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A VEDIC GRAMMAR FOR STUDENTS

BY

ARTHUR ANTHONY MACDONELL

[Ed: I have added in the metrical markings wherever they were lacking in Macdonell’s
text, reformatted part of the text, and added some notes to clarify matters. All additions
are placed in square brackets]

APPENDIX II:
VEDIC METRE

1. The main principle governing Vedic metre' (the source of all later Indian
versification) is measurement by number of syllables.” The metrical unit here is not the
foot in the sense of Greek prosody, but the foot (pada) or quarter’ in the sense of the
verse or line which is a constituent of the stanza. Such verses consist of eight, eleven,
twelve, or (much less commonly) five syllables. The verse is further more or less
regulated by a quantitative rhythm (unaffected by the musical accent) in which short
and long syllables alternate. Nearly all metres have a general iambic rhythm inasmuch
as they show a preference for the even syllables (second, fourth, and so on) in a verse
being long rather than short. In every metre the rhythm of the latter part of the verse
(the last four or five syllables), called the cadence, is more rigidly regulated than that
of the earlier part. Verses of eleven and twelve syllables are characterized not only by
their cadence, but by a casura after the fourth or the fifth syllable. While verses of five
and eight syllables have no such metrical pause.

Verses combine to form a stanza or rc, the unit of the hymn, which generally consists
of not less than three or more than fifteen such units. The stanzas of common
occurrence in the RV.? range, by increments of four syllables, from twenty syllables (4
x 5) to forty-eight (4 x12) syllables in length.” A stanza may consist of a combination of
metrically identical or of metrically different verses; and either two or three stanzas
may further be combined to form a strophe.

' Called chandas in the RV. itself.

> Except the two metres Arya and Vaitaliya which are measured by morz.

This seems to have been the only metrical principle in the Indo-Iranian period, because
in the Avesta the character of a verse depends solely on the number of syllables it
contains, there being no quantitative restriction in any part of it.

’ A figurative sense (derived from foot = quarter of a quadruped) applicable because
the typical stanza has four lines.

“[Le. Rg Veda.]

> There are also several longer stanzas formed by adding more verses and consisting of
52, 56, 60, 64, 68, and 72 syllables; but all these are rare: only two stanzas of 68 and
one of 72 are found in the RV.
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a. The following general rules of prosody are to be noted.

1. The end of a verse regularly coincides with the end of a word' because each
verse in a stanza is independent of the rest in structure.

2. The quantity of the first and last syllables of a verse is indifferent.

3. A vowel becomes long by position if followed by two consonants. One or both
of these consonants may belong to the following word. The palatal aspirate ch
and the cerebral aspirate lh (dh) count as double consonants.

4. One vowel is shortened before another;’ e and o are also pronounced € and 0
before a.

5. The semivowels y and v, both within a word and in Sandhi, have often to be
pronounced as i and u; e. g. sidzma for syama; sdar for svar; vi usih for vy
usah; vidathesu afijan for vidathesv afjan.

6. Contracted vowels (especially T and @) must often be restored; e. g. ca agnaye
for cagnaye; vi indrah for vindrah; avatu ditaye for vatiitiye; a indra for
éndra.

7. Initial a when dropped after e and o must nearly always be restored.

8. The long vowel of the genetive plural ending am, and of such words as dasa,
§ira, and e (as jya-istha for jyéstha) or ai (as 4-ichas for aichas) must often be
pronounced as equivalent to two short syllables.

9. The spelling of a few words regularly misrepresents their metrical value; thus
pavaka must always be pronounced as pavaka, mrlaya as mflaya, and suvana
nearly always as svana.

1. SIMPLE STANZAS.

2. The Vedic hymns consist chiefly of simple stanzas, that is, of such as are formed of
verses which are all metrically identical. Different stanzas are formed by combining
three, four, five, or six identical verses. The following is an account of the various
types of verse and of the different simple stanzas formed by them.

