Mudra Tradition of Vedic Recitation in Kerala

Introduction
Learning the Vedas with the movements of hands has been considered as the proper way of

pedagogy. Paniniya $iksa explains this idea as follows -

Al Ioo o ATATT gEAgIaTel I: 9 |
3Tl STEAUTEATdCITdr ol fdec il FaRH ||

( ITTOTSIATRASTT - 9%, 99)

These verses exihibit the importance of hand in the learning process of the Vedas. All Vedas -

thﬁ - should be studied with the accompaniment of hand gestures and accents. One who

studies the Vedas without these will burn himself according to Paniniya $iksa, causing irrepearable
damage to the quinte essential essense of the Vedas.

Indian tradition and culture are deeply influenced by the principles and practice of mudras in
divergent areas like performing art, dance and so on.

From time immemmorial, hasta mudras have been used by Kerala Brahmins — Nambutiris - in the
Vedic recitation. The function of hastamudras are avoid ambiguity in reciting Samhitapatha. Mover over
a pupil of the Vedas, who is normally a child of ten or eleven years age, may not be aware of Sanskrit
grammar and its usages. When he is taught the Vedas, accompanied by hastamudras, the Samhitapatha
and Padapata will become much clearer and more intelligible. Ambiguity in accentuation is also

classified with the help of hastamudras. For e.g., :- in the samhita portion -

“ 3TSIST E(IFFﬂT gfa# ” the word 37SiINT may be dirghavisarga or dirghanta. Here the meaning of the hymn is

not taught to the pupil at that age. For dirghavisarga and dirghanta, different mudras are used. Hence
the problem can be solved with the help of hastamudras: i.e., the ambiguity in the knowledge of correct
word can be solved

Hastamudras help to clear many doubts that might erise, when there is a change in the study of

Samhitapatha and Padapatha.

Some words like & T, f&uTaf and so on under go a change in their forms while studying Samhitapatha

and Padapatha. These changes are explained with the help of hastamudras.
Origin of Hastamudras

There is no documentary evidence with regard to the origin of the hastamudras. Dr.Mannur
Jatavedan Nambuthiri, an authority in the Vedas, remarks about the origin in his article published in
Bhaktapriya. While roughly translated to English, it goes as follows :

“ It is said that it was the sage Parasurama who lead the formation for the customs and rituals
(non- rituals) of Kerala Nambutiris, while it was Sankaracarya who reformed them. Legend has it that it

was the sage Vaikhanasa, who lead by sage Parasurama, formulated the Kerala style of chanting of



Japasvara and Matrasvara in udatta and anudatta accents.

Prof.Frits Staal opies about the origin of hastamudra -

“ A Nambuthiri tradition ascribes their invention to Ravana. Nothing is known of their history, however,
and it is uncertain whether Vedic mudras are older than any of others.”

Sri.P.M.Damodaran Nambutirippad in his book Vedavikrtivivaranam, quotes from the text Madhusiksa of
Madhusudanasuri, thus -

HaTaT Higl T8 IGUTS J [aoT: |
STHSTHRY: he YT, STl eATTeRardd ||
In this verse, the authorities of Samhita and other Vedavikrtis like kramam, jata etc., are
illustrated. Here padapatha is attributed to Ravana. In the commentary of the same verse

Sri.P.M.Damodaran Nambutirippad says that the hastamudra tradition is also explained by Ravana.
The views of all these scholars help us to conclude that - Ravana's authority of padapatha

confirms the legend that Ravana is the authority of hastamudras. Because in the Rgveda tradition of
Kerala, hastamudras represent padapatha, not samhitapatha.
Hastamudras - A General View :-
Three systems of Vedic recitations are prevelant in Kerala -
1. Sakala recension of Rgveda.
2. Taittariya recension of Krsnayajurveda.
3. Jaiminilya recension of Samaveda.

Among these three systems, Rgvedic recitation of Keral has occupied a well-established
methadology of hastamudras. In Rgveda, hastamudras are used to represent sounds, accents and
lengthening of syllables. Yajurveda chanting accepted the mudras of Rgveda to a great extend, or
Yajurvedins accepted only some features of hastamudras of Rgveda to recite and to teach. Aaprt from
these two systems of chanting, Samaveda uses hand gestures or movements to represent accents and
their matras. In the Samaveda chanting the forearm is fully made use of .

The Tamil Brahmins of Koduntarappilli village in Palakkad District in Kerala state have a distinct style of
Jaiminiya Sama chanting, though basically rooted in Tamil culture. I have there fore included in my
presentation, various aspects of this style also.

