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AGRICULTURAL CEREMONIES IN
ANCIENT INDIA

- Dr. Remya K.P

There are innumerable references pertaining to Agronomy,
‘Agriculture and other aspects of Agricultural Sciences found in Vedas,
Epics, Purapas and various other Scriptures. Apart from these, there
available a range of significant descriptions provided on these and
related topics in Kalpasitra (in a portion of Srautasitram, there is
karmakandam in which agriculture is described), in Dharmasiitra and
in Arthasastra and a host of other texts. Of these, Krsiparasara and
Kasyapiyakrsisikti are two books in Sanskrit, which are totally
dedicated to agricultural science. Krsiparasara is an early Sanskrit Text
on Agriculture and has provided detailed account of agricultural
ceremonies prevailing during that period. Krsiparasara is, in a way, an
encyclopedia of Agriculture of olden times. This book includes
descriptions of various celebrations performed by farmers at different

stages of agriculture, their livelihood.

Though there is no consensus related to the date of
Krsiparasara, the period near about 1st century CE draws support from
many scholars and hence more or less an accepted time of its origin.

Cattle Festival

As mentioned above, the rsi Parasara’s great work expounds
then prevalent ceremonies and ritualistic practices apropos to the
vocation of agriculture and among them was the sacred worship of
Gomata, the Cow, enjoying a pride of place. This is not surprising as
the contribution of cattle in the life of farmers was multifarious affecting
and influencing not just the farming activities, but also the life of a
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farmer in general. In simple terms, cow was an essential constituent in

the wellbeing of the agricultural economy. That explains as well as
justifies the sacred place bestowed upon the Cow in India and

especially by the agricultural community.

The first of the ceremonies narrated in Krsiparasara, the ancient

text on agriculture is the cattle festival, related to ti:e sacred worship of
& P

cows. The book discusses the cattle festival in quite a detail. After
ornamenting the cattle, herdsmen guide them through the whole

village. It was believed that the journey of this cattle had been for
eradicating all the inauspicious aspects. People in those period had

revered and respected the cattle and considered them to be godlike.

This festival was celebrated on the first day of Krttika (during
November in Julian calendar). After decking up the cattle oil and
turmeric paste would be applied on their horns and ridges before tying
up Syamalata (black creepers) on their horns. Later special worship of
cattle would be performed. Syamalata is a wood creeper. The plant has
been used traditionally for the treatment of many diseases The plant
shows as an antiseptic against burning and bruises. "The leaves of the
creeper are rusty red and the red colour has always been considered
auspicious in the Vedic civilization (Nene Y.L, 1999: 87). Black

creeper had its own importance in cattle festival as it was used as an
antiseptic and they believed the best herbal or medicine which should

use in auspicious occasions.

After performing the Goplja (Worshipping of cows), and
applying Chandanam (Sandal) and Kumkumam (Saffron) in their body,
the herdsman would lead one of the dominant cattle among them
across the village, while carrying a stick in his hand and with the

of music and drums. Then they make sure that all

oil and turmeric on the cattle. To identify and to tame
n cattle’s body with a heavy

accompaniment

herdsmen apply
the cattle herdsmen would mark a sign o

hot metal (K.P. 100 103).
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By applying oil and turmeric on their horns and ridges, the
animals feel relief from body pain, fatigue and bruises that they are
regularly inflicted upon, from their farm related work, especially at the
time of ploughing Yoke bruises might appear at the ridge and their
potential for developing into and forming wounds was high. It was
good to apply oil on horn to make their skin more flexible. By doing

this the chance of getting bruises with the Yoke would be reduced.
Cattle worship was a kind of providing health protection for the cattle,
especially to the hardworking farm animals. Krsiparasara has

mentioned this fact while describing cattle festival —
wat: e G JaedT AR
ArTefafatithT aude T WIE: (K.P 0?)

Token Harvest

Token harvest was a sacred ritualistic ceremony where a crop of
two and half fistful of grain stalks was ceremoniously reaped before the
regular harvest. After purifying himself and with prayers in his heart
and lips, the farmer would carry this sheaf of grain stalks on an
auspicious day to the family granary or the central room in the home.
This ceremony is conducted in the Month of Margasirsa, a month of
the Hindu calendar. In India’s national civil calendar Margasirsa falls
in December - January. At the outset of this important ceremony, the
farmer would stand on a spot at the north-east corner of his farm, and
with heartfelt prayers, perform flower offering along with sandal paste

to the full-grown crops. After that a quantity of two and half fistful of
grain stalks is cropped and the farmer walk silently to home carrying

the same bundled into a sheaf on his head. The farmer is strictly not
allowed to touch any other objects in his journey back home. When
he reached the main store room, he had to walk seven steps and had
to place the harvested sheaf of grain stalks in the eastern direction and

then do the ritualistic worship (K.P. 206-209).
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The author Parasaran reminds the cultivators that only through
such worships and ceremonies, would achieve good harvest during
Margasirsa. The author describes the best and the worst days to
perform this ritual (K.P. 210-213). According to Nene Y.L., this

ceremony is regularly seen in rice crop harvesting. Niraputtari of South
Kerala is somewhat similar to this. First harvesting is a ritualistic
celebration in North Kerala too, which is called kangani. if sawn in the

month of Vaisakham by MargaSirsam the grain will be ready for
harvesting.