A. Verse of eight syllables. This is a dimeter verse consisting of two equal members of
four syllables each, the opening and the cadence. In the opening the first and third
syllable are indifferent, while the second and fourth are preferably long. When the
second is short, the third is almost invariably long. In the cadence the rhythm is
typically iambic [« —], the first and third syllables being almost always short, while the
second is usually long (though it is not infrequently short also). Thus the prevailing
scheme of the whole verse is ¥ —~—lwv—uww!,

' No infringement of this rule occurs in any metre of the RV. but the comparatively
rare Dvipada Viraj (4 x 5), in which three exceptions are met with.

> The vowels 1, @, e when Pragrhya (25, 26), however, remain long before vowels. When
a final long vowel is the result of Sandhi, it also remains long; tasma adat for tasmai
adat.



A.A. Macdonell on Vedic Metre

a. Even after every admissible vowel restoration a good many verses of this type
exhibit the anomaly (which cannot be removed without doing violence to the text) of
having one syllable too few; e. g.

[~ —to—v—]

tam tua vayam pito.
There are also here a very few instances of one or even two syllables too many; e. g.

agnim 1ile | bhujam yavi | stham
and

vayam tad as | ya sambhrtam ! vasu.
3. a. The GayatrY’ stanza consists of three’ octosyllabic verses;" e.g.

agnim Tle | puréhitam
yajfisasya de | vam rtvijam

————:u—uu

hoétaram ra | tnadhatamam

a. A comparatively rare but sufficiently definite variety of Gayatri’ differs from the
normal type by having a decided trochaic rhythm in the cadence,’ while the iambic
rhythm of the opening is more pronounced than usual; e. g.

" [1 follow Macdonell in always marking the end syllable according to its natural
weight. When placed in square brackets the metrical markings have been added in for
clarity’s sake.]

* Next to the Tristubh this is the commonest metre in the RV., nearly one-fourth of that
Samhita being composed in it; yet it has entirely disappeared in Classical Sanskrit.
The Avesta has a parallel stanza of 8§ X 8 syllables.

’ The first two Padas of the Gayatr are treated as a hemistich in the Sambhita text,
probably in imitation of the hemistich of the Anustubh and the Tristubh; but there is
no reason to believe that in the original text the second verse was more sharply
divided from the third than from the first.

* By far the commonest variation from the normal type is that in which the second
syllable of the cadence is short (~ww«). This occurs about as often in the first verse
of Gayatris as in the second and third combined.

> The only long series of such trochaic Gayatris occurs in RV. viii. 2, 1-39.

° The trochtaic Gayatri is commonest in Mandalas i and viii, which

taken together contain about two-thirds of the total number of examples in the RV.
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v ===y

tudm no ag | ne mahobhih'
————l———

pahi visva | sya arateh
[ S

uta dvisod | martiasya

b. The Anustubh® stanza consists of four octosyllabic verses, divided into two
hemistichs; e. g.

————:\./—\./—

a yés te sar | pirasute
——u—:u—v—

dgne §am 4s ! ti dhayase
__—u:u—vu

aisu dyumnam | uta Sravah
—_———— o —u—

a cittAm mar | tiesu dhah

a. In the latest hymns of the RV. there begins a tendency to differentiate the first from
the second verse of an Anustubh hemistich by making the end of the former trochaic
[—+], while the cadence of the latter becomes more strictly iambic [« —]. Although in
these hymns the iambic cadence of the first verse is still the most frequent (25 per
cent.) of all varieties, it is already very nearly equalled by the next commonest (23 per
cent.), which is identical with the normal and characteristic cadence of the first verse
in the epic Anustubh’ (§loka). The scheme of the whole hemistich according to this
innovation® then is: ¥ —= —lv——vllv—w—lu—uwlleg,

kest visa | sya patrena |} yad rudréna ! pibat saha }!

c. The Pankti stanza consists of five octosyllabic verses’ divided into two hemistichs of
of two and of three verses respectively. In origin it seems to be an extension of the
Anustubh by the addition of a fifth verse. This is indicated by the fact that in hymns
consisting entirely of Panktis the fifth verse of every stanza is (except in i. 81)
regularly a refrain (e. g. in i. 80). The following is an example of a Pankti stanza:—

' [In Vedic visarjaniya (h), counts as does one consonant, therefore if there is a short
vowel preceeding it, and no consonant following it, the syllable is light/short. Cf. also
the 3rd line in the next verse.]

