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Abstract

The exact meaning — and hence translation — of the term vimana is often unclear. The
dictionaries give several definitions, such as ‘measurement, palace, aerial car, throne,
temple’, etc. It is not always easy to decide which one is appropriate in which context.
This paper aims to investigate the various semantic shades of vimainain the Sanskrit epics,
the Mahabhirata and the Ramdyana. In our conclusions, we posit that the term vimana,
which first means ‘measure’, then came to designate a palace — a building which has to be
constructed by precise measurement; this name was then also applied to the aerial palaces
of the gods, which, unrooted in the sky, were thought to move about in the manner of
celestial cars, sometimes drawn by various beasts, sometimes self-moving; finally, vimana
came to designate a type of heaven — a meaning which is not listed in the dictionary
definitions.
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1. Introduction

The term vimana, derived from the root vi4mad ‘to measure, mete out, pass over,
traverse’, is not easy to define clearly. We can already discern some perplexity in
the definition offered by the Monier- Williams Sanskrit—English Dictionary (s.v.):

vi-mana: mf(i)n. measuring out, traversing; m. n. a car or chariot of the gods,
any mythical self-moving aerial car (sometimes serving as a seat or throne,
sometimes self-moving and carrying its occupant through the air; other
descriptions make the Vimana more like a house or palace and one kind is
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said to be 7 stories high [...]); any car or vehicle (esp. a bier); the palace of an
emperor or supreme monarch (esp. one with 7 stories); a temple or shrine of
a partic. form, [...]".

This definition appears both confusing and confused, and hardly allows us to
form a precise idea of what a vimana actually is. Is it a building or a chariot? Is it
stationary or can it fly? But to be fair to the author of the dictionary, we must
admit that there are a number of passages where it is indeed difficult to determine
what is exactly meant by vimana. In order to get a clearer idea of this topic, we
shall presently examine the various usages of this term in the Sanskrit epics, the
Mahabhirata and the Rimdyana, two texts which appear to be the primary /ocus
of its development.

Before turning to the epics, let us briefly examine the situation in the Veda.
In Vedic literature, vimana both occurs as an adjective meaning ‘measuring out,
traversing’ and as a noun, ‘measure’, but the significations of ‘palace’ and “aerial
chariot of the gods’ are conspicuously absent. In the Ved.s, it is well-known that
the gods were thought to travel about on rarhas, chariots drawn mostly by
horses®. As Gonda (1965, 72) remarks:

[...] it is a matter of no little significance that [the gods] are described as driving
swift horses (RV 10, 92, 6), as tireless travellers (RV 8, 2, 18), as approaching
the sacrificers in their chariots (RV 1, 84, 18; 7, 2, 5). It means, first, that they
are supposed to be able to move rapidly and to exert their influence in all parts
of the universe, and in the second place that, as far as they were conceived as
anthropomorphous, they were represented as similar to very powerful human
beings of nobiliary rank who also, in war and contest, drove their chariots,
which bear the same name (ratha-).

1. And we are not even citing another, rather problematic, meaning of vimainain the context
of A [yurveda, which probably need not concern us here. See Wujastyk 2017.

2. Riding horses was not completely unknown, but references to it are still scanty in the
Rgveda. Historically speaking, according to Gonda (1965, 95-114), who draws his evidence from
various ancient cultures including India, men learned how to drive chariots yoked to horses long
before they learned how to ride horses — or other mounts for that matter. The epics, as often,
represent a stage of transition: at times, the god Indra rides his chariot driven by Matali, but at other
times he travels on a vimana or he rides his white elephant Airavata. In one and the same legend,
Aruna becomes the charioteer of the sun-god, who performs his daily rounds of the heavens riding
on a chariot drawn by ruddy horses, whereas his younger brother Garuda becomes Visnu’s mount
(vahana).
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From this, we understand that the Vedic rachas used by the gods were
conceived of as very similar to the chariots used by the warriors on the battlefield,
but huger, more splendid, and endowed with the power to travel through the air
very swiftly. We may also note at the outset — because on this point the aerial
vimanas differ from the rathas — that the Vedic gods’ rathas never serve as abodes,
but are merely used as conveyances: the gods use them to travel and move about,
either for the purpose of battle?, or else to go to various sacrifices’, to perform
their daily rounds of heaven’, or to fly to the rescue of people in distress®. Also,
and this is another point which distinguishes the rachas from the vimanas, rathas
are always drawn by some animals, mostly by horses, but sometimes by other
animals too’. While this is true for many vimanas as well, some of them, especially
Puspaka, are also said to be able to move about by themselves.

The anonymous author of the French Wikipedia article on vimina seems to
suggest that the concept of vimana evolved out of the Vedic ratha, due to the
occasional association of both terms, since rathas are sometimes said to ‘measure
out’ either space or the sky®. This occurs for example in Rgveda 2. 40. 3, in a
hymn addressed to the gods Soma and Pasan:

3. As Macdonell (1974, S5) remarks, «the epithet ‘car-fighter’ (rathestha) is exclusively
appropriated to Indra». Indra, the king of the gods, is «the first of the chariot drivers» (RV 1. 11.
1). He has a splendid golden chariot (RV 6. 29. 2; 8. 1. 24), which is larger than the mountains (RV
1. 11. 1) and which is drawn mostly by two, but sometimes by a hundred or even a thousand tawny
(hari) steeds.

4. This trait is especially prominent in the case of Agni, the god of Fire, who has a dazzling,
golden chariot drawn by two or more ruddy (rohita, aruna) horses, with which he is wont to bring
the gods to the sacrifice (RV 3. 6. 9). For Agni is the charioteer of the sacrifice (RV 10. 92. 1).

5. Thus, the Sun-god Sarya circles the earth every day on his one-wheeled car (RV 5. 29. 10)
drawn by the horse Etasa (RV 7. 63. 2), or by many — notably seven — ruddy (/ariza) horses (RV 5.
45.9;7.60. 3). See Gonda 1965, 74-76 for the evolution of Sarya’s representation.

6. The Advins are untiring on their golden three-fold car (it has three wheels, three fellies, etc.,
cf. RV 1. 118. 1-2) and their continuous course (vartis), «a word which with one exception is
applicable to them only» (Macdonell 1974, 50), is mostly performed in order to help various
creatures in distress.