Hastamudras in Rgveda

According to Dr. Mannur Jatavedan Nambuthiri, there are about 30 types of hastamudras in

Rgveda. In Rgveda tradition, some mudras are named based on the mantras of the syllables - For e.g. :-

While others are pronunciation-related or named based on the place of articulation, such as - 3#%?&313\'[,

H‘\ﬁrzlﬂ:laal | Some are named after the letter itself - such as - 3TPRHCT, TPRHALT |

[ have tried to put in order these Mudras on the basis of order of syllables.

Staal has given a detailed description of the hastamudras as Rgveda in his AGNI, which is as follows-



LIST OF RGVEDA MUDRAS

1.Hrasvamudra : Mudra for short (hrasva ) syllables.

All fingers are extended in all joints and all fingers except the thumb are in apposition with each other.
EXAMPLES : Devay3, asavi, gayata.

The position of the hand is supine, i.e.,, with the palm up, for sarvanudatta ( a sequence of anudatta
accents, e.g., gayata), and prone, ie., with the palm down, for pracaya (e.g., asavi).
There are ten exceptions, viz., case where the syllable is short but where other mudras are used:
murdhanya, ghosa, dirghavisarga, udatta, tithi, si, ukara, svarapurvakatakdara, hrasvavisarga and
prathamanta.

This is hamsapaksa in Kathakali.

2.Akaramudra : Mudra for all syllabes ending in a. The ring finger is flexed at the
metacarpophalangeal joint. All other joints are extended. Hand is in pronation.

EXAMPLES : 3, vrsa, manasa.

This is pataka in Kathakali.

3.Talavyadirghamudra Mudra for long, palatal ( talavya ) vowels, viz.,, 1 and €&, unless they
follow retrofelx consonants ( viz., ta, tha, da, dha,na, sa, la).

Ring, middle and index fingers are flexed at metacarpophalangeal and first interphalangeal joints; thumb
rests on the outer surface of the middle phalanx of the index finger. The little finger is extended in all
joints.

EXAMPLES : havamahe, dadhati, urvi, are.

This is bana in Kathakali.

4.Aikaramudra : Mudra for ai.

Same as talavyadirghamudra, but with rotating movement of the tip of the little finger.

EXAMPLES : etavai, yajadhyai.

5.0sthyadirghamudra : Mudra for long, labial ( osthya ) vowels, viz., G, 0, and au.

Same as ukaramudra, but the little finger is also in apposition with the others.

EXAMPLES : vasi, vaso, indo, ubhau.

This is mukula in Kathakali.

6.Ukaramudra : Mudra for syllabels ending in -u.

Ring, middle and index fingers flexed at metacarpophaangeal joints and kept in apposition ; tip of the
thumb rests upon the inner surface of the tip of the index finger. All other joints are extended. Hand is in
pronation.

EXAMPLE : krnu, vidu, vilu, apsu, susthu ( RV 8.22.18 ).



This is kartarimukha in Kathakali.

7.Anusvaramudra : Mudra for short anusvara.

Ring, middle and index fingers flexed at metacarpophalangeal and first interphalangeal joints, extended
at last interphalangeal joints. Thumb rests on the outer durface of the middle phalanges of the middle
and index fingers. Little finger is extended at the metacarpophalangeal, and flexed at all other joints.
Hand is in semipronaton.

EXAMPLES : tam, devam, agnim, purohitam, vibhum (RV 6.15.8 ).

This is musti in Kathakali.

8.Dirghanusvaaramudra : Mudra for long anusvara.

Anusvaramudra in pron position.

EXAMPLES : nasatyabhyam, gacchatam, urvim.

9.Hrasvavisargamudra : Mudra for short syllables ending in visarga.

Tip of the index and thumb are kept in apposition, forming a ring that is opened at the sounding of the
visarga.

EXAMPLES : sah, agnih, divah, viprebhih.

This is mudrakhya in Kathakali.

10.Dirghavisargamudra : Mudra for long ( dirgha) syllables ending in visarga ( h ), and for
syllables ending in -na and -ni. Little, ring, and middle fingers flexed at metacarpophalangeal and first
interphalangeal joints, while the thumb rest on the outer surface of the middle phalanx of the ring and
middle fingers. Hand is in pronation, except for sarvanudatta, where it is in supination.

EXAMPLES : devah, tayoh,bahvih, devih, ratnani, ahani, dhattana.

