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ASTRONOMERS AND THEIR REASONS:
WORKING PAPER ON JYOTIH. ŚĀSTRA

PREAMBLE

For the group project on the Sanskrit knowledge systems, the scientific
tradition of Jyotis. , Jyotih. śāstra, a term that includes the disciplines of
mathematics, astronomy and divination, presents a problem. There is a
difficulty in including Jyotis. in the general history. Though Jyotih. śāstra
is a ‘knowledge system’ of the same sort as the others covered in
the project, there is a noticeable separateness to its intellectual space,
practical niche, and social network.1
Divination texts, and astrological texts especially, were among the
most numerous and widespread of all literatures in Sanskrit, but despite
their range of dissemination, and despite the early inclusion of Jyotis. in
canonical lists of vidyās and śāstras (knowledges and sciences), Jyotis.
was practiced at some remove – in method, assumptions, even in the form
of textuality – from the preeminent śāstras, the sciences of language
analysis (vyākaran. a), hermeneutics (mı̄mām
. sā), logic-epistemology
(nyāya), and moral-legal-political discourse (dharmaśāstra).2 In this
respect Jyotis. is more comparable to Āyurveda, the other Sanskrit
“technical art.”
To what extent, then, is Jyotih. śāstra meaningfully studied in connection with the other philosophical and intellectual traditions of the
śāstrı̄s? And how can it be included in the general history proposed in
this project, or even its periodization?
In what follows I will propose a way of going about answering these
questions. These proposals are necessarily preliminary and provisional,
and represent only a first attempt at consideration of the problem. I feel
emboldened to make synoptic claims about Jyotih. śāstra in this period
because of a special difference in the study of Jyotis. , by comparison to
the study of the other śāstras. Because of the meticulous and comprehensive survey of the history of Jyotis. texts being done by David
Pingree, we are in a position to make an assessment of the history of
Jyotis. in the early modern context in a way that cannot yet be imagined
for the other śāstras.3
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The relevant questions with which to begin are these: is there a
meaningful periodization of the history of Jyotis. which approximately
overlaps the proposed interval (1550–1750), in which distinctive and/or
new activities can be identified? Furthermore, does the history of Jyotis.
in this period run parallel to that of the other śāstras, so that they can
be imagined to belong to the same larger historical development? And
finally, to follow on from the studies by McRae and Bronner, is there
not just newness, but a self-consciousness about newness, which can
be taken to be characteristic of some Jyotis. a texts in this period?
In the following, I will attempt to show that there is a moment at the
start of the 16th Century that marks a beginning of new astronomical
writing; and that in the astronomical texts produced at that time there is
manifested a new concern with reconfiguring the relationship of Jyotis.
to the philosophical śāstras, to make Jyotis. resemble and participate
in the world of the philosophical śāstras to a greater extent. As for
the last question, that of self-consciousness newness, that is a question
more difficult to answer, I suspect because the astronomers had, for
professional reasons, a different attitude toward temporality in general.

COLLINS AND THE MATH / PHILOSOPHY AXIS

The separateness of mathematics, astronomy and astrology from other
knowledge systems is not a phenomenon unique to the Sanskrit intellectual world, especially in pre-modern periods. The sociologist of
knowledge, Randall Collins, has argued that in global terms there is a
differential history – though many early Greek philosophers were also
mathematicians or closely related to them in their intellectual networks,
most early Chinese philosophers were not, and the overlap was only
partial in Muslim and medieval European networks.4 Collins identifies
a close relationship of mathematics and philosophy in the 17th Century
in Europe as crucial for the emergence in Europe of what he calls
“Rapid-Discovery Science.”
Collins’ account of Indian mathematics records its development in
India as largely unconnected to the philosophical traditions. Collins
claims that for India “there are no recorded contacts between philosophical and mathematical networks, and no individuals overlap both
activities.”5 For the earlier period, this is confirmed by the work of
Pingree, though, as Pingree points out, our information is far from
complete.6 Such scientists as Āryabhat.a, Varāhamihira, Brahmagupta
and others are not known to have taken much interest in philosophy;
nor is there much interest manifested in the other direction. While this
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separation appears to hold for the earlier Indian history, developments
in the early modern period undermine the validity of the claim for the
later era.7

YAVANAS AND JYOTIS.

There is another, related featured of the problem to consider here,
Jyotih. śāstra’s relative cosmopolitanism or openness to non-Sanskritic
scientific knowledge systems. A new period of Indian astronomy
famously began with the appropriation, starting in the 2nd Century
C.E., of Greco-Babylonian and Hellenistic astronomical and astrological models, parameters, and calculatory/interpretative systems.8 This
meant that in early Jyotis. literature there appeared rationales for valuing
the sciences of “foreigners” (mleccha or yavana). The subsequent circulation of Jyotis. a methods and texts into Pahlavi, Persian, and Arabic
texts, with subsequent circulation histories beyond, and in turn the
later śāstraic interest in Arabic and Persian astronomical and divinations systems, are also well-established.9 To be sure, Jyotis. was not an
intensely outward-looking, cosmopolitan intellectual tradition, but by
comparison with the other Sanskrit knowledge systems, especially after
the waning of the influence of Buddhist intellectuals in the Sanskrit
sphere, the participation by the astronomers in a more “international”
network of circulation is striking. It is probably related to the relative
isolation from the other Sanskrit śāstras, again a phenomenon shared
to some extent with Āyurveda. In the early modern period, an interest
in Arabic/Persian astronomy and astrology, if not a uniform receptivity,
only increased among Sanskrit astronomers. I will suggest that the
interest in Arabic/Persian exact sciences became a significant factor in
determining the direction that Jyotih. śāstra took during this period.