7. Gonda (1965, 82) notes that the god Pasan, a pastoral deity, is «specially concerned with
the paths and consequently with the protection of the herd, the recovery of lost animals, the
conveyance of souls to heaven» and «it is therefore in harmony with the god’s character that he is
(6,55, 6) stated to be conveyed, on a chariot, by two sure-footed or firmly proceeding [...] he-goats.
The epithet ajdsva- ‘who has goats instead of horses’ is in a significant way exclusively his». (Cf. RV
1.38.4; 9. 67. 10). The Asvins’ car is sometimes said to be drawn by horses, but mostly by birds like
hamsas (RV 4. 45. 4) or eagles (RV 1. 118. 4; 8. 5. 7), and even by other animals like buffaloes or an
ass.

8. See https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vimana (last access 29.10.2021).
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s6mapisana rdjaso viminam saptdcakram rdtham dvisvaminvam /
visavitam mdnasa yujydmanam tim jinvatho vrsand pdacarasmim // RV 2. 40.3 //

O Soma and Pisan, the chariot [=sacrifice?] with seven wheels and five reins
that measures out the airy realm but does not speed everyone, rolling in various
directions, being yoked with mind, that do you quicken, you bulls. (Jamison—
Brereton 2014, 459).

In my opinion, however, the basic idea behind a vimana is not primarily that it
measures out anything, but that it is, in itself, an object that requires measuring.
For as we have seen above, vimana also designates a palatial, probably many-
storeyed mansion, which has to be built according to strict measurements.
Whether in its terrestrial or flying form, vimana designates a structure with a
complicated architecture, of a type which was probably not common in Vedic
times — if we can draw any conclusions from the extremely scanty archaeological
remains from the Vedic age’. It is therefore most likely that the concept of
vimana does not derive in any way from that of the Vedic gods’ flying rarhas, but
that it is an entirely new concept that gains prominence at the time in which the
epics were composed.

After examining closely all the passages in which the term vimana appears in
the Mahabharata and in the Ramayana, we come to the conclusion that vimaina
occurs under four different meanings in these two texts'’. This term can
designate:

— a terrestrial palace;

— aflying structure whose use is the prerogative of divine or semi-divine

beings;

9. As remarked by Bhan (2006, 178), «the Vedic Tradition [...] reveals [...] the absence of
fortified cities, town planning and drainage, monumental art and architecture of burnt bricks
[...]». In Vedic literature, it is on the contrary the Disas or Dasyus, the enemies of the Indo-Aryans,
who are regularly credited with the construction of fortresses (pura)) made of stone or metal,
which Indra splits by means of his vajra, a feat which earns him the epithet parbhid, ‘fort-shatterer’.
See Macdonell 1974, 60. According to this author’s naturalistic interpretation, these fortresses of
the Dasyus are really aerial forts and represent the rain clouds — a representation which brings us
rather close to a vimana like Puspaka, said to be made of precious metal and stone, and frequently
compared to a cloud.

10. If we exclude one unique occurrence of vimana in its Vedic sense of ‘measuring’, found
in MBh 1. 3. 60, in a hymn addressed by Upamanyu to the Asvins and composed in what Louis
Renou has styled «hybrid Vedic Sanskrit». To this category also belong the Suparnikhyina, the
Baskalamantra Upanisad, etc. See Renou 1956, 3. On the hymn to the Asvins, see Renou 1997.
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— the heavenly flying palace Puspaka, an individual representative of the
second category;
— atype of heaven.

I have examined elsewhere Puspaka’s functions in the Valmiki-Ramaiyana and the
relationship between the divine flying palace and its three successive owners,
Kubera, Ravana and Rama, who stand respectively for artha, kimaand dharma".
Here, I propose to have a look at the term vimana in its other meanings: palace,
flying structure and heaven.

While the meaning of ‘heaven’ is probably slightly later than the other two,
becoming really prominent only in some chapters of Book 13 of the
Mahabharara, it seems difficult to assign a chronological order within the epics to
the appearance of the first two significations of the term (‘terrestrial palace’ and
‘flying structure’): as far as the Valmiki-Ramdyana is concerned, we may note
that, except for Book 4 which only contains vimina twice in the sense of
‘terrestrial palace’, all the other books of the Rimadyana contain instances of both
meanings. On the other hand, occurrences of vimana in the sense of an ‘earthly
palace’ are much rarer in the Mahabhirara than in the Ramayana. We find it used
in this meaning without any ambiguity only in two slokas of the Great Epic'”. At
times, a terrestrial vimana can be compared to a flying one (see eg. Rm 5. 6. 7)
and at other times, both shades of meaning seem intended at once. For instance,
when Sita tries to persuade Rama to take her along to the forest, she tells him:

prasadigrair vimanair vi vaihdyasagatena vi /
sarvavasthagatd bhartuh padacchiya visisyate // Rm 2.24.7 //

The shadow of a husband’s feet in any circumstances surpasses the finest
mansions, an aerial chariot (vimana), or even flying through the sky. (Pollock-
Goldman 1986, 135).

By semantic association with the preceding term, prisida (‘mansion’), we would
assume that Sita is using vimina in the sense of ‘terrestrial palace’, but by
association with the following vaihdyasagarena (‘flying through the sky’), we
would tend to think that she means a ‘flying palace’. We see that both shades of

11. See Feller 2020.

12. MBh 1. 176. 23 and 3. 198. 6. Two more occurrences of vimanain the sense of ‘terrestrial
palace’ may possibly be found in MBh 13. 20. 35 and 13. 83. 56, but the context does not allow us
to decide clearly if a palace or a flying structure is meant.
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meaning of the term vimana - ‘palace’ and ‘flying structure’ — are simultaneously
present in Sitd’s mind, and that the term vimana functions as a pivot which
allows her mind to leap from ‘mansions’ to ‘flying through the sky’ without any
seeming incongruity. In a similar vein, when Hanumat examines Ravana’s palace
looking for Sita, we are first given an elaborate depiction of the wonderful palace
of the riksasa-king seen through the monkey’s eyes. The description starts as that
of a ‘fabulous house’ (grhorrama, Rm 5. 7. 5), ‘looking like heaven fallen to earth’
(mahitale svargam iva prakirnam, Rm 5. 7. 6) and ‘having the splendour of a
flying palace [...] drawn through the air by splendid hamsas’ (hamsapravekair iva
vahyaminam Sriya yutam |[..] vimanam, Rm 5. 7. 7). What starts as a mere
comparison between the earthly palace and a flying one then suddenly shifts
without clear transition to the description of the vimina Puspaka itself (here
called Puspa), which is parked in a hall of the palace: “The great monkey gazed
upon that vast and resplendent flying palace called Puspa.” (puspahvayam nima
virgjamanam |...| mahikapis tarra mahavimanam, Rm S. 5. 11). This shift from
Ravana’s palace to his flying palace Puspaka is again facilitated by the ambiguity
of the term vimdna, which can be applied to both terrestrial immobile and
celestial mobile mansions. Let us now examine the various meanings of the term
vimanain the two epics.