If the visarga is preceded by ai or au, the index finger is moved slightly up and down.

EXAMPLES : devaih, gauh.

This is sucimukha in Kadhakali.

11.Prathamantamudra Mudra for syllables ending in “first” ( prathama) consonants, viz., -k
and -t, or ending in -t immediately preceded by r. Same as akaramudra , but with the tip of the thumb
touching the root of the ring finger.

EXAMPLES : samrat, vit, arvak, bat, avart ( RV 7.59.4 ).

12.Ghosamudra : Mudra for unaspirated consonants with voice ( ghosa ), viz., gha, jha,
dha, dha, bha and ha.

All joints extended except metacarpophalangeal joints of little, ring and middle fingers, which are flexed.
Hand in semipronation.

EXAMPLES : gha, adhi, tastambha, abhi, nahi.

This mudra is also used when the padapatha is aspirated, though the samhitapatha is unaspirated, e.g.,
daksat, padapatha : dhaksat ; juguksatah ( RV 8.31.7 ), padapatha : jughuksatah.
13.Svarapiurvaka-takaramdra: Mudra for syllables ending in -t ( takara ) preceded by a vowel ( svara ).

Index finger flexed at the metacarpophalangeal joint ; tips of index and thumb kept in apposition. Al



other joints extended.

EXAMPLES : at, tat, yat.

If the preceding vowel is short, the hand is in supination, e.g., tat, yat.

If the preceding vowel is long, the hand is in pronation, e.g., at.

15.Mirdhanyamudra : Mudra for retroflex ( mirdhanya ) consonants, viz., ta, tha, da, dha, na,
sa and la followed by short vowel or e. Ring finger flexed at metacarpophalangeal joint and first
interphalangeal joint, extended at last interphalangeal joint; all other fingers extended and separated
from each other. Hand in supination.

EXAMPLES : prna, raksa, trini, aila ( RV 10.95.18-1 ), kane ( RV 10.155.1 ), vikate ( RV 10.155.1 ) paprkse,
ile.

The same mudra is used for syllables ending sya or sva, unless they are accented with svarita, e.g.,
urusya, krnusva

For syllables ending in sya or sva and marked with svarita, the hrasvamudra is used, e.g., amusya.
16.Tithimudra or timudra: Mudra for syllables ending i -ti and -thi. Ring and middle fingers kept
in appositin, flexed at the metacarpophalangeal joints andextended at other joints ; tip of the thumb
resting on the tip of the ring and middle fingers at their inner surface. Other fingers are extended.
EXAMPLES : iti, patanti, pathi.

This is mrgasirsa in Kathakali.

17.Udattamudra mudra for sillables with udatta accent. Thumb extended, all other fingers at
metacarpophalangeal and first interphalangeal while the last interphalangeal joints are kept extended.
Hand in supination.

EXAMPLES : uta, vi, adya, pra.

16.Nakaramudra : Mudra for n.

Index finger flexed at meacarpophalangeal joint with distal phalanx of the thumb resting on the outer
surface of the first phalanx of the index. All other fingers extended.

EXAMPLES : mahan, kavin, arhan, devan.

17.Nakaramudra Mudra for n and n.

Middle finger flexed at metacapophlangeal joint, the tip of the thumb touching its first interphalangeal
joint at its inner surface.

EXAMPLES : pratyan, aksan (vantah, RV 10.9.7 )

20.Akarasucakamudra Mudra for initial a in doubtful situations. Same as dirghavisargamudra
for ai and au, with the index finger moving up and down ( viz., aikaravisargamudra ).

EXAMPLES : gopamaguh ( RV 10.61.10 ) with padapatha : gopam / a / ahuh /, notgopam /a / guh /
vidharmanayatraih ( RV 10.46.6 ) with padapatha : vidharmana / ayantriah /, not vidharmana / yantraih
/

utahah ( RV 10.137.1 ) with padapatha: uta / agah /, not uta / agah / or uta / gah /

