Mudra Tradition of Vedic Recitation in Kerala

Introduction
Learning the Vedas with the movements of hands has been considered as the proper way of
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These verses exihibit the importance of hand in the learning process of the Vedas. All Vedas -

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

studies the Vedas without these will burn himself according to 0 a1 ET EaJdhusigg FrEepearable
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 z Nambutiris - in the
6 AAEA OAAEOAOQEI 18 4EA AOT ACETT 1T £ EAOCGOAMDKKO
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 hA EO OAOCEO OEA 6AAAOh AAAT | BDAd EZ
AT A 0 AAvAlEbacome much clearer and more intelligible. Ambiguity in accentuation is also
classified with the help of hastamudras. Foreg.,:-ET  OEA OAIi-EEOa bBI OOEI 1
Oy Ai WO On OEAy AildofAU AA AAOCEAOEOAOCA 1T O AAOCEaT (
ITT0 OAOCEO Oi OEA DPOPEI AO OEAO AcCA8 &I O AAOCE
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
3Ail EEPADPAT A haAAADa
Some words like | 1, emY)bti and so on under go achange in their £ Of O xEEI A OOGA UE

AT A 0 Ad H&eéchanges 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 :
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Prof.Frits Staal opies about the origin of hastamudra -

OAaOOA AT A Al OAaOOA
O !t . Ai AOOEEOE OOAAEOQEI 1T & XofhiddifkAcn dd kel BiforyEHowedet, O E
ATA EO EO O1 AAOOAET xEAOEAO 6AAEA | OAOAO AOA 11
Sri.P.M.Damodaran Nambutirippad in his book Vedavik tivivara Ai h NOT OAO AOT I adE Ar
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)1 OEEO OAOOAR OEA AOQOET OEOftisAike krianfEm, Ja/ fete, Eatea
EI 1 OOOOAOAABE A( AR /MAGADAG OA Ahe dorhmentary? of Gife same verse
30E808-83$AI 1T AAOAT . Al AOOEOEDPPAA OAUO OEAO aOEA E/
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The views of all these scholars help us to conclude that 7 2 a OMo © AOOET OEMaU
AT T £ZEOI O OEA 1aAsHeiavihoridyE df Aastatnad@ad Because in the gveda tradition of
+AOAT Ah EAOOAI OAOCERADh ORPOABAI BPEOABADA
Hastamudras 7 A General View :-
Three systems of Vedic recitations are prevelant in Kerala -

1. i aEAT A OAAAROET T 1 £
2. AAEOOAOAUA OodéukeddET T T £ +
3. * AET ET AUA OAAAT OGEITT 1 &£ 3ai AOAAAS

Among these three systems, gvedic recitation of Keral has occupied a well-established
methadology of hastamudras. In  gveda, hastamudras are used to represent sounds, accents and
lengthening of syllables. Yajurveda chanting accepted the mudras of gveda to a great extend, or
Yajurvedins accepted only some features of hastamudras of gveda to recite and to teach. Aaprt from
OEAOA Oxi OUOOAI O T &£/ AEAT OET ¢ch 3ai AGAAA OOAO EA
OEAEO | aOOA 08 hanting theFdkeardnas fullyAdA use oA
The Tamil Brahmins of Koduntarappilli village in Palakkad District in Kerala state have a distinct style of
*AET ET AUA 3ai A AEAT OET ch OEI OCE AAOGEAAI T U OiT OA
presentation, various aspects of this style also.

Hastamudras in Wgveda

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

gveda. In gveda tradition, some mudras are named based on the mantras of the syllables z For e.g. :-
GHUOB Y, | A8y |
While others are pronunciation-related or named based on the place of articulation, such as -~ ffix Og},
Obex Oy | Some are named after the letter itself 7 such as - z ¥4@s), N3y@Dg) |

I 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 gveda in his AGNJwhich is as follows-



LIST OF “GVEDA MUDRAS
1.( OAOOAIT OA Oa Mudraforshort (hrasva) syllables.
All fingers are extended in all joints and all fingers except the thumb are in apposition with each other.
%8! -0, %3 d $AOauvlh AOaOEh CaUAOAsS8
4EA DPI OEOEIT 1T &£ OEA EATA EO OOPET Ah E8A8h xEOE
AAAAT OOh Ascadhi A CDOADAG E8A8h x EQE OEA DAT I
There are ten exceptions, viz.,, case where the syllable is short but where other mudras are used:
OAaO0OO0OAh OEOEEhh galdnd

,,,,,,,, s~

i1 OAEAT WA ACAOCEAOEOAOCA
DOAOEAI al OAs8

This is hamsapaksan Kathakali.

