious style is also 
to leave a short pause after the argument so that the audience has time to react to it. In terms of 
meaning, many priming lines are straightforwardly more general (especially lines 5, 7, 11, 13, 
15, 31, and 35) when compared with the second paired argument lines. Lines 17-26 are an 
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exception to the rigorous model of one priming line and one argument line. In these lines, he 
changes the style, and after framing the change in two lines (17 and 18) resorts to a narrative in a 
more conversational flow. The rhymes of this section of six lines (19-24) are timed to occur only 
at the ends of every second line, and once (21) the rhyme falls in the middle of the line (ends of 
lines 21 and 23 also rhyme, but this is most probably not deliberate). This scheme brings 
variation to the long utterance, and shows the flexibility of freestyle in the hands of a very 
experienced improviser.
 MC Kajo has been practicing freestyle since 1999 at the age of ten. In my  interviews with 
him in 2013, he made explicit that he had developed his method of composition to the point that 
he nowadays only  pays attention to the argument lines, while the rhymes and the priming lines 
are created in performance without conscious mental effort. Thus, while performing an 
argument-line, he invents his next argument. He then primes that argument by  creating a line that 
rhymes with it at the time of performance. Although his basic model of versification contains one 
priming line and one argument line, the process is not fixed. As explained by Kajo, it often 
happens that one adds argument-lines to a rhyme unit on the go. As to the major statements, he 
later also confirmed that it  is relatively easy  to shape several retorts during the contestant’s 
performance, organize and keep these in mind, and then prime the statements in performance by 
larger semantic units. In addition to the tight thematic units of four lines (1-4, 5-8, and 13-16), 
this seems to have been structurally the case in lines 19-24. Long, semantically coherent 
compositional units thus emerge particularly in the opening and middle sections of the utterance, 
and in lines where the performer directs his repartee to cap his opponent’s arguments.
 In addition to the method of pre-formulating the second or concluding line of a series in 
advance, two other basic strategies have been indicated in my interviews with the Finnish 
freestylists. Some performers express their own perception that they start the composition of a 
couplet by having the first line’s rhyme in mind. He or she then invents the second rhyme while 
creating and performing the first line. Another possibility expressed is that the improviser 
acknowledges in advance two or several rhymes that  he or she then uses for composing that 
compositional unit. During a lengthy performance, it is most likely that all of these possibilities 
are employed even by experienced improvisers due to quick associations, a drop of energy 
levels, and the need to proceed without “freezing” (without remaining out of words and rhymes).
 These strategies of composing a unit  of two long lines that rhyme are equivalent to those 
expressed above for the composition of the mandinadhes. A difference in how often individuals 
perceive the process of composition in a certain way may  be evident because, with mandinadhes, 
a composer composes only one couplet at the time, but in freestyle a long series of consecutive 
couplets is composed and performed with much higher speed.
 The delivery of long utterances in rapping style is indeed quick (about twice the speed of 
the melodic singing of gloses or bertsos). It is also not broken by instrumental interludes or by 
the repetition of lines by the singer or a chorus. Consecutively, the composition of improvised 
text relies on very  quick and spontaneous associations, which leaves less time to structure the 
overall utterance. Nonetheless, a skillful freestylist can repeatedly employ  in his performance 
semantic units of four (or more) lines with a pre-formulated final line. This is closely  equivalent 
to a glosa of eight  seven-syllable lines, altogether 56 syllables. In the example, Kajo’s first two 
thematic units of four lines contain 62 (lines 1-4) and 53 (5-8) syllables and the unit of six lines 
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(19-24) contains 95 syllables. Long, semantically  coherent units are commonly  situated at the 
beginning of the utterance, which seems to reflect a natural presumption that the cognitive 
capacity is highest at the beginning of the turn. Freestylists also try to end their utterances with a 
weighty  statement. Performers have not, however, reported that they would seek to determine a 
final statement before beginning one’s turn. The greater number of verses in an utterance 
together with the rate of articulation may present difficulties for this. Overall, in contrast to 
gloses and mandinadhes, long freestyle utterances such as those in a battle do not focus on 
delivering one clearly  structured statement. Answering the rival’s claims is crucial, but utterances 
are more inclined toward accumulating several arguments reflecting the subject at hand, and 
there is also an underlined stress on the ideal of being able to keep  the performative flow of 
discourse. This does not diminish the fact that in interactive, competitive contexts, just as when 
gloses and other forms of contest poetry are performed, the final lines are decisive for the jury’s 
and the audience’s evaluation of the utterance.