This mudra is also used in order to distinguish some other cases where the sandhi is similarly doubtful :



naijan ( RV 1.63.1 ), padapatha : na / aijan /, notna / ejan /
apauhat ( RV 10.61.5 ), padapatha : apa / auhat /, not ohat /
usasam ivetayah ( RV 10.91.4 ), padapatha : usasam iva / etayah /, but not usasam iva / itayah /, or /
itayah /
yathohise ( RV 8.5.3 ), padapatha : yatha / ohise /. The expected from in the samhita is yathauhise, since
yathohise would correspond to yatha / uhise /, or thise /
21.Mudra for repha, vikara, prakrti and utpatti.
Same as svarapurvakatakaramudra, but with a “pin-rolling” movement between the tips of the thumb
and index finger.
EXAMPLES : repha : punah, padapatha : punar iti /
antah, padapatha : antar iti /
vikara : dudhyah ( RV 10.44.7 ), padapatha : duh'dhyah //
vrsapanasah ( RV 1.139.6 ), padapatha : vrsa'panasah /
sisasati ( RV 1.133.7, etc. ), padapatha : sisasati /
prakrti : inital gh, d, dh, n, r, s or s may be due to sandhi or may be original :
srug ghrtavati ( RV 6.11.5 ), padapatha : sruk / ghrtavati /, not / hrtavati /
udyam, padapatha: ut / dyam /, not / yam /
tasminnrmnam ( RV 1.80.15 ), padapatha : nrmnam, not rmnam
arusi rathe ( RV 1.14.12 ), padapatha : rathe, not athe
madhvah Scotani ( RV 4.50.3 ), padapat.ha : $cotanti, not cotanti
mahaddhanam, padapatha : mahat / dhanam, not : hanam
utpatti : when a sound is added in the padapatha :
cit kambhanena ( RV 10.11.5 ), padapat.ha : cit / skambhanena
22.Vikaranisedhamudra : mudra used when an expected modification following a modification
from retroflex to dental as marked by vikaramudra does not take place.!
Same as mirdhanyamudra, but intex finger moves slightly up and down.
EXAMPLES : pranesat ( RV 2.20.3 ), padapat.ha : nesat, not nesat.
Similarly, parisicyamanah ( RV 9.68.10 ).
This mudra is also used for pragrhya words when the final vowel is not subject to sandhi, e.g., indragni,
asme.
23.Hrasvikaranamudra : Mudra for shortening ( hrasvikaranam ) in the padapatha. Same as
talavyadirghamudra, but the hand makes a tilting movement in semipronated position.
EXAMPLES : vavrdhate (RV 7.7.5, etc. ), padapatha : vavrdhate.
This mudra is also used when a consonant is silent in the padapatha, e.g., puruScandra, padapatha :
purucandra.

24.Um-itimudra mudra for um iti in the padapatha.

1 Note that on the traditional view there is a modification (vikara ) from retroflex to dental, not the reverse.



The index finger is flexed at the first interphalangeal joint, its tip resting on the phalanx of the middle
finger. The middle and ring fingers are slightly bent, the thumb and little finger extended.
25.Avagrahamudra : mudra for separation ( avagraha) in the padapatha of a compound word in
the sambhita.

Same as talavyadirghamudra, but the hand is kept in different positions :

a. If the first member of the compound ends in a short vowel accented udatta, anudatta or pracaya, the
hand is semipronated, e.g., pra-Sastaye, stira-patni ( RV 10.86.8 ), aghora- caksuh ( RV 10.85.44 ).

b. If the first member of the compound ends in a short vowel accented svarita, the hand is pronated, e.g.,
garha-patyaya ( RV 10.85.27, 36 ).

c. If the first member of the compound ends in visarga, dirghavisargamudra is used, e.g., puro-hitam,
asirvantah (RV 1.23.1).

d. If the first member of the compound ends in a long syllable and the second member in iva, the mudra
for the final of the first member is used.

EXAMPLES : apasa-iva (RV 6.67.3 ; 10.106.1), akaramudra is used; bhagam-iva ( RV 1.141.6 ),
anusvaramudra is used; rasmin-iva ( RV 1.141.11 ; 8.35.21 ), nakaramudra is used.

In a few cases the mudra for the final of the first member is used, even though it is not long and the
second member is not iva:

patilokam ( RV 10.85.43 ), tithimudra is used;

kuvit-sasya ( RV 6.45.24 ), svarapirvakatakaramudra is used.

25.Simudra : Mudra for syllables ending in -si, -si, -se, -sya and -sva.

Finger flexed at metacarpophalangeal and first interphalangeal joints ; thumb rest upon the distal half of
the index finger at its outer surface. All other joints are extended.

Examples : asi, atasi ( RV 1.30.4 ), devasya, pavasya, naviyasi, sahase. If sya constitutes a single word, it is
shown by hrasvamudra, e.g., vi sya grathitam ( padapatha : vi / sya/ grathitam, RV 9.97.18 ).