* The frequency of this metre is about one-third that of Gayatri in the RV., but in the
post-Vedic period it has become the predominant metre. The Avesta has a parallel
stanza of 4 x 8 syllables.

* Where the iambic cadence in the first verse has entirely disappeared.

* This is the regular type of the Anustubh in the AV.

> The Avesta hits a parallel stanza of 5 x 8 syllables.
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ittha hi séma in made ! brahma cakara vardhanam !!

savistha vajrinn Gjasa | prthivya nih §asa ahim | arcann anu svarajiam ||

d. In about fifty stanzas of the RV. the number of octosyllabic verses is increased to six
and in about twenty others to seven, generally by adding a refrain of two verses to an
Anustubh (e.g. viii. 47) or to a Pankti (e.g. x. 133, 1-3). The former is called
Mahapankti (48 [syllables]), the latter Sakvari (56 [syllables]).

4. B. Verses of eleven syllables differ from those of eight in consisting of three
members (the opening, the break, and the cadence). They also contrast with the latter
in two other respects: their cadence is trochaic' (———x=) and they have a ceasura,
which follows either the fourth® or the fifth syllable. The rhythm of the syllables
preceding the casura is prevailingly iambic, being ~—~—’ or ~—w~—x* The rhythm
of the break between the casura and the cadence is regularly <~ — or —«<’ Thus the
scheme of the whole normal verse of eleven syllables is:

or

a. Apart from corruptions or only seeming irregularities (removable by restoration of
vowels) several verses of this type have one syllable too many or too few;’ e.g.

ta no vidvamsa, manma vo | cetam adya’ (12);

tam Tm giro, jana | yo na patnih® (10).

[—————’—V— —\.l—v]

Occasionally two syllables are wanting after the casura or the verse is too long by a
trochee added at the end; e. g.

' The only irregularity here is that time first syllable of the cadence may be short when
it coincides with the end of a word.

* This appears to have been the original position of the casura because the parallel
verse of the Avesta has it there and never after the fifth syllable.

’ Identical with the opening of the octosyllabic verse.

* The fourth syllable here is sometimes short: the fifth is then always long.

> The first of those two syllables is sometimes, but rarely, long in the old hymns of the
RV, still more rarely in the later hymns, and hardly ever in B.

® This anomaly also appears in the metre of later Vedic texts and of Pali poetry.

" The extra syllable in such cases is perhaps due to the verse being inadvertently
continued after a fifth syllable casura as if it were a fourth syllable casura.

® The deficiency of a syllable in such cases may have been partly due to the similarity
of the decasyllabic Dvipada Viraj (8) with which Tristubh verses not infrequently
interchange.
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[v—v—[.]wi=v——]
ta 0 su no, [..] ma | ho yajatrah (9);
ayam sa hota [« «] yo6 dvijanma. (9);

rathebhir yata, rsti | madbhir asva | parnaih (13).

5. The Tristubh stanza, the commonest in the RV.,! consists of four verses of eleven
syllables® divided into two hemistichs. The following are hemistichs of each type:

[N

[\./——— IS —
’ 1 [N}

(a) anagastvé, aditi | tvé turasah !! imam yajiam, dadhatu | srésamanah !!

[————v’vvl—v——::u—v—u’vul—u—u]

(b) asmékam santu, bhiva | nasya gopah || pibantu somam, ava } se no adya ||

u———’uu—=—u——]

a. A few Tristubh stanzas of only two verses (dvipada) occur (e.g. vii. 17). Much
commoner are those of three verses (viraj), the first two of which (as in the Gayatr1
stanza) are treated in the Samhita text as a hemistich; the whole of some hymns is
composed in this three-line metre (e. g. iii. 25). Fairly frequent are also Tristubh
stanzas of five verses’ divided into two hemistichs of two and three verses respectively.
respectively. They are always of isolated occurrence, appearing generally at the end of
(Tristubh) hymns, but never forming an entire hymn.

