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Two Words for ‘sister-in-law’?
Notes on Vedic ydtar- and giri-

Arlo Griffiths & Alexander Lubotsky

In an important article, published more than thirty years ago (1976), Ingrid Eichner-
Kihn has suggested that two words for ‘sister-in-law’, which have a good Indo-European
pedigree but up till then were not identified as such in the oldest Indo-Aryan, are really
attested in Vedic texts.' ‘

Her new interpretation was based on a passage from the Paippaldda recension of the
Atharvavedasamhitd, or Paippalddasamhita (PS), in its hymn 19.19. At the time, Eichner-
Kiihn could still only make use of the heavily corrupted Kashmir manuscript of this text. In
the 1950s, however, Durgamohan Bhattacharyya discovered a more reliable manuscript
tradition of the Paippaladasamhita in eastern Indian Orissa.” Following in the footsteps of
Michael Witzel, Arlo Griffiths has since 1999 been able to gather several mss. from Orissa
(Griffiths 2003), so that we now have adequate access to both branches of
Paippaladasamhita transmission, the one from Kashmir and the one from Orissa.

We start with the word yatar-, which was identified by Eichner-Kiihn in PS 19.19.11.
The passage forms part of small hymn of three stanzas 9-11 (a so-called trca), a preliminary
edition of which is presented below. The Orissa readings are based on manuscripts JM, Pa
and V/122.°

PS 19.19.9-11. To command the love of a woman: with an herb

19.19.9 ab: only PS; cd: PS 2.77.5¢d; ¢: $s6.8.1c

aham te manasd mana$ |, caksur grhndmi caksusa |
evd pari svajasva ma  yathdsan mayi te manah ||

I seize your mind with [my] mind, {your] sight with [my] sight. Embrace me in such a
way that your mind shall be within me.

' See the lemmata giri- and ydtar- in Mayrhofer’s Etymologisches Worterbuch des Altindoarischen (vol I,
p. 487f. and vol. II, p. 410), where Eichner-Kiihn’s suggestions have been recorded and accepted.

% For the most recent chapter in the writing of the history of this discovery, see now the Introduction to
Bhattacharya 2008, and especially the acrimonious second postscript.

? See Griffiths 2003 on these mss. We roughly apply the same editorial principles that were followed in
our previous (joint) publications of excerpts from the Paippaladasamhita: cf. Griffiths 2004, 2007; Griffiths &
Lubotsky 1999, 2003; Lubotsky 2007. But we disregard here merely orthographical variants, if there is no
other variant to be recorded.
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eva pari svajasva)] Or, yava pari sajasva K yathdsan] JM V/122, yathisam Pa,
$rathdsa K

ab. Cf. Atharvaveda, Saunakasamhit (SS) 3.8.6ab, 6.94.2ab (~ PS 19.10.14ab) ahdm
grbhnami (PS grhnami) mdnasd mandmsi mdma cittam dnu (PS upa) cittébhir éta ‘1 seize
[your] minds with [my] mind; come ye after my intent with [your] intents’ (Whitney) —
words which are presumably to be pronounced by a king.

c¢d. These padas are syntactically slightly awkward because of evd without
antecedent, the usual construction being yathd ..., eva ... . Although rare examples of the
reverse order do exist (cf. Minkowski 1995: 392), we assume these piddas to have been
adapted from PS 2.77.5, where the particles are used in the expected order, and the last
yatha is clearly not coreferential with eva: yatha nemi rathacakram samantam parisasvaje |
eva pari svajasva mad yathdsan mayi te manah ‘As.the felloe completely embraces the
wheel of a chariot, so embrace me, so that your mind shall be within me’. Cf. also SS 6.8.1
yathi vrksam libuja samantdm parisasvajé | eva pdri svajasva mam ydthd mam kaminy dso
ydthi mdn napaga dsah ‘As the creeper completely embraces the tree, so embrace me, so
that you shall be in love with me, so that you shall not go away from me’.*

These parallels make it clear that we are dealing with a charm to command the love
of a woman, and not that of a man, as was assumed by Eichner-Kiihn;® see further below.
The hymn $S 6.8 together with 6.102 (see the next stanza) and 2.30 is used by the
Kausikasiitra (35.21) in the rites for bringing a woman under one’s control. Further, this is
suggested by the feminine gender of nemi- and libuja-, as indicated by Zehnder 1999: 173.

