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MAHABHARATA

An Epic - APoet's Fancy or a Historical Reality :
: -N.K. Chowdhary
i "Armies that have guided Missiles and Rockets do not move
i on Horse driven chariots" Makes sense.
"Kurukshetra and Hastinapur are still on the geographical map.
i That s certain.
i Both arguments seem valid prima facie.
£ So where does the truth lie.
: Is the epic Mahabharata just Ved Vyasa's poetic fancy or
i Mahabharata is a historical reality? Are there any archeologi-
cal evidences to support the existence reality? Are there any :
. archeological evidences to support the existence of palaces ' '
2 in the kingdom of Kuru? :
¥ Where does Truth lie in these two contradictory versions?
£ The hardliners argue that matters of faith cannot be and should :

i not be evaluated on the strength of logic or reasoning. ’
i The rationalists say why not? i
The idea behind this article is to strengthen the teaching con- i
i tained in the Epic, specially the part Bhagwat Geeta by pre-
senting evidence that Mahabharata did happen and its not
: just fiction all the way.
i Let us go back to the real nature of Tride as started in the
£ Rigveda.
: "There is only one Truth but the wise men interpret it differently.” %:
¥ Itis not unusual that a number of additions get mixed up with :
2 original texts over the centuries. These additiona often give i
% strength to the central idea of the text. In some cases these
X are used by people with vested interests to make adverse |
comments. Let us examine. Mahabharata on these param- :
eters. We start from the basic fact that the original poem Jaya
had just 8800 verses. In the next phase it became Bharata :
with 24,000 slokas. Finally there was the Mahabharata with
100,000 stanzas. It is not known what the length of the poem
was before Jaya came to light. It could have started with an
i even smaller number.
We all know of Ramayana as an epic that nhow have more
% than one version. In some cases the additions made to the
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original text have materially changed the character of the clas-
¥ sic work... While most events have been retained, their per-
spective have been given strange and in some cases unique
i interpretations. Let us examine the events that find mention in :
: the Mahabharta and are corroborated by archaelogical and
. historical evidences.
i Places (like Kurukshetra or Hastinapur) find mention in the
text of Mahabharata. Besides these, there are many more sites
X that are associated with the epic only by local tradition.
: The Archaeological Survey of India carried out excavations at
around forty such sites. Deep excavations revealed that around
% 1000 B.C all these sites shared a common material culture. %:
: The one discovery common to all these excavated sites was
% that of Painted Grey Ware.
Specimens of Painted Grey Ware can be seen at the National !
i Museaum on Janpath in New Delhi. The pottery is simple yet
superb. Itis almost translucent being almost as thin as an egg
i shell. The bowls are elliptical in shape and have abstract pat- :
i terns covering their surface. :
: This evidence however does not conclusively establish the
. historical accuracy of Mahabharata. It does however establish
i that at one time all these sites did have a common materialitic
i culture. The evidence is just circumstantial but there is further
i supporting evidence that needs to be taken into account.
. It is mentioned in Mahabharata that many generations after ¥:
¥ the battle at Kurukshetra, Hastinapur was abandoned having
been flooded by Ganga. The people of Hastinapur migrated to :
i Kausambi. ;
% This narrative is supported by archaelogical evidence. Exca-
vation at Hastinapur yeilded a lot of Painted Grey Ware on one :
side of the mound. ;
However nothing was found on the side facing the river. The
one explanation for this could be that half the site was swept
away in the Ganga flood. The site that had escaped the fury of
the floods alone had some surviving Painted Grey Ware re-
. mains.
% Remains of habitation material were also found in the ancient
% bed of the Ganga at that site during excavations by the Ar
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¥ chaeological Survey. These findings conclusively establish that
the Ganga floods and the migration of residents as mentioned
i in Mahabharata are historical reality. :
i Further confirmation of the stated migration to Kausambi has
i been provided by archaeological findings at Kausambi. Speci-
i mens of Painted Grey Ware that was characteristic of
Hastinapur before were discovered at Kausambi (near
i Allahabad).
i Another site that finds mention in Mahabharta is Indraprastha.
% Painted Grey Ware has also been collected from places near
X the river Yamuna where we now have the zoo and
¥ Sundarnagar. :
All that this Archaeological evidence supports is the existence i
of an era of Painted Grey Ware. Iron and copper implements
¥ have been found at Hastinapur. Glass ornaments and wheel
o turned pottery have also been found. Alittle more about archi-
. tecture and other aesthetics discovered at Mahabharata sites.
i Civilizations where Painted Grey Ware has been discovered
i are known to have mud-brick walls and some kiln fired brick :
i structures. No majestic buildings or palaces as we find de-
i scribed in the epic.No traces or ruminants of glass walls that
i Duryodhan could not make out or the Shellac house have been
. discovered at sites associated with Painted Grey Ware.
X The figures on the pottery are just geometric and floral de-
: signs in monocolor. There are no human figures.
¥ Given the contradictions between the narrative and the ar- :
% chaeological evidence in respect of the events, itis surprising
that the epic continues to be not only read but also revered by
% millions of Hindus all over the world. It is not that there are no
rationalists among the patrons of the great epic. j
There are some very valid reasons why the epic has remained
popular over the centuries all over the world. The Bhagwat
Geeta which forms part of Mahabharta is held in respectas a
book of spirituality and philosophy by scholars irrespective of
their religious faith.
i One possible reason for the popularity of the epic is that it is a
5 : super mart of human characters of varying shades, of virtues
and vices, of situations with which we are all familiar. and of ex
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periences that we all come across in our every day life. Ved VWasa’s
wisdom lies in the fact that in the epic he has created alomost :
every conceivable situation and a human character symbolizing :
every human weakness or virtue.
In the long story there are children born out of wedlock. We
have them in our present day society too. But in epic, they get
social acceptance as Surya Putra or Ganga putra. There is
Dhritrashtra, a noble soul but blinded by love for his own son. A
typical case of nepotism when he does not act against evil as
the act is being carried on by his son. Dharmaraj cannot speak
against injustice when it is being inflicted by his supporter.
Karna stands by Duryodhan even when he is on the wrong if:
side of morality. Even his mother Kunti had disowned Karna i
during the Tournament. Duryodhan had stood by Karna and
gave him royal status a condition to participate in the tourna- :
ment. Karna’s association with the Kauravas is a typical case
of loyalty to a friend who stands up in crisis moments.
These and innumerable similar instances enable us to identify :
ourselves with the characters in the drama. :
In the real world we have around us people of all dispositions.
Similar is the case in the epic. There is Karna symbolizing
charity at its best. Also there is Shakuni symbolizing trickery
and cheating at its worst. There is polygamy as also polyan-
dry. There is the most dutiful and meek wife Gandhari who
refuses sight just because her husband is devoid of it. On the i:
other hand there is Draupadi who would not rest till the entire i
clan of Kauravas who dishonored her is eliminated. O}
Every reader has the option to draw his own conclusions from
the events and characters in Mahabharata. Krishna is the :
Jagadguru. He is also the one who does not mind when
Duryodhan on the other side of the battle lines in hit below the
belt much against rules of Dharmayuddh. In Bhagwat Geeta :
his message is "Actoin is the duty-Reward is not thy concern."
But in real life situations his message is "When it is war, the
important thing is to win."