6. C. The verse of twelve syllables is probably an extension® of the Tristubh verse by
one syllable which gives the trochaic [—w] cadence of the latter an iambic [« —]
character.” The rhythm of the last five syllables is therefore ———wx. The added
syllable being the only point of difference, the scheme of the whole verse is:

(a) g—g—’uu—'—u—

! or

(b)) ¥—v—v voul—v—

a. Several examples occur of this type of verse (like the Tristubh) having one, and
occasionally two, syllables too many or too few; e.g.

" About two-fifths of the RV. are composed in this metre.

* The Avesta has a parallel stanza of 4 x 11 syllables with cesura after the fourth
syllable.

’ These are accounted Atijagati (52) or Sakvarf stanzas by the ancient metricians when
the fifth verse is a repetition of the fourth. If it is not a repetition it is treated in the
Sambhita text as a separate verse (as v. 41, 20; vi. 63, 11) and is called an ekapada by
the metricians.

* It is probably not Indo-Iranian, because though a verse of 12 syllables occurs in the
Avesta, it is there differently divided (7 +5).

> As the GayatrT verse is never normally found in combination with the Tristubh, but
often with the Jagati verse, it seems likely that the iambic influence of the Gayatri led
to the creation of the Jagati, with which it could form a homogeneous combination.
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[————u’uu—:—u—u—]

ma no martaya, ripave vajinivasii (13);
[—v——,uv:—v—u—]

rodasT a, vada | ta ganasriyah (11);
[v——v,uvv—v:—v—u—]

sa drlhé cit, abhi tr | natti vajam ar | vata (14);
[u——u’[uu]—'—u—u—]

piba sémam, [« <] e | na Satakrato (10).

7. The Jagati stanza, the third in order of frequency in the RV., consists of four verses
of twelve syllables divided into two hemistichs. The following hemistich gives an
example of each of the two types of verse:

[\J—u—,vv—l—v—vv]

ananudo, vrsabho | dédhato vadhah |

[——v——’uu:—u—uu]

gambhira rsvo, asam | astakaviah }!

a. There is an eleven syllable variety of the Jagati verse which is sufficiently definite in
type to form entire stanzas in two hymns of the RV. (x. 77, 78). It has a casura after
both the fifth and the seventh syllable, its scheme being ¥—~—v,—— <v—vwx! The
following hemistich is an example:

[——v—v’——’v—vv]l
abhrapruso na, vaca, prusa vasu |
[v———v’——’v—vv]

havismanto na, yajiia, vijantsah |!

8. D. The verse of five syllables resembles the last five syllables of the Tristubh verse
in thythm, its commonest form being «—w—x, and the one next to it in frequency

—_——\r = :2

The Dvipada Viraj stanza’ consists of four such verses divided into two hemistichs; *
e.g.

pari pra dhanva | indraya soma |

svaddr mitraya | piisné bhagaya !!

" [This further supports the theory that in verses with replacement, the light/short
syllables that are replaced are the ones following the c@sura; see The Prosody of the
Dhammapada for more on this phenomena.]

* That is, its first syllable is less often long than short.

’ This stanza is somewhat rare, occurring in the RV. not much more than a hundred
times.

* The otherwise universal rule that the end of a verse must coincide with the end of a

word is three times ignored in this metre (at this end of the first and third verses).
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a. Owing to the identity of the cadence a Dvipada hemistich' not infrequently
interchanges in the same stanza with a Tristubh verse;” e.g.

[v———vlv—v—— Dyvipada]
priya vo nama | huve® turanam !
[——u—’uu—:—u—— Trlstubh]

a yat trpan, maruto | vavasanah ||

b. The mixture of Dvipada hemistichs with Tristubh verses led to an entire hymn (iv.
10) being composed in a peculiar metre consisting of three pentasyllabic verses*
followed by a Tristubh; e.g.

agne tam adya | asvam na stomaih | kratum na bhadram |
[u—uu’uv—l—v——]

hrdispf$am, rdhia | ma’ ta 6haih |!