98 @Ea OAI OAOaMudra for all syllabes ending in a The ring finger is flexed at the
metacarpophalangeal joint. All other joints are extended. Hand is in pronation.

%8 ! - 0, w3ah fakl HOa s

This is pata EiA Kathakali.

x84al AOUAAA OCE AMUdrA rlong, palatal (Oal APDUAI x Al 6h OEU8h A
follow retrofelx consonants ( viz., A, Aa,ua, uhaza, @, ).

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.

%8! -0, %3 d EAOail AE6h AAAEAOAh OOOAh aodé6 8

Thisis A Zain Kathakali.

p8! EEaAOAIT OA ORudrafor ai.

3AT A Ayadirghantudra, but with rotating movement of the tip of the little finger.

EXAMPLES : etavai, yajadhyai.

506 BUAAAOCEAT:OA QMudraforlong, labial (oathaq OT x A1 Oh OEU8h 1 h e
AT A AO OEaOAi OAOAnh AOO OEA titkeotietsA A£ET CAO EO Al «
%8! -0, %3 dq OAOI h OAOeh ET AT h OAEAOS

This is mukuwé in Kathakali.

i 85 Ea0A[l OA OaMudrafor 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 :k Oh O REi/&3uy su Cha (RV 8.22.18).



ThisisE A O O A O AiKabhakaliA

V8! 1T 0O00aOAl OADAOA A& O OET 00 Al 00baoOAs8

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 mu&iAn Kathakali.

683$A0CEal OO0aAAOADDBDaLAI O 11T ¢Cc AT OOOaOAS
I1'T 000a0Al OAOA ET bDOI1T bPI OEOEIT 8

%8! -0, %3 ¢ | £TAAAEBADEUAI WOOAI 8
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 :sa ,agni ,diva ,viprebhi .

Thisisi O A O & h Kathakali.

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

i EAAT A E£ET CAOO8 (AT A EO ET DPOITAOEITh AGAADPO Al
%8! - 0, %3 tajo AADBOAR OBAOT al Eh AEATEh AEAOOAT A8

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

EXAMPLES : devai ,gau .

ThisisO1 A E | iDKaghakali.

LUBOOAOEAIT al OAI -OB@HAA A1 O OUI 1 AAI phathamA)i cdnkohaGrs, \izl, -k O A
and -t, or ending in -t immediately preceded by r. Same as a E & O A |, 6uk With the tip of the thumb
touching the root of the ring finger.

%8! - 0, %3 ,gih AAOa&EhH(RY7.594).

12.GhadA | OAOa ; Mudra for unaspirated consonants with voice ( ghoda ), viz., gha, jha,
uha, dha, bhand 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.

AEEO | OAOA EO Al O EQOCKD ABDAEOABA AH A A DErsHIGEd, eQ.E A
dak AOh DbaAdAaR at;juguk ata §j 26 W8 op Bacjudhuk a@ AAAD A

LX 830A0ADAEAGAE MUddor syllables ending in -t (O A E jipbededed by a vowel (svara).

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



other joints extended.

%8! -0, %3 ¢ adOh OAOh UAOS

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

) £# OEA DPOAAAAETI ¢ O1T xAl EO 1i1c¢ch OEA EATA EO ET |
Vw8 -1 OAEMMABA Mudra for retroflex (1 1 O A E Adoridohants, viz, ta, &a, ua, uha, Za,

& and > 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:p arak Ah i@@ARV10.95.18-1),E & 1( &V 10.155.1), vika e (RV 10.155.1) pap K e,

Ae.

The same mudra is used for syllables ending ya or va, unless they are accented with svarita, e.g.,

uru y4 k uva

For syllables ending in &ya or &aand marked with svarita, the hrasvamudra is used, e.g., amu ya.

vi 84EOQOEEI OAOa 1 1dudr@ fori s@ldbleskending 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 mC A @An®athakali.

1085 Aa00A:0OAD0OA0A A O OEIT AAI A0 xEOE OAaOOA AAA
metacarpophalangeal and first interphalangeal while the last interphalangeal joints are kept extended.
Hand in supination.