2.Vimaina as a Palace

In both epics, most occurrences of vimana in the sense of ‘palace’ are found in
town-descriptions, in close association with semantically proximate terms, such
as prasada (‘terrace, top-storey of a lofty building, lofty palatial mansion, palace,
temple’), harmya (‘large house, palace, mansion, any house or large building’, or
‘residence of a wealthy person’) and grha (‘house’). More rarely it appears in
connection with valabhi (‘top or pinnacle of a house, turret’, as in Rm 2. 82. 5),
gopura (‘town-gate, gate, ornamented gateway of a temple’, Rm 6. 55. 64; 3. 198.
6) or attalaka (“watch-tower’, MBh 3. 198. 6)"*. This can be seen in the following
examples.

In Rm 2. 53, Sumantra, Dasaratha’s charioteer, reports to the aged king how
the townspeople reacted when they saw him come back without Rima, whom he
had just left in the forest. Here vimana is listed with Aarmya and prisida as the
dwellings from which the women of Ayodhya watch Sumantra’s return:

13. These meanings are given in the Monier-Williams Sanskrit—English Dictionary.
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harmyair vimanaih prasidair aveksya ratham dgatam /

hahakarakred naryo rimadarsanakarsitzaih // Rm 2.53.9 //

From mansions (fAarmya), many-storied buildings (vimdna) and palaces

(prasida), the women observed the chariot come, and they raised cries of woe,
tormented at losing the sight of Rama. (Pollock—-Goldman 1986, 197).

In the Mahabhairata, vimana occurs in the sense of ‘palace’ in an extremely lively
description of Mithila, king Janaka’s city, which an ignorant Brahmin visits in
order to be enlightened by a hunter. Here again, the term vimana is found
surrounded by a cluster of related architectural terms, such as gopura (‘gates’),
artalaka (‘watchtowers’), grha (‘houses’) and prakara (‘walls’):

tato jagama mithilim janakena suraksitim // S //
dharmasetusamakirnam yajiotsavavatim subhim /
gopurittalakavatim grhaprikirasobhitam // 6 //

pravisya sa purim ramyam vimanair bahubhir vytam /

panyais ca bahubhir yuktim suvibhaktamahapatham //7 //

asvai rarhais tathd nagair yanais ca bahubhir vream /
hrstapustajanakirnam nityotsavasamakulim // MBh 3. 198. 5¢-8 //

At length [he] came to Mithila, which was well governed by Janaka. It was a
city demarcated by the boundaries of the Law, rich in sacrifices and festivals,
holy, defended by gates and watch towers, and adorned with houses and walls.
He entered the lovely town, which was surrounded by many palaces (vimana),
filled with many wares, with the main streets well laid out, crowded with
many horses, chariots, elephants, and wagons, teeming with happy, well-fed
people, and bristling with constant festivals. (van Buitenen 1975, 619).

If the phrase vimanair bahubhir vytaim is indeed to be understood in the sense of
‘surrounded by many palaces’ and not simply as ‘filled with many palaces’, then
it appears that the palatial vimanas are built on the edge of the town, somewhat
in the manner of the villas of modern-day suburbia — and perhaps opposed to the
more modest grhas of the town-centre.

In Book 6 of the Ramiyapa, when Rama’s army reaches Lanka, an
extraordinary sight meets their eyes:

sikharam tu trikarasya pramsu caikam divisprsam /
samantat puspasamchannam maharajatasamnibham// 18 //
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Satayojanavistirnam vimalam cirudarsanam /

Saksnam sriman mahac caiva dusprapam sakunair api// 19 //
manasapi duriroham kim punah karmana janaih /

nivist tatra Sikhare lariki ravanapalica // 20 //

54 puri gopurair uccaih pindurimbudasamnibhaih /

kafcanena ca silena rijatena ca sobhita// 21 //

prasadais ca vimanais ca larika paramabhasic /

ghanair ivatapapaye madhyamam vaispavam padam// 22 //
yasyam stambhasahasrena prisidah samalamkreah /
kailisasikharikaro drsyate kham ivollikhan // Rm 6. 30. 18-23 //

There, reaching into the sky, stood one of the lofty summits of Mount
Trikata. Covered on all sides with flowers, it seemed to be made of gold. It was
bright and lovely to behold, and its breadth was a hundred leagues. It was
beautiful, grand, and majestic and impossible for even the birds to reach. It was
impossible for men to scale, even in their imagination, let alone in reality. And
there, on that peak, stood Lanka, under the protection of Ravana. The citadel
was adorned with ramparts of gold and silver and with lofty gateway towers
resembling white clouds. Indeed, Lanka was as magnificently adorned by its
palaces (prasida) and mansions (vimana) as are the heavens, Visnu’s middle
step, with clouds at summer’s end. In the city could be seen a palace (prisida)
adorned with a thousand columns, which, seeming to scrape the sky,
resembled the peak of Mount Kailasa. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman-van
Nooten 2009, 195-196).