Threshing Pillar Planting Ceremony

Rsi Parasaran says the installation of the Threshing— Pillar

(Medhi) must be carried out during a carefully chosen auspicious
moment, as it was considered to be a very sublime act.

The Threshing Pillar should be positioned in a leveled floor
pasted with cow-dung during the month of Margasirsa. When the Sun
is in the Zodiac house of Scorpio, it should be given a feminine name.
The better quality of the Threshing Pillar will provide farmers higher
riches and increased prosperity. Milky trees such as Nyagrodha,
Saptaparna, Gambhari, Salmali, Audumbari wood are used for
Threshing Pillar (KP.214-216). The milky trees are used for propitiating
ritual offerings as they represent wellbeing. ‘If a Milky tree is
unavailable, trees of feminine names should be used. The Threshing

Pillar that is used as flag post should be protected by Neem and
mustard. Coating the Threshing Pillar with straw and offering with
karkataka, sandal paste and flowers would bring prosperity’ (KP. 217).

Threshing Pillar as elucidated above. Planting of threshing

Threshing should be started after offering a puja to the pillar should not
be done in Pausam (January) as well as in the evil days such as Sunday,

Tuesday and Saturday. Installation of Threshing Pillar in Margasirsa
provides prosperity and in the month of Pausa will cause decline of

bk Jimalaiall 4



wealth. The trees such as kapitha, bilvatrinaraja, bamboo should not
be used for Threshing Pillar by those who desire prosperity and
wellbeing.
The Pusyayatra Festival i

Pusyayatra is a beautiful and the best pre harvest festival.
Krsiparasara has discussed Pusyayatra in great detail (K.P.221-236).
This festival enjoyed great importance during the ancient period,
represented in the book.

Agriculturalists and farm hands were summoned to the farm by
the farmers on an auspicious day of Jan Pausam (~ January). All the
farmers used to invite each other and celebrate the festival. Parasaran
has also described the feast served to the invited guests during these
festivals. The following were some of the common dishes that were
served for such festive feasts.

Rice, spicy Non-Vegetarian Curry, Vegetarian dishes with added
pepper, ghee, milk, Payasam and Panakam (mix of Jaggery, lemon, dry
ginger etc.)> were included. Different types of fruits, tuber were served
on a banana leaf according to the desires of the guests, irrespective of
their age.?

After the sumptuous feast gets over, a scent made of sandal,

camphor, saffron and musk would be respectfully offered to the guests.
They then happily apply this perfume on each other and have much

fun. In addition to this, betel leaves mixed with a variety of spices

would be provided to the guests to enjoy the chew. At the end, after
worshiping the Lord Indra, the presiding deity of agriculture and
wearing garlands they would enjoy themselves with music, band and

dance.

By holding their hands together in this joyful moment, the

farmers would conduct Namaskara to Aditya (Sun God) for providing
with the best crop. Then they pray Mother Laksmi, the Goddess of
Prosperity for the wellbeing of their families, cattle and the village.*
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After the prayer the guests return to their home. Parasaran
specified that everyone must practice and perform "Pusyayatra" for the

wellbeing of human as well as flora and fauna and to avoid all the
hindrances (K.P. 234). If wealthy people tried to avoid Pusyayatra, he
would be suffered a lot by losing happiness and peace (K.P. 236).

Farmers celebrate the festival with gusto and happiness and
enjoy themselves by dancing, singing, and giving a fantabulous feast

to all, irrespective of caste, colour and gender. They declared to the
whole world by holding their hands together that Harvest was a symbol

of brotherhood and equality. During the prayers farmers would never
forget to apologize for all the sinful actions caused knowingly or

unknowingly by their words or deeds. In short the festival of Pusyayatra
is effectively a festival of friendship.

Through the passage of time importance of Pusyayatra was
reduced compared to the other festivals mentioned by Parasara.

Nevertheless, there is a host of different Pre harvesting festivals are still
existing in India. Onam, Vishu, Makarasamkranti, Baisakhi etc., are
some of such Harvest festivals in India. However, they are not
celebrated concurrently, but in different seasons.

End Notes
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