II. MIXED STANZAS.

9. The only different verses normally used in combination to form a stanza are the
Gayatri and the Jagati. The principal metres thus formed are the following:

a. Stanzas of 28 syllables consisting of three verses, the first two of which are treated
as a hemistich:

I. Usnih: 8 8 12; e.g.

dgne vaja | sya gématah |
isanah sa | haso yaho !!

[———v,—o—!l—w—uu]

asmé dhehi, jatave | do mahi Sravah }!

" With this metre compare the defective Tristubh verse of ten syllables (4 a).

* This interchange occurs especially in RV. vii. 34 and 56.

’ Here the verb, though the first word of the verse (App. III, 19 b), is unaccented. This
is because the end of the first and the third verse in this metre has a tendency to be
treated like a casura rather than a division of the stanza. Cp. note 2.

* These three verses are treated as a hemistich, in the Samhita text.

> The verb is accented because in the Sambhita text it is treated as the first word of a
separate verse.
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2. Purausnih: 12 8 8; e.g.

[—v—u,uvvl—v—vv]
apsu antar, amftam | apsu bhesajam

[wmw—to o]

apam uta | prasastaye !
[——uu'u—uu]

déva bhava | ta vajinah }!

3. Kakubh: 8 12 §; e.g.

adha hi in | dra girvanah !
[v————’uu:u—v—]l
upa tva kaman, mahah | sasrjmahe !/

udéva yan | ta udabhih !/

b. Stanzas of 36 syllables consisting of four verses divided into two hemistichs:

Brhat1 8 8 12 8; e. g.

sacibhir nah | Sacivasu |
[————tw—wv]

déva naktam | dasasyatam }}

[———v’vuu:—v—vv]
ma vam ratir, ipa da } sat kada cana |

asmad ratih | kada cana ||
c. Stanzas of 40 syllables consisting of four verses divided into two hemistichs:
Satobrhati 12 8 12 §; e. g.

[u————’uu:—u—uu]
janaso agnim, dadhi | re sahovifdham |

havismanto | vidhema te ||
[——u—u’uu:—u—u—]
sa tvam no adya, suma | na ihavita |

bhava vaje | su santia ||

10. There are besides two much longer mixed stanzas of seven verses,” each of which is
split up into three divisions of three, two, and two verses respectively in the Samhita

text.

" [This appears to be a Tristubh line, rather than the required Jagati.]
* These are the compositions of a very few individual poets.
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a. Stanzas of 60 syllables consisting of six Gayatri verses and one Jagati:
Atisakvari 8 8 8,8 8,12 8;' e. g.

[wommfumw]

susuma ya | tam adribhih |
[————to—v—]

g68rita mat | sara, imé |
[————v—v—]

sémaso mat ! sara, imé !!
[————t——]

a rajana | divisprsa |

2

asmatra gan | tam upa nah |

[c————,oul—u—uvy]

imé vam mitra, -varu } na gavasirah !

[—=——tw—vv]

sémah $ukra ! gavasirah !
b. Stanzas of 68 syllables consisting of four Gayatri and three Jagatt verses:

Atyasti’ 12 128,88, 12 8;e. g.

[v————’uu:—v—vv]

sa no nédistham, dadrs | ana a bhara |

[————v,oul—u—uv—]

agne devébhih, saca | nah sucetina !

maho rayah | sucetuna ||
[woo—tv—u]

mahi Savi | stha nas krdhi !
[———wiooe—]

samcakse bhu | jé asiai |

[v————’uu:—v—vv]

mahi stotrbhyo, magha } van suviriam |
4

mathir ugr6 | na savasa |}!

a. Besides the above mixed metres various other but isolated combinations of Gayatr1
and Jagatl verses occur in the RV., chiefly in single hymns. There are stanzas of this

' Only about ten examples of this metre occur in the RV.