So many characters on the Kaurav side were killed in the battle
in violation of the accepted rules. Krishna never stopped them
even though according to him it was a Dharamyuddh. He had
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'his own justifications for those violations. The teachings and the
moral that one can draw from the events in the epic are open to
multiple interpretations. There is unlimited choice and this accounts
for the immense popularity of the epic.

As on today, the Mahabharata of Ved Vyasa is so different from
that of the Archaeologists and the Historians. But that does not
prove that Mahabharata is all fiction.

The knowledge and resources at our disposal for archaeologi-
cal investigations are not perfect. Carbon dating or counting
rings on tree stems can provide us some information about the
age of an archaeological find. But no one can say for certain
that available knowledge can provide information about materi-
als that existed thousands of years ago and may have under-
gone chemical or physical changes beyond recognition by
archaelogists.

There is one more factor that has to be accounted for before
any verdict is passed for or against Mahabharata being a Mytho-
logical tale or a historical reality.

Instruments that are good enough for experimenting with light within
the spectrum range would not be relevant where infra red radia-
tions are to be studied. Similarly what the faithful believes in is well
above physical existence. Material Scientific instruments are in-
capable of measuring what is essentially Para—physical.

At one time Khulja Sim Sim was just a tale from the Arabian nights.
We now have sound responsive doors. That is a reality what was
at one time just a story tellers imagination.

The rationalist has many arguments to bunk what goes in the
name of Mahabharata. But the faithfuls have no use for all that.
When the epic Mahabharata was serialized on TV, streets used
to be empty. Some among highly educated started their day
after the serial. Many others would have a bath before facing
the serial. So both the rationalist and the faithful have their way.
May be future excavations reveal some other facts about the
Mahabharata era and establish greater congruence between
the two versions.

Till then let the scientists refine their tools to interpret the past
while the faithfuls rejoice in the wonderful stories that have en-
tertained generations of Hindus all over the world.

C2A/211 Janakpuri,
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Oh God Almightly destroyer of evil in the world May You not
cause suffering to our sons and daughters and grand children.
You May not do any harm to our lives and to the lives of our
cows and horses. May You not out of anger deprive us do our
valorous men. Oh God possessing wealth earned through right
means and doing pious deeds, we shall constantly invoke You.
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