Here we are given a measurement — the breadth of the city is a hundred leagues
(yojanas) — and again, we meet many architectural terms: gateway towers
(gopura), ramparts (sala), palaces (prisida), mansions (vimana) and pillars
(stambha). All these lofty constructions, whose combined colours are gold, silver
and white, built upon the top of an even loftier mountain peak, seem to ‘scrape
the sky’ (kham ivollikhan). Indeed, the city is built so high up that it is said to be
‘impossible for even the birds to reach’. In short, it looks as if it were floating in
the sky, an impression which is reinforced by the comparison between its
towering buildings and clouds. We are here reminded of certain descriptions of
the flying palace Puspaka, which is an equally dazzling architectural construction
made of precious materials, and said to be so huge that, like Lanka, it is
frequently compared to a mountain and seems to ‘scrape the sky’ (see e.g. Rm S.
7.12-15and 6. 109. 22-27).
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Towards the end of Book 7 of the Ramayana, two towns are founded by
Rima’s younger brother Bharata, Taksasild and Puskaravati. These are said to
contain palaces ( vimanas) of the same colour:

ubhe puravare ramye vistarair upasobhite /
grhamukhyaih surucirair vimanaih samavarnibhih // Rm 7. 91.13 //

Both of these splendid cities were charming and adorned with great wealth, as
well as with extremely beautiful mansions and seven-storied palaces (vimana)
of identical colour. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman, 2017, 427, modified).

While grha can designate a simple house, the terms prisida, harmya and vimina
designate a palace or a lofty building. It is difficult to ascertain from the passages
at hand if the poet really intended to assign a different shade of meaning to each
one of them, or if they are all listed together to achieve a cumulative effect
stressing the huge size and luxury of the buildings and the opulence of their
inhabitants. I would rather tend towards the second hypothesis. We see that
Goldman er alii are not really systematic in their translations of the term vimana
in the Ramdyana. At times, they translate it as ‘mansion’ (cf. Rm 6. 30. 22
quoted above) and at other times as ‘palace’ or more specifically as ‘seven-storied
palace’ (see Rm 7. 91. 13 quoted above), following the commentators’ gloss
saptabhimiprisadaif™. A vimina would thus be a sub-type of prisida with
many (or specifically seven) storeys. But the text of the Rimdyana itself never
explicitly alludes to (seven) storeys, even though they can probably be deduced
from the sheer height of the buildings described. As we see from the above
examples, palatial viminas occur mostly in town descriptions, be it Ayodhya,
Lanka, Mithila or other towns. While the vimanas of human towns are probably
made of ordinary materials, we see that those of Lanki are made of costly
materials such as gold, silver and precious stones whose descriptions evoke
superhuman, if not divine splendour.

While towns are said to contain palaces — in other words, vimanas of the
terrestrial type — taken as a whole, they can also be compared to celestial vimanas.
Thus, in Rm 1. 5. 19, Ayodhya is likened to ‘a palace in the sky that perfected
beings had gained through austerities’ (vimanam iva siddhanam tapasidhigatam

14. See Goldman-Sutherland Goldman 2017, 1195.

15. As far as I could ascertain, the only occurrence in the Sanskrit epics of a vimaina with
‘seven storeys’ (saprabhauma) is found in MBh 13. 110. 66, where this epithet is applied to a flying
palace.
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divi). In Rm 1. 69. 3, the auspicious-looking Samkasya, the town belonging to
Kusadhvaja, King Janaka’s elder brother, is compared to the vimina Puspaka
(samkasyam punyasamkasam vimanam iva puspakam). Inversely, flying vimanas
can also be likened to towns, as in Rm 1. 42. 9, where the gods flock together by
means of various conveyances to witness the Ganga falling onto the earth:

vimanair nagarikarair hayair gajavarais tatha /
pariplavagaras capi devatds tatra visthitah // Rm 1. 42.9 //

Even the gods, gathered there in their flying chariots looking like cities, with
their horses and splendid elephants, were awed. (Goldman 1984, 206,
modified).

In my opinion, the main characteristics shared between towns and flying vimanas
is that they are both huge and built of lofty and luxurious mansions. From these
comparisons, we understand that the celestial vimanas are not “mere” flying
chariots but look rather like flying palaces or even flying towns consisting of
many palaces.

3.Vimana asa F]ymg Structure

Let us now turn to the second category of vimdnas, namely, the aerial, flying
variety. The overwhelming majority of occurrences of vimina in the
Mahibhirara designate a sort of flying palace or even town (given that vimanas
are sometimes said to carry great numbers of heavenly musicians and nymphs)",
enjoyed by the gods and other divine beings who use them either to fly about in
the sky or to come down to earth. From these passages, we understand that
vimanas are essentially used as a means of transportation. We may note that the
only books of the Mahibhirata which do not contain any references to aerial
vimanas are Books 10, 11 and 16, in which the term vimina does not appear at
all.

Towards its beginning, the Great Epic provides a genealogy of the gods and
other supernatural beings. The divine architect Vi$vakarman, the son of Prabhasa
the eighth Vasu, is here said to be the maker of all divine vimanas — an honour
which is the sole prerogative of Puspaka in the Valmiki- Ramayana:

16. For instance, in Rm 3. 33. 20 and 7. 68. 11.
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visvakarma mahabhago jajiie silpaprajipatif /

karta silpasahasrinam tridasinam ca vardhakih // 27 //
bhisananam ca sarvesim karta silpavaram varah /

yo divyani vimanani devatinim cakara ha// MBh 1. 60.27-28 //

Thus was born the lordly Visvakarman, progenitor of the crafts, creator of the
thousands of crafts, and carpenter to the Thirty Gods; greatest of craftsmen, he
created all ornaments and fashioned the divine chariots of the Gods. (van
Buitenen 1973, 149).

In the Mahibhirata, the vimanas can be yoked to various animals, most
frequently of course to birds such as hamsas (MBh 13. 14. 141; 13. 109. 52; 13.
109. 54), cakravikas (MBh 13. 109. 43a), sirasas (MBh 13. 109. 45a) or peacocks
(MBh 3. 83. 29¢), but also to white horses (MBh 7. 18. 5¢), lions and tigers (MBh
13.109. 49), elephants and rhinoceroses (MBh 13. 110. 67) and even once to the
divine zss, in the story of King Nahusa, who is of course swiftly punished for his
insolence and thrown out of heaven (MBh 5. 15. 20). Likewise, in the Ramayana,
the vimainas can be drawn by a great variety of beasts. For instance, when
Hanumat jumps from the mainland to Lanka, he meets many such conveyances
on the way:

simhakufijarasirdalapatagoragavahanaih /
vimanaih sampatadbhis ca vimalaih samalamkrre // Rm 5.1.159 //

[That aerial path] was adorned with shining chariots that flew along, drawn by
lions, elephants, tigers, birds, and serpents. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman
1996, 112).