? [Presumably we should read i but 1 is written.]

’ This is the only comparatively common long metre (of more than 48 syllables) in the
RV., where more than 80 Atyasti stanzas occur.

* [Should we read asiai in the 5th; and §avasa in the last line?]

10
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kind containing 20 syllables (12 8);' 32 syllables (12 8, 12);* 40 syllables (12 12, 8 8);’ 44
syllables (12 12, 12 8)* 52 syllables (12 12, 12 8 8).”

b. 1. Tristubh verses are quite often interspersed in Jagati stanzas, but never in such a
way as to form a fixed type of stanza or to make it doubtful whether a hymn is a Jagati
one.’ This practice probably arose from the interchange of entire Tristubh and Jagati
stanzas in the same hymn bringing about a similar mixture within a single stanza.

2. An occasional licence is the combination of a Tristubh with a Gayatr1 verse in the
same stanza. This combination appears as a regular mixed stanza (11 8, 8 8) in one
entire hymn (RV. x. 22).

3. The combination of a Tristubh verse with a Dvipada Yiraj hemistich has already
been noted (8 a).

IT1. STROPHIC STANZAS.

11. Two or three stanzas are often found strophically combined in the RV., forming
couplets or triplets.

A. Three simple stanzas (called trca) in the same metre are often thus connected.
Gayatr1 triplets are the commonest; less usual are Usnih, Brhati, or Pankti triplets;
while Tristubh triplets are rare. A hymn consisting of several triplets often concludes
with an additional stanza in a different metre.

a. It is a typical practice to conclude a hymn composed in one metre with a stanza in
another. A Tristubh stanza at the end of a Jagati hymn is the commonest; a final
Anustubh stanza in Gayatrt hymns is much less usual; but all the commoner metres are
to some extent thus employed except the Gayatri, which is never used in this way.

B. Two mixed stanzas in different metres are often combined, the RV. containing about
250 such strophes. This doubly mixed strophic metre, called Pragatha, is of two main

types:

1. The Kakubha Pragatha is much the less common kind of strophe, occurring only
slightly more than fifty times in the RV. It is formed by the combination of a Kakubh
with a Satobrhatt stanza: 8 12, 8 + 12 8, 12 8; e. g.

"RV. viii. 29.

*RV.ix. 110.

*RV. x. 98.

*RV. viii. 35.

>RV.v. 87.

° But the intrusion of Jagati verses in a Tristubh hymn is exceptional in the RV., though
very common in the AV. and later.

7 Except stanzas 7 and 15, which are pure Anustubh and Tristubh respectively.

11
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[~ ——tw o]

a no asva ! vad asvina !

vartir yasistam, madhu } patama nara |}
[————lv—vv]
gomad dasra | hiranyavat }!

[———— e ——ioe o]

supravargam, suviryam | susthu variam !

anadhrstam | raksasvina }}

[—=——————w—o—]

asminn a vam, ayane | vajinivasi !
[————'v—uv]

vi§va vama ! ni dhimahi !!

2. The Barhata Pragatha is a common strophe, occurring nearly two hundred times in
the RV. It is formed by the combination of a Brhatt with a Satobrhatt stanza: 8 8, 12 8
+ 12 8,12 8; e.g.

O

dyumni vam sté ! mo advina !'
[wmwmfvm]

krivir na sé ! ka a gatam !
[—o— ol mo o]

madhvah sutasya, sa di | vi priy6 nara !/
[———to—v]

patam gaurav ! ivérine !!

[vv———’uu:—v—v—]

pibatam gharmam, madhu | mantam asvina |

a barhih s1 | datam nara ||
[——v——’uu:—v—v—]

ta mandasana, manu | so durona a |

ni patam vé | dasa vayah |}

a. Of these two types there are many variations occurring in individual hymns, chiefly
by the addition of one (8), two (12 8), three (12 8 8), or once (vii. 96, 1-3) even four
verses (12 12 8 8).

' [Macdonell places the division one syllable too early in this line.]

12
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