PERIODIZATION – JÑĀNARĀJA’S SIDDHĀNTASUNDARA, 1503 C.E.

First then, where might we place the beginning of an early modern
period for Jyotis. ? Of course, there is no need to expect precise synchrony
among the sciences we are jointly considering.10 A date that suggests
itself, somewhat earlier than the one proposed for the other sciences,
is 1503 C.E., the date of the completion of the Siddhāntasundara by
Jñānarāja, an astronomer who lived in Pārthapura, along the Godāvarı̄
river.11 The Siddhāntasundara, or “Treatise Beautiful,” was the first
astronomical Siddhānta, or magisterial treatise, to appear in Sanskrit
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in 350 years, the first after the hugely influential work by Bhāskara II,
the Siddhāntaśiroman. i.12 To write another Siddhānta after a long gap
is to recuperate the past, but at the same time to break from it, and
the Siddhāntasundara pointedly defines itself by its departures from
Bhāskara’s work. Jñānarāja’s work was circulated widely in north India,
and defined the terms of a number of discussions that took place among
the astronomers in Banaras in the following century.
Further support for this date, 1503, as marking the beginning of a
new phase in Jyotis. is found in the dating of two other prominent and
innovative movements in astronomy which are roughly contemporary
with Jñānarāja, one in Gujarat, the other in Kerala.

GAN. EŚA DAIVAJÑA

The first of these is the astronomical school associated with Gan. eśa
Daivajña, who was born in 1507 C.E., and who lived in Nandigrāma
near the coast in Gujarat.13 Gan. eśa was the author of the hugely
popular Grahalāghava. Gan. eśa’s Grahalāghava belongs to the genre
of Karan. as, or “pragmatic expositions,” rather than to the genre of
Siddhāntas.14 The Grahalāghava became the most influential karan. a
since Bhāskara’s Karan. akutūhala. Its acceptance was far greater even
than that of Jñānarāja’s work.15 Gan. eśa proposed self-consciously new
systems for calculating the positions of planets and for other astronomical
practices. His texts are notable for requiring no trigonometry, for
the uniqueness of their planetary periods, rates of mean motion, and
equations of anomaly. They provide a form of mathematical astronomy
that makes redundant the traditional approach of the Siddhāntas, with
its dependence on geometric, epicyclic models.16
Gan. eśa’s work became extensively used, especially in Western India.
Some families at astronomers of Banaras were especially active in
commenting and disseminating his work in the next century.17 Gan. eśa’s
work is somewhat later that Jñānarāja’s, but Gan. eśa’s father Keśava,
also from Nandigrāma, and also an astronomer, was a contemporary
of Jñānarāja’s. His principal work, the Grahakautuka, appeared in
1496.18 Keśava had begun some of the new work that culminated in the
Grahalāghava and other works. It was thus not just filial humility that
made Gan. eśa give the credit for many of his innovations to his father.
In this sense the appearance of the Nandigrāma school, known as the
Gan. eśapaks. a, can be argued to be more closely contemporaneous with
that of the Siddhāntasundara.
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NĪLAKAN
. T. HA SOMAYĀJĪ