This is bhramara in Kathakali.

Hastamudras in Yajurveda

In Kerala, Taittariya Sakha of KrsnaYajurveda is prevalant. Apart from Rgveda tradition, Yajurvervedins
did not use hastamudras in its deep level. They use only some features of Rgveda mudras. While
Rgvedins use the mudras in their traditional worshiping systems like, varamirikkal, jata, ratha and in
educational workshops like trini, trisandha and so on, Yajurvedins gave less importance in using mudras
on their worshiping systems and educational workshops. The mudras used by Yajurvedins are enlisted
as follows:

akaramudra, akaramudra, ikaramudra, ikaramudra, ukaramudra, u0karamudra, ekaramudr3,
aikaramudra, okaramudra, aukaramudra, and anusvaramudra. They also use mudras to represent some
syllables like k, , n, n andso on.

According to Yajurveda tradition using mudras for chanting Vedas is dicrease the level of exellence and



talent of the chanter.

Mudras in Samaveda tradition of Kerala

Frits Staal describes in his book Agni about the Samaveda mudras in Kerala chanting system. He quotes
Wayne Howard, who have done a detailed study on Samaveda tradition of Kerala in his book Samaveda
Chanting. Staal clearly states the importance of svaras in the Samavedic usage of mudras. The sparing
usages of mudras stress on the accents pronounced by the chanter. With this paper the photographs of
Samaveda mudras are attached. They use malayalam terms like malarti, matakki, malarti matakki, upari,

madhyam and so on.

Mudras in Koduntarappilli Samaveda tradition:

In Koduntarappilli village of Palakkad district, revives a unique tradition of Jaiminiya Samaveda chanting
of Tamil culture. Jaiminiya Sama which is also known as Talavakara $akha, is itself deserves a uniqueness
in nature. In Kerala, now the tradition of Jaiminiya sama is gradually declining. But the scholars of
Koduntarappilli village are more or less interesed in the preservation of the Vedic chanting system of a
unique method. According to the tradition, they follow the rules explained by Sabhapati. This idea is

illustrated in the following verse:

Ao fsh AT YROT AT T&TOTH |

AT g8 37T fagenta wemdfa: ||

The authoritative text of Talavakara $akha is Dharanam . The text explains sixteen svaras with the
movements of hands. So in each and every chanting of Sama, they can use these svaras with the
movements of hands. More over the student of Samaveda may use the notations of these sixteen svaras.
The peculiar thing is that the svaras are illustrated with the hand movements. This method of learning
will help to study the unique accents of Sama chanting to a great extend. The seventeen svaras are as
follows:

avartam (6 matras), utthanam (7 matras), udgamam (3 matras), yanam (ekamatra), avaroham,
anvangulyam, ksepanam, mar$anam, plasvaram, phasvaram, nasvaram, dandakaram, mardanam,
trasvaram, nasvaram, ekanguliyamar$nam, and krustam. These svaras are studied with the different
movements of hand and fingers are touched in different ways for various svaras. Here dandakaram is not

considered as a svara for rk part of the chanting. So it can be considered as there are only sixteen svaras.

Conclusion
The existing style of hastamudras in Kerala tradition of Vedic chanting is a unique mode of teaching
learning process. In the ritualistic and worshiping tradition of Vedic cult, hastamudras may not be off

much significance, though it plays a pivotal role in the teaching and learning of the Vedas. In the past or



present, not much importance is given to teach the Vedas with their meaning. There have been various
types of Vedavikrtis prevelant in India, that laid stress on byhearting and memory power. There were
eight vikrtis such, jata, mata, §ikha, ratha, each having its importance depending on the places. Like
Tamilnadu, Karnataka, Kerala.

Apart from these methods of learning, the hastamudras are a different entity. They reveal the artistic and
creative mind of our ancestors to a great extend. Later on, the performing art forms of Kerla are exploited
the posibilities of body language in its deep sense. Mudrabhinaya has great importance in Kerala art
forms. Not where elese in India can see mudrabhinaya beeing given such a pride of place as in Kerala. For
e.g., - Kutiyattam and Kathalali.

There are no obvious connection between Vaidika mudras which represent sounds and accents, and
abhinaya mudras which represent idea as a hole. The tradition of hastamudras which has flourished in
Kerala influenced the divergent areas like theatre art, iconography and gave shape to several systematic
forms of performance in later years. From a study of this, it is evident that there is a thread connecting

the Vedic cult and various artistic forms of Kerala.
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