19.19.10 ab: only PS; ed: ~ S 6.102.2cd = PS 19.14.2¢d

a rathasyeiva cakre abhi ma vartatam asau |
resmachinnam yathd trnam  vestdsau manasa mayi ||

Let N.N. roll towards me like two wheels of a chariot. Like grass torn up by a storm,
N.N. will twine around me with [her] mind.

a rathasyeva) Pa V/122, arathatasyava JM, arathasyeva K cakre abhi] Or, cakra bhi
K vartatdm asau] Or, varcasd girau KX trpam] Or, trinam K = vestdsau manasa) Or,
vestamayi anaso K

* For the meaning of the perfect parisasvajé, see Kiimmel 2000: 591, (‘umarmt halten’).

3 “Man geht wohi nicht fehi, wenn man annimmt, daf diese Strophe von einer Frau gesprochen wurde, die
zauberische Praktiken (Umstreuen?, Umlaufen?) an ihrem Mann volizog, um ihn so aus Banden seiner
Familie, besonders seiner weiblichen Verwanten zu 16sen und ihn fester an sich selbst zu ketten” (1976: 27),
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- d. We take vesta (actually, *vesttd) as a -tar-future of the root vest, cf. Lubotsky
2002: 68, 140 (ubi alia) for other new examples from the Paippaladasamhita of this verbal
category. These two padas are a variant of SS 6.102.2¢d (= PS 19.14.2¢d) resmdchinnam
yathd tfnam mayi te vestatdm mdnah ‘like grass cut by a whirlwind, let thy mind twine
itself to me’ (Whitney).

19.19.11 Only PS

pari tva yatur asaram  pari matuh pari svasuh |
pari tvinyabhya stribhjyo ,nayausadh;yasaram ||

I have circumambulated you [in order to separate you] from [your] husband’s
brother’s wife, from [your] mother, from [your] sister. [In order to separate you] from the
other women have I circumambulated you with this herb.

pari tva] JM V/122 K, pari va Pa  yatur] K, pantar JM, pétur- Pa V/122  asaram]
Or, asuram K matuh] Or, patuh K tvinyabhya stribhyo] JM .V/122,
tvanyabhyarstabhyo  Pa, tvanydbhyasatribhyo K Jnayausadhyasaram]
nayau+sa2-+dhydsaram JM, nayausadhyasaram Pa V/122, noyopyadhyisuram K

a. Our readings ydtur ... matuh combine the transmitted readings pdtur ... mdtuh
(Or)° and yatur ... patuh (K). Although patus (ostensibly gen. sg. of pdrtar- ‘protector’) is
attested at one place in both of the transmissions, we feel relatively confident in keeping it
out of our text. The reading yatur of K is a lectio difficilior, whereas patus would make less
sense in the context — pada ¢ guarantees that all members of the list must be female. The
origin of the reading pdtur in the Or. transmission may be sought in the perseverative
influence of PS 16.5.6a (= $S 8.2.26a) pari tva patu samanebhyo; cf. also PS 2.2.3b pari
tva pami visvatah.

¢. The Or. mss. confirm the emendation ~vanyabhya stribhyo, which was already
proposed in Vishva Bandhu’s Vedic Word Concordance (see the reference given by
Eichner-Kiihn, 1976: 26, note 19) on the sole basis of the Kashmir reading.

d. Cf. PS 5.24.6ab anayaham osadhyd sarvah kytyi *adisayam ‘1 ruined with this
plant all witcherafts’ (Lubotsky 2002: 111) and $S 1.34.5ab (= PS-2.9.3ab) pdri tva
paritatnineksindgam dvidvise ‘I have gone around you with an encompassing sugar-cane
so that [there would be] no mutual hatred’. ;

The interpretation of ydrur as abl. sg. of the kinship term yatar-, proposed by Ingrid
Eichner-Kithn, is very attractive. The existence of this word in Sanskrit is ensured by its
attestations in grammatical, lexicographical as well as literary sources (see the references in
the Petersburg dictionary). On the other hand, Eichner-Kiihn is clearly mistaken when she

® The reading péantar (YM) is due to the similarity of the aksaras tu and nta in some forms of Oriya seript.
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translates ydtar- as ‘Frau (deines) Bruders’. This follows of course from her assumption
that the charm is addressed to a man, which, as we have seen above, is probably incorrect.
Furthermore, it contradicts the evidence of other Indo-European languages, where cognates
of yatar- always mean ‘husband’s brother’s wife’, or, in plural, ‘brothers’ wives’. This is
the case with Gr, (Hom.) eivérepeg pl., OLith. jente, CS jetry, Lat. ianitricés pl., as well as
Persian yari and Pash. yor. Likewise, the Sanskrit lexicographers gloss yatar- as ‘husband’s
brother’s wife’ (e.g. Amarakosa 2.6.30ab bharyas tu bhratrvargasya yatarah syuh
parasparam ‘the wives of a series of brothers would each be each other’s yatar’). There can
hardly be any doubt that ydrar- has the same meaning in our passage.

