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"Playing" with numbers in ancient holy traditions is always as intriguing as a hard task, the risk 

being to get lost in a labyrinth, without being able to find any proper way, at the end of which you 

could had no gain from it. This can be true mainly in a literature, as the Indian one, where a great 

deal of numbers seems to deserve special interest and attention. We will try to do it, hopeful to 

enlighten some interesting issues and draw a global picture at least not too obscure. 

In this path we will begin from texts that, although very old, are not at the "origins" of the Vedic 

tradition; then, we will go back to the earliest texts to find some references in order to understand 

the source and the meaning of the concepts we are dealing with. Finally, we will research also into 

the "following" texts to shed light on the ideas and symbols that are behind those expressions. In the 

meanwhile, we will pose the question of the reliability and correctness of such methodological 

approach.  

Our investigation started from an expression found in the Brahmanical ritual literature - mainly 

¹atapatha Br¢hma½a and Taittir¤ya Sa¾hit¢, but also few passages in Aitareya and Kau¼¤taki 

Br¢hma½a - which states the sun as the twenty-first (ekavi¾¡a). This statement is related to the 

explanation of different ritual situations where the number twenty-one (ekavi¾¡ati) plays a role. In 

one of these, the golden disk (rukma), which in the fire altar piling ritual (agnicayana) is placed 

down at the building of the fire altar, representing the sun, has twenty-one prominences (nirb¢dha), 

and the given reason is that the sun is the twenty-first. The same reason is asserted in the horse 

sacrifice (a¡vamedha) with regard to the sacrificial posts (yupa), where are tied the sacrificed 

animals (pa¡u) involved in the sacrifice. Others ritual elements are concerned too, as chants 

(stomas), oblations (¢huti) or kindling verses (s¢midhen¤), etc. The explanation found in these texts 

is that the sun is at the end of a list including the twelve months, the five seasons, the three worlds 

and the sun itself as the twenty-first. Furthermore, the central day of the a¡vamedha is defined as 

ekavi¾¡a, but the man, Praj¢pati or the fire altar itself (probably the field where is build, agnik¼etra) 

are too.  

In order to find some elucidations of this symbolism we will turn to have a look at the earliest 

text of the Vedic tradition, the Úgveda (ÚV). In the ÚV hymns we have only one attestation of the 

word `ekavi¾¡ati', that does not give us a real help in our task, but we find many occurrences of the 

term `triÀ sapta', the meaning of which we hold certainly as `three times seven'. Some ones are also 

in the Atharvaveda Sa¾hitas (AV¹ and AVP).  



In one of the most famous ÚV hymn, the Puru¼as¦kta, that describes the first sacrifice of the 

primordial cosmic man (Puru¼a), there is a reference to the thrice seven kindling-sticks (samidh) 

prepared when the gods, performing the first sacrifice, tied the Puru¼a as a sacrificial animal (pa¡u). 

These are the kindling-sticks used as fuel for the sacrificial fire. Again, we find a ritual context 

where the number twenty-one (or in this case thrice seven) is related to an element of the rite, and 

refers to a real amount.  

In the other hymns, instead, the context is not very clear and this expression does not seem to 

refer to a real amount of real elements. Notwithstanding the range of different employments and the 

obscurity of certain contexts, we can undertake a path that lead, even though not to ascribe a sole 

unequivocally meaning to it (that is distant maybe in same way from the present writer's intention 

and from the texts themselves), to argue a link between the different passages and employments, 

placing them in the same mythological and symbolic milieu. By doing so, we will cross divine and 

mythical figures and concepts such as the cows and rivers, Maruts and ²sis, rays, pada and pr¢½as, 

in the earliest and less ancient texts, and we will outline a complicated symbolism pivoting the 

expression under examination.  

Finally, the link between the conceptions of the later ritual literature and those of the earliest 

texts will be inquired. Do the importance of the number twenty-one and the concept of the sun as 

twenty-first in Brahmanical literature share the same symbolic meaning of the oldest expression? 

Were the authors of  the Brahmanical literature fully aware of the meanings and relationship of the 

different expressions? Are the later conceptions a further development of the earlier symbolism? 

Could we answer the question of the origin of the expression `thrice seven' and of the prominence 

of the numbers `three' and `seven' in the ancient Vedic culture? 

Probably, not all the significances of this symbolism can be grasped (especially in the lapse of a 

brief insight), as the reliability of a certain origin could escape as well; nevertheless, we can identify 

a shared background for all these ideas. At the end, we would like to give a quick glimpse of few 

similar conceptions in different traditions in a comparative perspective.  
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