%8! -0, %3 d 1 OAh OEh AAUAh BDOAS

vi 8. AIEGDOAA 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.

%8! -0, %3 d | AEal h EAOAT h AOEAT h AAdal s

17 AEa OAil OA OaMudrafor and

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

EXAMPLES : pratya ,ak a (vanta ,RV10.9.7)

et 8! EAOAOI AAE AT dulir@afr initial ain doubtful situations. SameasAAOCEAOEOAO
%8 ! -0, %3 d jCIDPAI@MECDpp 8pEAQ dx EOD ADIAMY AIBIAaOr CABIAT T
vidharma a UAO@BEp 81 @ 8 ¢ (phawihartha ® AR AB Ao idHaMna & T UAT ¢
/

O0akA26 pm8poyx8EAQ dx O@HotA/adaBoruta/ ga /

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



T AEEAT | 26 paSradajgn/, phna Pefad/A Db a
APAOEAO | 26 pha@pppadhat/ dtoh@rAAAD A
uAdal EQAQMUAp M8 wpkatu ADa iD ARGAABut AtADA T EOA/, g/ EO
yathohi A j 26 Y8 uE8Ac dJ hU ARDAThA &figeciedTem inthe sa EEOa E Oe, $inded E £
yathohi A xT7 O1 A AT OOAOPAT AhGIFOUABEa 1 OEE
21.Mudra for repha, O E E 4 O A% anB® @phti
Sameas OOAOADI OOAEARNAEBORATI OHOADBET Co 11 OAT AT O AAOxAA
and index finger.
EXAMPLES : repha:puna h D AWaApDriar iti /
anta h D AWaAabtar iti /
OEE@OAya j 26 pmn8tthayxdu @hya B/AAAD a
v ADa OARV11396)PDAA MDA Ao balsaloA
siaOAQE | 26 p8pEA8yhOROABAQE PAAADA
praki :inital CEh A h oisEdy beldire toGamdhi®r may be original :
sruyggh OAOAOA | 26 maSspub/Ab OJOGAOAABMAI TO T E
OAUuai h PAAAPAOO ¥ Auvai *h 110 1 Uvai 71
tasminnm Al § 26 p 8y hdpm afmotBrMadnA b a
artu A OAOEA | 26 mmoaghmedqgaheqh DAAADA
madhva GAT OATE | 26 18umnm8oc @tantibAAADPaOBEA
i AEAAAEAT Aih&: méhdt Adhddam, not : hanam
utpattid, xEAT A O1 O1T A EhaAAAAA ET OEA DPAAADPaA
AEO EAT AEATATA § 26 pmn8pp8u qh DAAAPaO
¢ ¢ 8 6 E BAORAA IEQOA Oa mudra used when an expected modification following a modification
from retroflex to dental as marked by O E E & O A doés AdDtAke place.?
AT A AO 11 OAEAT UAT OAOAh AOO ET OA@ AEAET CAO 11T OAO ¢
EXAMPLES:pra e AO | 26 ¢8c¢mn8oat@tnesabAAADAaOBEA ¢ 1A
Similarly, pari EAUA | @RV $68.10).
Thismudraisalsoused forprag EUA xT OAO xEAT OEA £FET Al O1 xAl EC(
asme.
23.( OA OO XKdmadrd - OAOA A1 O OEI OOMAIET@ BI1 E®eASrtdbak& AD
Oal AOUA A A O C Bethbn®rAakea ditiltiAg@nGvend@nt in semipronated position.
%8 ! - 0, WAERORLD 26 X 8x Bavvav AAERABA 80h DAAADaA
AEEO | OAOA EO Al Oi OOAA xEAT EKAAI RBICBAT ®OBDBGAR
purucandra.
24 ®W-itimudra mudrA £ ©OOE ET @A DPAAADaA

1 Note that on the traditional vi e wdehtdl, aotthberéveysea modi f i cat i



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 : mudOA & O OADPAOAOGEIT 1T | hahtak@gnpos Avard ik 1
thesa EEOa 8

3AT A AO Oal AOUAAAOCEAI OAOAh AOO OEA EAT A EO EAD(
As )& OEA EEOOO 1 Ai AAO T &£ OEA AT T PTOTA AT A0 n&ld
hand is semipronated, e.g., pra-G a O O A Ugatni (Evi1@84&.8 ), aghora-cak u (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.,
CaoEAOUAUA j 26 pn8yus8¢gxh o Q48

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

a GA O ORY2R1),

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.