In both epics, the gods and other denizens of heaven mostly use vimanas in order
to fly about in heaven, for instance to visit each other, as in the case of the
deceased King Pandu and his wives who frequently use this conveyance to visit
Indra, as the latter informs Yudhisthira who has just arrived in heaven:

esa pandur mahesvisah kuntyi madryi ca samgatah /
vimanena sadibhyeti pita tava mamantikam // MBh 18. 4. 16 //

Here is the great archer Pandu, united with Kunti and Madri. Your father
always comes into my presence on his vimana. (My transl.).
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Or else, the inhabitants of paradise come down to earth on vimanas to
witness noteworthy events, such as, for instance, Draupadt’s svayamvara:

athdyayur devagana vimanai

rudraditya vasavo thasvinau ca/

sadhyas ca sarve marutas tathaiva

yamam puraskrtya dhanesvaram ca// MBh 1.178.6//

Then riding the chariots ( vimana) came the Gods,

Adityas and Rudras and Vasus and Asvins,

The Sadhyas all and the Maruts too,

Placing Yama ahead and the Lord of Wealth. (van Buitenen 1973, 351).

In Rm 3. 27. 30, they flock together to watch Rama’s fight against the riksasa
Khara; in 6. 105. 3, they rush to Lanka on their divine flying palaces similar to the
sun (vimanaih saryasamnibhaih) to witness Sita’s ordeal and, in Rm 7. 100. 2-3,
when Rama decides to go back to heaven after his long reign, he is met by
‘Brahma [...] surrounded by all the gods and great seers and accompanied by
hundreds of millions of celestial flying chariots’”. The god Brahma, due to his
continuing involvement with his creation, is particularly fond of visiting the
earth on his vimina, and there are many other instances where he comes down
from heaven on this conveyance to grant boons (e.g. Rm 7. 5. 11) or to intercede
in conflicts (e.g. Rm 7. 23. 8).

But vimanas are used not only by the gods to come down to earth, but also
by recently deceased meritorious people to go up to heaven. The vimanas thus
function as the outward sign of their newly-acquired divine status. For instance,
in Rm 2. 58. 42, the young ascetic killed by mistake by king Dasaratha while
hunting ‘ascended straightway to heaven upon a heavenly chariot of wonderful
construction’ (divyena viminena vapusmari iruroha divam ksipram). In Rm 3.
10. 90, the perfected beings (siddhas) residing in Agastya’s hermitage, go to
heaven ‘in aerial chariots gleaming like the sun’ (vimanaih siryasamnibhaih). In
Rm 3. 68. 6, the monster Kabandha, who has just been slain by Rama, suddenly
appears before him in divine form, ‘standing upon a luminous, glorious aerial
chariot harnessed with geese’ (vimane bhasvare tisthan hamsayukte yasaskare). At
the very end of the story, after Rama has regained his divine form as Visnu,

17. brahma [...] sarvaih pariviro devair rsibhis ca maharmabhih / |...] vimanasatakotibhir
divyabhir abhisamvyeah // Rm 7. 100. 2-3 //.
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Brahmai grants a boon to all his devotees and allows them to accompany him to
heaven (Rm 7. 100. 21): “Then each one, casting off his or her human body,
mounted a flying chariot’ (manusam deham utsgjya vimanam so “dhyarohata).

In the Mahabhirata’s Forest-Book, Vyasa tells Yudhisthira the story of sage
Mudgala, who earned considerable merit due to his extremely frugal lifestyle as a
gleaner, and who is consequently visited by a messenger of the gods who wishes
to reward him by taking him to heaven on a beautiful vimina. Here, we get a
rather detailed description of this luxurious vimana, flattering in equal measure
to the eye, the ear and the nose:

devadiiro vimanena mudgalam pratyupasthitah // 30 //

hamsasarasayukrena kirikinijalamalina /

kimagena vicitrena divyagandhavata tatha // 31 //

uvica cainam viprarsim vimanam karmabhir jitam /

samuparoha samsiddhim pripto si paramam mune // MBh 3. 246. 30c-32 //

The Envoy of the Gods approached Mudgala on a celestial chariot, which was
harnessed with swans and cranes and sported a circlet of tiny bells; the chariot
could go where it wished and it was colorful and fragrant with divine
perfumes. He said to the brahmin seer, “Mount this chariot that you have
earned with your deeds, for you have attained to the ultimate course, hermit.”.
(van Buitenen 1975, 703).

The Envoy of the Gods then describes paradise at length to Mudgala. But upon
learning that the stay there is not eternal and that one falls back to earth after
partaking of heavenly bliss, the sage wisely decides to renounce paradise and to
strive instead for complete extinction (MBh 3. 247)".

By contrast, Arjuna, who, as Indra’s son, receives the extraordinary honour
of going up to heaven while he is still alive in order to pay a visit to his father, is
taken there on Indra’s chariot (ratha), driven by the charioteer Matali. As it
arrives, this awe-inspiring chariot is described in a manner which sharply differs
from the more peaceful vimana-descriptions and makes it clear that this chariot is
used for war®™:

18. This is one of the rare instances where a vimana appears in a nivrrei-context (only to be
discarded), whereas the use of vimanas is otherwise closely connected to a pravreei one — going to
heaven after one’s death.