At first glance, the combination of the kinship terms in stanza 11 seems somewhat
strange. If the woman is unmarried and still lives in her paternal household, mentioning her
mother and sister is comprehensible, but then her yatar- ‘husband’s brother’s wife’ is out of
place. Conversely, if the woman is married, her mother and sister do not play an important
role in her life any longer, since, according to the norm in Vedic marriages, the woman
moves to her husband’s home. The only feasible solution is that the triplet 19.19.9-11 was a
charm to be pronounced by a husband to secure a new wife’s love by weaning her away
from the female relatives in her paternal household,” while at the same time preventing her
developing too close a bond with her new husband’s brother’s wife. Indeed the prominent
position of ydtar- in the list then becomes comprehensible — she is the only person in the
bride’s new household who is also an affine, an outsider, and a potential ally.

Let us now turn to the other ostensible word for ‘sister-in-law’, viz. giri-. The
situation is essentially different here. First of all, there is no other indication in Sanskrit
literature, of the type we have referred to for ydrar-, that giri- ever had this meaning in
Sanskrit, next to the usual ‘mountain’.

It is also debatable whether this meaning can be deduced from the textual evidence
that Eichner-Kiithn adduced. Following the lead of Barret (1940: 30), she pointed to a
Grhya ritual that seems structurally similar to the one, which the charm PS 19.19.9-11 was
to accompany. The relevant passages are Apastambagrhyasiitra 8.23.6; BharadvijaGS 2.27;
Hiranyake$iGS 1.14.2; ParaskaraGS 3.7.2. Let us quote the description of the ritual at
ApastambaGS 8.23.6, and its continuation in 8.23.7:

yam kamayeta ndyam mécchidyeteti jivavisine svam mitram &dniya suptam
uttarabhyam trill prasavyam parisificet || 6 ||

yena patha dasakarmakar@h paldyerams tasminn indvany upasamadhayottard ahutir
juhuyat || 7]

If he wishes that somebody be not estranged from him, let him pour his own urine into
the horn of a living animal, and sprinkle (it} with the next two (verses [Apastamba-

7 A somewhat similar situation may be reflected in $S 3.25.5: §jami tvdjanyd pdri matir dtho pitih | yétha
mdma krdtiv dso mdma cittdm updyasi ‘1 goad thee hither with a goad, away from mother, likewise from
father, that thou mayest be in my power, mayest come unto my intent’ (Whitney).
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mantrapatha} II, 22, 5. 6) three times from right to left around (the person) while he is
sleeping.

In a path which servants or labourers use to run away, he should put plates (used for
protecting the hands when holding a hot sacrificial pan) on (a fire), and should offer the
oblations (indicated by the) next (Mantras, II, 22, 7-10).%

The pair of mantras whose use is enjoined here in the first siitra shows some variants
between the different texts that actually cite it, but not for the first three words of the first
pada of the first mantra, that concerns us here. The hymnal belonging to the Grhyasiitra of
the Apastamba school, the Apastambamantrapatha (2.22.5), gives the following text:

. pari tva girer amiham pari bhratuh pari svasuh
* pari sarvebhyo jiiatibhyah

Eichner-Kiihn initially translates: ‘Umbharnt habe ich dich weg vom Berge (7),
um(harnt) weg vom Bruder, um(harnt) weg von der Schwester, um(harnt) weg von alle
Verwandten...”, but concludes that the translation of girer ‘away from the mountain’ does
not make any sense (“vollig sinnlos”). “Auch eine Interpretation, dafl etwa ein
heimatliebender Aborigenersklave aus dem Bergland angesprochen wire, macht nur aus
der Not eine Tugend” (p. 28); by contrast, she believes that a meaning ‘sister-in-law’ would
make good sense, and provides an etymological justification, referring to Lat. glés, Russ.
zolovka, etc. She admits that the ostensible cognates in fact mean ‘husband’s sister’ and are
naturally used only for women. Since the mantra in question is addressed to a man, she
needs to assume a semantic shift from ‘husband’s sister’ to ‘brother’s wife’: “Keine
Schwierigkeiten bereitet die hierbei fiirs Vedische anzunehmende Bedeutungsverschiebung
von ‘Schwester des Mannes, Schwigerin’ zu ‘Frau des Bruders, Schwigerin’, die auch in
anderen Sprachen zu beobachten ist” (p. 29). Although this semantic shift did indeed occur
in some languages, it had always been triggered by changes in the social structure directly
affecting the institution of marriage. We have already mentioned above that, according to
the Vedic custom, the woman moved to her husband’s home after the nuptial celebrations,
and this custom certainly was of Indo-European date, as we can infer from an almost total
lack of Indo-European terminology for wife’s relatives. If, however, due to social changes,
the wife does not necessarily move to her husband’s home, or if she and her husband
entertain vivid contacts with her paternal family after they have been joined in marriage,
this lack of terminology for wife’s relatives becomes awkward. ‘What is her brother or her
sister vis-a-vis her husband? And what is her brother’s wife vis-a-vis herself? In this
situation it is only to be expected that ‘husband’s sister” would come to mean also ‘wife’s
sister’ or ‘brother’s wife’. In Vedic India, however, there is no evidence that the traditional
institution of marriage had been subject to such a change. All terms keep their original

8 The quoted translation is that of Oldenberg (1892: 296).
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semantic domain, and it is therefore highly unlikely that only one single term for
‘husband’s sister’ would have acquired a different meaning.

It seems to us that Eichner-Kiihn too lightly dismisses the possibility that this ritual is
aimed at a ‘homesick aboriginal slave from the mountains’. The text of ApastambaGS
8.23.7, quoted above, implies that the ddsa- ‘slave’ was among the categories of servants
whose running away the preceding sitra was meant to curtail.” In the PS, we come across a
few passages where (the feminine of) ddsa- is clearly associated with the mountains. In a
charm against Fever (fakmadn-), we read (PS 12.1.9): girim gacha givijasi girau te méihiso
grhah | dasim icha prapharvyam tam takman viva dhiinuhi ‘Go. to the mountain, you are
mountain-born, on the mountain is your Mahisa'® house. Look for a young Dasa girl; do
shake up her, o fever!”. A combination of mountains and a dds7 is also found in PS 20.39.5
[Kashmir 20.38.5] (girim gacha girijasi girau te mahiso grhah | dasi cakram dsthiya
namldte nikrandayisyati)."

The association of ddsas with the mountains can of course be due to the fact that the
majority of ddsas descended from the mountain peoples, or at least that such was the
stereotype among Aryans, but it may also reflect a mytho-poetical image, inherited from

the Rgveda, where it is related on several occasions how Disa, an inhabitant of the

mountains, was slain by Indra, cf. RV 6.26.5¢ dva girér dasam sambaram han *You (Indra)
have slain down Dasa Sambara from the mountain’ or 4.30.14 wid dasdm kaulitardm
brhatéh parvatad ddhi | avahann indra sambaram ‘And you (Indra) have slain down Disa
Sambara, son of Kulitara, from the high mountain’.

On this basis, we believe that giri- of the Grhya mantra must simply be taken in the
meaning ‘mountain’. We can thus forego a detailed discussion of the problems of historical
phonology that would compound the semantic problems to be overcome if one wanted to
defend Eichner-Kiihn’s ingenious proposal concerning giri-.

® It must be admitted that none of the parallel texts attest this word in the same context, but use others like
bhrtya- or utila- instead.

' The meaning of the adjective mahisa- is not very clear. It could be derived from mdhisi- ‘chief queen’,
so that mdahiso grhah would mean ‘a house with a chief queen’. Alternatively, it could refer to a name of a
mountain people, cf, a parallel passage $S 5.22.7 tdkman mijjavato gacha bélhikan vé parastarém | $iidram
icha prapharvyam tim takman viva dhiinuhi ‘O fever, go to the Miljavants or to the Balhikas, further off.
Look for a young Stidra girl; do shake up her, o fever!.

' An indirect indication for an association of a désd- and the mountains is further found in $S 4.9.8 trdyo
ddsd diijanasya takmé balasa ad dhih | vdrsisthah pdrvatanam trikakin ndma te pitd “Three are the slaves of
the ointment — fever, baldsa, then snake; the highest of mountains, three-peaked by name, [is] thy father’
(Whitney).
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