%8 ! - 0, %3 -HOAABAX® ¢@8¢@x80c N pnd8pmnedpda ( AVERADEI)O A (
AT OO00aOAl OAOA -EQA OjOAZAG OA®Wi Adpp N wB8ouvu8¢gp qh 1T AE
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 isnotiva:

patilokam ( RV 10.85.43), tithimudra is used;

kuvitOAOUA | 26 ¢8tu8¢t qh OOAOADPI OOAEAOAEaOAI OAOA
@ w8 3 Ei OA ORludrafor syllables ending in -si,-O Asé-syaand -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.

%Al D1 AO ¢ AOEh AOAOE | 26 p8omnm8t qh A kfdndtditls D,
shownbyE OA O O A bgOW Qaghathita j D A RaAB Asya/ grathitam, RV 9.97.18).

This is bhramara in Kathakali.

Hastamudras in Yajurveda

YT +AOAT Ah 4 AE O#ub/Edd iA prevalait FApart frofd  gveda tradition, Yajurvervedins
did not use hastamudras in its deep level. They use only some features of gveda mudras. While
2COAAET O OOA OEA |1 OAOAO E1T OEAEO OOAABOEIOAMOE ax|
AAGAAOQET T Al xTiQrisdkE ® OAT EEAT OOAh 9AEOOOAAET O CAO;

on their worshiping systems and educational workshops. The mudras used by Yajurvedins are enlisted

as follows:
AEaOAi OAOanh aEaoOAl OAOanh EEaOAl OAOanh AEaAaOAD®AC
AEEaOAi OAOah 1T EaOAi OA0ah AOEaOAlIl OAOah AT A A1 OO0

syllables like k, )&  Tarfulso é&n.

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



talent of the chanter.

- OAOAOG ET 3ai AGAAA OOAAEOQEIT 1T &£ +AOAI A
Frits Staal describes in his book AgniAAT OO0 OEA 3ai AOGAAA I OAOAO ET +A

Wayne Howard, who have done a detailed study on Samaveda tradition of Kerala in his book 3 a i AOA A

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 ,

madhyamand so on.

AOT OAOADPDPEITE 3ai AGAAA OOAAEOQEIT 4
PEITE OEI1ACA 1T &£ 0Al AEEAA AEOOOEAOQ

I £ 4AT El AOI OOQEBAEAEDERAAOA AT AT AO 4A1 AOAEaOA

I +AOAT Anh 11 x OEA OOAAEOQEIT 1T & *AE
Koduntarappilli village are more or less interesed in the preservation of the Vedic chanting system of a
uniqgue method. According to the tradition, they follow the rules explained by Sabhapati. This idea is
illustrated in the following verse:

HUx x Oy Z 1 808y, WheisQyp

by GOgxz 1 3 &U01 PRO®JIOR I 1
4EA AOOET OEOAOEOA OA ®baradant. TheAdxthekpliBsastden sparas Widh the O
i T OAT AT OO0 T &£/ EATAOG8 31 EIT AAAE AT A AOAOU AEAT «

i T OAT AT OO0 1T £ EATAO8 -1 OA 1 OA O hedatdkionOoDtBedesiktddn svars. 3 a
The peculiar thing is that the svaras are illustrated with the hand movements. This method of learning
xEll EAI B O OOOAU OEA O1T ENOA AAAAT OO 1T &£ 3ai A !
follows:

aOAOOAT j o 1 abOAOQh OOOEalT Al jx 1 abO0OAbgh OACA
anvangulyam, kepa AT h [T AOGAT Al h DBl AOOAOAI h DEADNAOAT KAO
trasvaram, AOOAOAICOI ABA T AOGIT AamhThedelsvAras Er® €udied with the different
movements of hand and fingers are touched in different ways for various svaras. Hereda a Ea OA|l E

considered as a svara for k 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 Vedavik tis prevelant in India, that laid stress on byhearting and memory power. There were
eight vik tis such,jaah [ adah GEEEah OAOEah AAAE EAOQOEI C EO
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
OEA bi OEAEI EOCEAO 1T &£ AT AU 1 AT COACA ET EOO AAAD
Al 01 08 .10 xEAOA A1l AGA ET )1 AEA prildof plack s iniKebakaGér A E |
eg,-+1 OEUaOOAT AT A +AQOEAI Al ES

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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