19. Arjuna’s purpose in heaven is of course also war: for Arjuna is not (yet) going there to
enjoy the rewards of a meritorious life, but to obtain divine weapons, and while sojourning in
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ratho matalisamyukta ajagama mahaprabhah // 2 //
nabho vitimiram kurvas jaladin patayann iva /

disah sampirayan nadair mahamegharavopamaih // 3 //
asayah Saktayo bhima gadas cograpradarsanah /
divyaprabhavih prisis ca vidyutas ca mahaprabhah // 4 //
tathaivasanayas tatra cakrayuked hudigudih /
vayusphotih sanirghara barhimeghanibhasvanih //5 //
tatra niga mahakaya jvalitasyah sudarunah /
sitabhrakarapratimah samhatis ca yathopalih// 6 //

dasa vajisahasrani harinam vararamhasim /

vahanti yam netramusam divyam mayimayam ratham // MBh 3. 43. 2¢-7 //

[...] the resplendent chariot arrived, driven by Matali. Lifting darkness from
the sky and shredding the clouds, it filled all of space with a roar like the
thunder of the monsoon cloud. It held swords, terrible spears, clubs of ghastly
aspect, missiles of divine power, and lustrous lightning flashes, as well as
thunderbolts, wheeled battering rams, bellows that raised gales, loud like
peacock and thunder cloud; Giant Snakes it carried, with fiery mouths, most
terrifying, tall like white clouds and hard like mountains; ten thousand bay
horses, fast as the wind, drew this eye-fetching, divine, magic chariot. (van
Buitenen 1975, 307).

This terrifying car drawn by ten thousand bay steeds is certainly reminiscent of
the Vedic Indra’s flying chariot®, but the choice of this particular term and
vehicle used here to convey Arjuna to Indra’s paradise also indirectly confirms
that the use of vimanas is the sole prerogative of the immortals and the deceased
who have gained heavenly worlds, and that they are not meant for ordinary

mortals?'.

heaven, his father Indra requests his help to fight the demons called Nivatakavacas, whom Arjuna
defeats riding on Indra’s same ratha.

20. Elsewhere, Indra is said to move about on a vimina, as for instance in MBh 1. 51. 9,
where he is helplessly drawn to King Janamejaya’s snake-sacrifice with Taksaka in his lap.

21. This supposition is corroborated by MBh 1. 57. 14, where Indra grants to a still living
king the exceptional boon to travel about on a celestial chariot:

tvam ekah sarvamartyesu vimanavaram asthitah /
carisyasy uparistho vai devo vigrahavin iva// MBh 1.57. 14 //

Among all mortals you alone shall stand upon a grand and sky-going chariot, and
indeed, you will ride there above, like a God come to flesh! (van Buitenen 1973, 131).
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Elsewhere, however, the Mahibhirata emphasises the similitude between
rathas and vimanas, especially — but not exclusively — in the war-books, where
battle-chariots are frequently compared to vimainas, and their owners to gods.
Thus, Karna, setting out for battle on his glorious ratha, is compared to the god
Indra standing on his vimana:

hutasanabhah sa hutasanaprabhe

subhah subhe vai svarathe dhanurdharah /

sthito rarajadhirachir maharathah

svayam vimane surarid iva sthitaly// MBh 7. 2.37¢ //

Blazing like fire, he was surrounded by fire; in his gleaming chariot (razha) he
gleamed, wielding his bow. Warrior of warriors, the son of Adhiratha stood
there and blazed, like the king of the gods in a car of the sky (vimana). (Pilikian
2006, 53, modified)*.

In a more pessimistic mood, comparisons between warriors falling from their
mounts and heavenly beings falling from their vimanas illustrate that victory in
the war is no more permanent than a sojourn on a vimana, which lasts only as
long as the merit gained in the previous life subsists, and is inexorably followed
by a fall back into the pristine lowly earthly condition:

hayasyandananigebhyah petur vira dvisaddhatah /
vimanebhyo yatha ksine punye svargasadas tathi// MBh 8.8.7 //

Struck by their enemies, the heroes fell from their horses, chariots and
elephants, like the inhabitants of heaven fall from their vimanas once their
merit is exhausted. (My transl.)?.

As we can see from this example and from other similar ones, the denizens of
heaven are said to fall directly from their vimanas once their merit is exhausted,
and not from heaven. It appears as if the vimainas served them not just as
conveyances, but as permanent abodes during their heavenly sojourn.

22. See also MBh 9. 13. 9.
23. Similarly, in MBh 9. 22. 86.
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4. Vimana as Heaven

In some examples of heavenly vimainas adduced above, we have already noticed
certain indices that make us suspect that these flying vimanas are sometimes more
than mere conveyances, but seem to serve as permanent places of sojourn in
heaven. There are other clearer instances of this trend - especially in the
Mahabhirata but also, to a lesser extent, in the Ramdyana — where the meaning
of the term vimana seems to overlap with that of svarga or diva (‘paradise’). Thus,
by semantic shift, this term comes to designate no longer merely the vehicle
which takes the deceased to paradise, but the heavenly abode itself**. For
instance, just before Rama slays the riksasa Khara, he tells him:

adya tvam nihatam banaih pasyantu paramarsayah /
nirayastham vimanastha ye tvaya himsitah puri// Rm 3.28.13 //

The supreme seers you killed in the past shall now look down upon you, they
in their aerial chariots and you, slain by my arrows, in hell. (Pollock-Goldman
1991, 146).

Here vimanastha (‘standing/residing on a vimina’) is juxtaposed to nirayastha
(‘standing/residing in hell’), as if vimanas were the ultimate destination of well-
doers, as opposed to hell, which is of course the final abode of evil-doers. In MBh
5.100. 15 we find a description of the Rasitala, the other-worldly abode of the
holy cow Surabhi, which is said to be an even more pleasant place to live in than
the world of Snakes, or paradise, or the vimana trivistapa —Indra’s heaven:

na nagaloke na svarge na vimane trivistape /

parivisah sukhas tidrg rasatalatale yatha // MBh 5. 100. 15 //

Neither in the world of the Snakes

Nor heaven or Indra’s paradise (vimane trivistape)

Is the living as easy as in

The World of Rasitala! (van Buitenen 1978, 391, modified).

The phrase vimane trivistape stands for the more usual trivistapa- (or
tripistapa-)diva. We see that here vimanais used as a perfect synonym for diva, or

24. We may note that this meaning of vimina as ‘heaven’ or at least ‘type of heaven’ is not
listed in the dictionaries.
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paradise. Similarly, in the following passage which lists the merits gained by
pilgrimages, the expression gavim vimine appears to be synonymous with gavim
loke, ‘in the world of cows’:

ye jiryante brahmacaryena vipra

brihmim vicam pariraksanti caiva/

manasvinas tirtha yatraparayanas

te tatra modanti gavim vimane // MBh 13. 105. 44 //

Those brahmins who grow old practising restraint and ever cultivate the sacred
word, who are wise and perform pilgrimages, they enjoy themselves there, in
the world of cows. (My transl.).