Beginning from the End

 This discussion of three different oral cultures has had the aim of examining the basic 
principles of constructing improvised verses with end rhyme. In all these cultures the patterning 
of end rhymes is the chief determinant in relation to which method of composition is developed. 
This remains true even if the conventional length of utterances in each tradition varies, and the 
contexts and conventions of performance place different constraints on the rate of utterances and 
how rapidly they follow on one another. The determinant of end rhymes can be described as 
producing a “reversed” method with regard to the experience of the audience. End rhyme occurs 
at the end of the line, but it is not  arrived at in a linear progression of composition: the 
improviser has to figure out  the end rhyme before creating the phrase preceding it. Improvisers 
of rhymed poetry thus begin each verse from the end, with the rhyme word.
 The main issue of the present study has been to examine the organization of the utterance 
and its compositional units with regard to the semantic hierarchy of rhymed verses. It explored 
how poets of different poetic idioms structure improvised verses that end in rhyme. It was shown 
that the unit of two lines is a common compositional unit even outside of traditions where the 
primary unit of utterance is the couplet itself. Textual analysis corroborates what informants say 
in interviews: when the poet conceptualizes a couplet (of two long lines) as a compositional unit, 
whether that is a standalone couplet (the mandinadha) or one in a chain of couplets (freestyle), 
the second verse will be semantically  stronger than the first. Similarly, within a longer stanza of 
regular length and rhyme pattern (glosa), the semantic weight is on the last two (short) lines, 
which constitute the main statement of that unit  of utterance. The improviser therefore puts more 
impetus on creating the last line(s), and it was stated explicitly in interviews that the argument 
line(s) was/were composed before the priming line(s) or the opening of the utterance.
 The possibilities cited for improvised composition of a couplet were introduced above as 
follows:
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a. The performer formulates the second line in advance and adds the first line while performing.
b. The performer selects two (or several) rhyme words and formulates the clauses (or a series of 

clauses) that end with those words.
c. The performer selects the first rhyme word, starts creating a clause ending with that word, and 

when performing the verse line, he or she determines the second rhyme and then creates the 
second line.

 In all cases the selection of rhyme words occurs in relation to an emerging idea, whether 
that is a statement that organizes the whole utterance or only the idea for a single statement or 
argument within the context of a larger utterance. Of course this process becomes automatized as 
a function of developing fluency in the poetic idiom. As a consequence, it becomes impossible to 
acquire results that would verify  each detail in the subjective processes of composition. 
Nonetheless, improvisers’ accounts together with patterns observed in the data are quite 
consistent. A competent improviser predominantly first selects the rhyme word for the last, 
semantically  more important line of a couplet (a) or has chosen both rhyme words of a pair of 
lines before composing the clauses (b). This principle of “end first” is made particularly evident 
with the improvisation of longer, rhetorically constructed stanzas illustrated through the glosa 
tradition, where the improviser’s aim is to disclose the main point of the utterance at the end: the 
improviser will, whenever possible, pre-formulate the last two lines before starting his utterance.
 In the equally common case that the performer starts his or her compositional unit only 
with the first rhyme (c), the aim of placing the semantic weight on the last  line or lines of this 
unit requires constructing the argument in a very  short time. The performer may thus not have an 
idea for an argument when he or she begins the unit, but  has to invent such at the same time he or 
she chooses the second end rhyme. This extreme rapidity  may fail to conclude in a coherent 
image, but often enough it brings along unconscious messages very creatively.
 The primacy of metrically  or formally  required rhyme words in composition is an 
outcome of the primacy of parallel phonic patterns at the ends of the lines for identifying the 
poetic text as well-formed. For the improviser, this primacy also stands for the basic level of 
practice: he or she has to be able to create verses that  end with the rhyme words. The creation of 
verbal images that  can poetically communicate a message occurs in parallel with rhyme word 
selection. The mind of competent improvisers becomes masterful at the art of finding new 
images to deploy in the rapid course of performance, and the poetry’s constraints on lexical 
selection are in an ongoing dialogue with the images communicated. In the traditions reviewed 
here, rhyme patterns finalize an intended message, but they also, through their active role in this 
verbal play, suggest and create new messages.
 As suggested in the beginning of this essay, end rhyme is a significant device for keying 
the poetic word by  parallel phonic structures. In the traditions examined here, the reversed 
method of versification—beginning from the end—coincides with a model of semantic 
hierarchy, in which semantic weight is also at the end of a unit of composition as or within an 
utterance. End rhyme, when conceptualized as a poetic device, therefore also structures an 
utterance in a way that  is opposed to semantic parallelism, another significant poetic device that 
characterizes many unrhymed traditions, for example, the Finnish runo song tradition (Saarinen 
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2014), Karelian laments (Stepanova 2014), or the Rotenese ritual discourse (Fox 2014).52  In 
these traditions semantic weight is often on the first line, or it  is distributed among the members 
of a parallel group, but it never falls on the final member of a parallel group. In the traditions of 
improvised oral poetry with end rhyme examined here, on the contrary, strong arguments are 
always situated at the end of the poetic units. The argument-lines are, consequently, preceded by 
one or several more general priming lines. The main statement can be preceded by a number of 
verses that  lead to the final closure. The priming line may be wholly formal in function and 
semantically  light  or even void relative to the argument. In this type of argumentative, 
improvised rhymed oral poetry, the relationship between the order of lines and the semantic 
distribution of elements is the reverse of the tendency in semantic parallelism.
 It is important to see that end rhyme as a poetic device is not only a stylistic or metrical 
feature in a poetic idiom, but also a constitutive functional determinant on the organization of 
discourse. In oral composition, these poetic devices are profoundly  connected to methods of 
composition: the methods of composition emerge in dialectic with the formal requirements of 
versification. We have to focus on the process of composition in order to understand how poetic 
languages work.53  Here, I wish to extend this discussion to include a perspective on 
improvisation and on rhymed poetic idioms. Neither of these has so far received much academic 
attention, although both present cognitive challenges and idiosyncratic processes of production 
that also certainly deserve recognition outside of the communities practicing these forms of 
verbal arts. Understanding these technical, cognitive constraints and challenges solely does not, 
of course, yet enlighten the social and cultural significance of improvised, rhymed 
argumentation, but  it  lays better ground for understanding its aesthetics, goals, and intrinsic 
value, as well as systems of assessment of skill.
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