In its soteriological passages, most particularly in the Anusisanaparvan®, the
Mahabharata lists several means by which one can earn merit and consequently
gain heavenly vimanas. Pilgrimages are one of them, and descriptions of tirtha-
yatras (‘tours of holy fords’) enumerate the various sacred spots where one should
perform ablutions in order to obtain viminas — either as conveyances to reach
heaven, but sometimes also as permanent places of residence in heaven. The
equivalence between tirtha-yarrds and sacrifices — traditionally regarded as the
means par excellence to gain heaven — shows how the great epic is here trying to
establish various parallel, yet equally effective, ways of gaining punya in an age
where the performance of sacrifices was no longer acceptable in certain milieus.
In all the following examples, we see that the text does not mention the world
obtained by the virtuous person, but only the vimina — as if the latter had come
to represent heaven itself:

daksinam sindhum dsadya brahmacari jitendrivah /
agnistomam avipnot vimanam cadhirohari// MBh 3. 80.72 //

Carrying on to the Southern River, while remaining chaste and the master of
one’s senses, one obtains [the equivalence] of an agnistoma and ascends a
celestial chariot. (van Buitenen, 1975, 375, modified).

25. As Sutton remarks (2000, 87): «The subject of gaining admission into heaven is discussed
most exhaustively in the Anusisana and is a major theme of the teachings presented therein.
Different sections of the Anusisana give different pious acts that bring rewards in the afterlife
[c]>.

26. Similarly, in MBh 3. 82. 139; 3. 82. 143; 3. 83. 29.
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The gift of cows is another means by which a vimina can be obtained in the
afterlife, as in the following passage which enumerates the virtues of cows and
explains how they should be honoured:

gopradinarato yati bhittva jaladasamcayin /
vimanenarkavarnena divi rijan virajata// MBh 13.78.24 //

He who delights in giving away cows goes, splitting the multitudes of rain
clouds and shining in the sky, on a dazzling, gold-coloured vimana. (My
transl.).

Good deeds in general (punya-karman) can lead to the same result:

vimanesu vicitresu ramaniyesu bharata /
modante punyakarmano viharanto yasasvinah // MBh 13. 80. 28 //

O Bharata, those who performed good deeds enjoy themselves on charming
many-coloured vimanas, sporting about full of glory. (My transl.).

Fasting (upavasa) is one more way of obtaining a favourable destiny after death.
This topic is developed at length in MBh 13. 109-110”". These two chapters are
particularly interesting, because at first glance they seem to display obvious unity
and similarity in intent and content — explaining various fasts by means of which
one can obtain different heavens after death —, but upon closer inspection they
reveal some subtle differences. That these two sargas are not unitary seems also
confirmed by the fact that, at the beginning of 13. 110, Yudhisthira again asks
Bhisma to describe fasts, saying that «the grandfather has just explained
sacrifices, but please explain now how a poor man, unable to perform sacrifices,
can reach heaven», as if Bhisma had not just expounded on fasting at length in
13.109.

At the beginning of MBh 13. 109, Yudhisthira asks Bhisma to explain the
ways of fasting. Bhisma complies with his wish and enumerates various types of
fasts which always conclude with the final journey to heaven, mounted on a
vimana, of the person who has performed the fast. In chapter 13. 109, these
vimanas are mere vehicles or conveyances, which, for the sake of variation, are
said to be drawn by different species of beasts, and whose use seems restricted to

27. Due to these two sargas, the Anusisanaparvan is the book which contains the greatest
number of occurrences of vimanain the MBh.
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the journey from earth to heaven. Thus, we repeatedly find the phrase: ‘he goes
by means of a vimina and then enjoys himself in heaven’ (vimanena sa gacchati
[...] divi modate) (e.g. 13. 109. 45; 49; 52), with a clear distinction between
heaven itself and vimaina as the means to reach it. As in the case of pilgrimages,
the merits of fasting are always weighed against the merits of sacrifices, which,
“by default” so to say, appear as the method par excellence whereby one can earn
merit and consequently heaven.

In MBh 13. 110, fasting is presented specifically as an alternative means by
which the poor (daridra), who cannot afford to offer costly sacrifices, can reach
heaven (13. 110. 2-4). Bhisma enumerates various fasts, starting with fasts in
which one eats twice a day (morning and evening) and going on up to eating only
once a month. This practice is rewarded by increasingly long sojourns in various
heavenly worlds (/oka). What is especially interesting for our purpose in this long
enumeration (sazga 13. 110 contains no less than 137 verses) is that it always
contains a reference to the vimana which is attributed to the person who goes to
heaven. Whereas in MBh 13. 109 the vimdnas appear as mere means of
transportation (with emphasis on the various animals used to draw them), in
MBh 13. 110, they increasingly seem to be described as the permanent palatial
flying residences attributed to individual meritorious persons within the various
heavens of gods. These vimanas are drawn by a great variety of animals, but are
also sometimes said to be fashioned in the form of animals, especially Aamsas (see
eg MBh 13. 110. 12; 21: viminam hamsalaksanam), as if the actual draught
animal had become a mere decorative item®. These vimanas are furthermore said
to look like towns (nagarikire, MBh 13. 110. 126), a shape and size which is
certainly more suitable to a permanent residence than to a mere chariot. They are
filled with beautiful women who provide for sensual pleasures”, and with great
numbers of apsarases and gandharvas who take care of the musical
entertainment. Instead of the phrase ‘he goes on a viminz, we now find
expressions like ‘a man obtains a vimina (vimanam labhate narah: MBh
13.110.17; 37; 82), ‘he climbs on a vimina' (vimanam adhirohati: MBh 13. 110.
34; 67), ‘he will gain a vimana (vimanam sidhayer. MBh 13. 110. 43; 56), ‘he is
established on a choice vimana (vimanavaram asthitah: MBh 13. 110. 89; 92; 95;
109), ‘he lives on a vimana (vimane [..] vasati MBh 13. 110. 126-127).
Sometimes, a vimana is said to be established (pratisthira) in a particular heavenly

28. Admittedly, the expression Aamsalaksana is rather vague: ‘having the mark of a swan’ or
‘characterised by swans’ might also mean that they are drawn by them.
29. Not surprisingly, the people who enjoy these heavens are apparently all men!
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world, for instance in the world of Brahma: viminam |[..] brahmaloke
pratisthitam (MBh 13. 110. 52-54). Once, even gods like Siva and Brahma are
said to live in vimanas:

abhigacchen mahidevam vimanastham mahabalam /
svayambhuvam ca pasyeta vimanam samupasthitam // MBh 13. 110. 47 //

He will go to Mahadeva of great puissance, who resides on a vimana, and he
will see Svayambhi sojourning on a vimana. (My transl.).

We may note that in this long enumeration, the vimanas obtained after death by
the adepts of fasts are frequently given more prominence than the worlds they
reach, which are even completely omitted on a few occasions. By contrast, the
vimanas are often lavishly described. This is the case for the person who eats only
once a fortnight. We may quote this passage at length as an example. Here, there
is no mention of a heavenly world, but only of the vimaina obtained as a reward,
which clearly appears to be the ultimate abode itself:

yas tu pakse gate bhurikte ekabhaktam jitendriyah /

sada dvidasa masams tu juhvino jitavedasam /
rajasayasahasrasya phalam prapnoty anurtamam// 64 //
yanam drohate nityam hamsabarhinasevitam /
manimandalakais citram jatarapasamavytam // 65 //
divyabharanasobhabhir varascribhir alamkream /
ekastambham carurdviram saptabhaumam sumarigalam /
vaijayantisahasrais ca sobhitam gitanisvanaif // 66 //
divyam divyagunopetam vimanam adhirohati /
manimuktapravalais ca bhisitam vaidyutaprabham /
vased yugasahasram ca khadgakuiijaravihanah // MBh 13. 110. 64-67 //

He who eats only one meal at the end of every fortnight, keeping his senses
under control and constantly sacrificing to the fire for twelve months, obtains
an unsurpassable reward [equivalent to] a thousand rijasdya sacrifices. He
always rides a vehicle (yana)® attended by swans and peacocks, set with heaps
of precious stones, and plated with gold. He mounts a divine vimana endowed
with celestial qualities and graced with splendid women glittering with divine
ornaments. This (vimana) is highly auspicious, with one pillar, four gates and
seven storeys, embellished by thousands of banners and by the sounds of

30. We may assume that yanais used here as a synonym of vimana.

74



FroM PALACE TO HEAVEN: [/IMANA IN THE SANSKRIT EPICS

songs. It is decorated with gems, pearls and coral and shines like lightning. He
will live [on this vimana] for a thousand yugas, drawn by elephants and
rhinoceroses.” (My transl.).

We thus see that there is a gradual shift between sargas 13. 109 and 13. 110, from
vimana used as a chariot-like flying conveyance to go from earth to heaven, to
vimana becoming the palatial or even town-like permanent residence of heaven-
dwellers. The vimanas come to resemble individual capsule-like heavens floating
in the sky within the perimeter of the heavenly worlds of the gods, somewhat like
smaller intergalactic vessels surrounding a mother-spaceship — if we may be
allowed this comparison borrowed from the realm of science-fiction.

As we see, this passage from the Anusisanaparvan insists on the luxury of
the vimanas obtained in the next world and describes them with a wealth of
detail and an enumeration of costly and luxurious materials which evoke an
irresistible picture of paradisiacal wealth and beauty. Such descriptions were
probably meant to dazzle and attract the poor — whom we must imagine as living
in squalor forming a radical contrast to the fabulous worlds described here — and
encourage them to behave meritoriously in the manner prescribed by the text in
order to reach a more pleasant state of being in the afterlife. Thus, these
descriptions of heavenly vimanas are essentially used in a pravreei world-view™,
which sets forth paradise — and not liberation — as the ultimate goal.

In all these points, the term vimina as it is used in MBh 13. 110 cannot fail
to remind us of vimanas as they are described in the Vimanavarthu, or “The
Stories about Vimanas’, a Pili Buddhist Canonical text belonging to the
Khuddakanikiya of the Surtapitaka. The Vimanavarthuis composed in verse and
contains 83 edifying stories showing how a simple meritorious deed can be
rewarded by heavenly pleasures on vimanas, described as mobile mini-paradises,
comprising palaces, gardens, ponds, etc. In her introduction to the first English
translation of this text, the editor, Mrs Rhys Davids (1942, vi) remarks that: «
“Vimana” is hard to render well. It is a Sanskrit, not a Pili word». The word may
be Sanskrit, but the concept of vimaina as a mini-heaven such as it appears in the
Pali Vimanavarthu may in turn have influenced the Anusisana’s representation
of the same. But this topic deserves further investigation, especially into the
relative dates of the two texts.

31. We remember Mudgala’s decided rejection of the same in a passage extolling the nsvreei
world-view.
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S. Conclusions

Drawing from the observations we have made so far, we can posit the following
hypothesis as to the development of the concept of vimainain the epics:
— vimana first designates a palace, a building of some size and luxury, which has
to be built according to precise measurements (the first signification of the term
vimana).
— From the very time when palaces started to be built, people must have started
to imagine that the gods too inhabit similar buildings in paradise®™, only on an
even grander and more magnificent scale, looking like flying towns built of
palaces. Perhaps the sight of cities built on elevations and seeming to float in the
sky may have helped to give rise to the notion of celestial vimanas in heaven.
— Since the gods’ palaces were of course up in the air, and therefore not rooted to
the ground, it must have followed that they could move about and need not be
fixed to a given point in the atmosphere.
— To allow them to travel in the sky or to come down to earth, the vimdnas were
imagined to be drawn through the air by various beasts — in this, resembling the
Vedic gods’ rathas, only looking more like mobile palaces or towns, not like
chariots.
- Since not only the gods, but also newly deceased meritorious people were
imagined as using vimainas to go up to their final abode, the name of the
conveyance used to reach paradise gradually came to designate, by semantic shift,
paradise itself, or at least one particular type of individual mini-heaven,
sometimes located within the sphere of a given divine world.

Heaven is in the image of a well-measured palace.

32. We have seen that it is not really possible to assign an earlier date to either the meaning of
‘palace’ or ‘flying structure’ in the epics.
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