The other prominent innovator of the same period is the astronomer
Nı̄lakan. t.ha Somayājı̄, a Nambudiri Brahmin who lived from 1444–
1545 (more than a hundred years!) near Tirur. He was a member of the
Kerala school of astronomers, founded by Mādhava in the later fourteenth
century.19 This school ran along its own historical trajectory, though
it was in some contact with developments in astronomy elsewhere. Its
inclusion in a unitary history of Indian astronomy is thus problematic.20
Furthermore, some of Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s more interesting advances were
anticipated by his paramaguru Parameśvara a century earlier, at the
end of the 14th and in the early 15th century. Thus Nı̄lakan. t.ha is
not the originator of a school, and his contribution is not so easily
made to fit into a narrative of the beginning of an era. Nevertheless
he is unusually innovative, and certain features of his innovations are
comparable enough to developments elsewhere in the subcontinent in
the period that I will include consideration of them here.
One contribution of Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s that has received attention recently
was his rather radical reformulation of the geometry of the planetary
models in a substantial departure from the models standard among his
predecessors.21 But Nı̄lakan. t.ha is most noteworthy to us here for a work
22
that he wrote called the Jyotirmı̄mām
. sā, “the analysis of astronomy.”
Some features of this work lead us into the second section of this study,
so I will pause for a moment on them here.
In the Jyotirmı̄mām
. sā Nı̄lakan. t.ha argued that the astronomical parameters and models inherited from the texts of the past were not in
themselves permanently correct, but needed constantly to be improved
and corrected based on a systematic practice of observation and reason.
Nı̄lakan. t.ha was apparently the first person to make such an arguments,
even though, as part of his justification of it, he attributed the argument
to his astronomical predecessors.
What was also innovative in Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s work was the way that he
argued this point; that is, it is not simply that he argued for observational
correction, but that he extended himself to the foundational argument
as well. He made claims about why observation and reason, that is,
in the philosophical parlance of the Sanskrit tradition, pratyaks. a and
anumāna, are, as Pingree put it,23 “fundamental to the proper practice
of astronomy.”
A hint of his approach is already signaled in the second word of
his title. ‘Mı̄mām
. sā,’ analysis, is also of course the name of one of
the dominant philosophical traditions of his day, Karma- or Pūrva-
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mı̄mām
. sā, the system of hermeneutics that derived from the analysis
of Vedic ritual texts. The title, therefore, already implies that the same
sort of analytical approach should be applied to Jyotis. , something that
had not previously been claimed in a systematic way by astronomers.
Here I will not review Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s entire argument, but will refer
only to something that might be a complication for our understanding
of his work as ‘progressive.’ As mentioned above, in making his appeal
to the idea of using observation and inference, Nı̄lakan. t.ha works in
an intellectual world in which he needs to make these arguments on a
textual basis. Thus he shows that in the writings of Kumārila Bhat.t.a, the
philosopher of the Mı̄mām
. sā school from the 7th century, one can find
a statement about the practice of Jyotis. that gives sanction to the use
of observation and reason in order to correct and update parameters.24
The statement is brief, and not a topic in and of itself for Kumārila
(really rather only an example mentioned in passing), but the fact of it,
and the presence of commentators’ interpretations, creates a sanction
based in textual authority for astronomical corrections that proceed from
observation. Nı̄lakan. t.ha also interprets a passage from the Bhāgavata
Purān. a [11.22.25] to the same purpose, and even a passage from a later
Vedic text, the Taittirı̄ya Āran. yaka [1.2.1–2], though here he must elicit
his argument from texts that do not specifically mention astronomy and
its practices.
In summary, Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s argument for why it is sanctioned, even
desirable for astronomers to engage in an observation-based, regularly updated scientific practice is grounded on an appeal to properly
philosophical, epistemological arguments. While some of the central
arguments are hermeneutic and scholastic ones, this appeal to philosophical foundation is something new in astronomy.
In practice, Nı̄lakan. t.ha made some use of astronomical observations.25
He begins the Jyotirmı̄mām
. sā by noting the occurrence of two recent
eclipses that he has observed, and that were not predicted by Āryabhat.a’s
system.26 Nı̄lakan. t.ha was following the example of his paramaguru,
Parameśvara, who recorded observations of eclipses between 1393 and
1402.27 No doubt Indian astronomers had always looked at the skies,
but there is something new about the orientation of Nı̄lakan. t.ha and
Parameśvara toward observation in evidence here. More on this below.
Nı̄lakan. t.ha Somayājı̄ is thus a third innovative astronomer at work in
1503, in what was effectively a separate astronomical tradition operating
on the subcontinent. Further examination of the contents of Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s
innovations shows us two tendencies that can be traced elsewhere – an
interest in proper philosophical argumentation, including argument by
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appeal to textual authority in the Mı̄mām
. sist mode, by appeal to logical
principle and by appeal to experience in the form of observation; and
an interest in finding new approaches to the use of observation as part
of astronomical practice.
At the same time, the separate history of the Kerala school provides
a caution against our constructing too simple a narrative for the early
modern period. It would be wrong to say that Jyotis. was monolithic and
stagnant in the late medieval period, and was suddenly and dynamically
renewed at the beginning of the 16th Century. In the preceding centuries,
Jyotis. had been varied – conceptually, practically, and regionally; and it
had been undergoing its own incremental and divergent developments.28
Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s and Gan. eśa’s works are nevertheless strikingly innovative,
and innovative in an unprecedented way. More innovation followed
elsewhere, as I shall discuss below.

OBSERVATIONS

I mentioned above Nı̄lakan. t.ha’s and Parameśvara’s notable interests in
the use of observations. What is also noteworthy is their reference to
specific observed events, and to their own observational projects. Some
evidence of a similar new orientation toward the use of observation
is found in the Nandigrāma school of astronomers as well. Gan. eśa
Daivajña is reported by his commentator Mallāri to have made use of
astronomical observations in Gujarat,29 and his father, Keśava, describes
himself as having observed the conjunctions of planets and stars, and
to have made corrections based on these observations.30
Some distinctions need to be made here in the variety of ways in
which observations might be used, if they are used at all. For much of
the history of Jyotis. , aside from being used to establish local position
and time, observation appears to have played at most a supporting
role in astronomical practice – either as a rough check of observable
phenomena against what the models predict; or as a way of more
systematically confirming the validity or invalidity of a system; or even
as merely an element of rhetorical strategy, as a practice to lay claim
to as a way of differentiating one school of astronomy from another.31
Keśava employed astronomical observations in a novel way to improve
astronomical parameters using ‘bija-corrections.’ In effect, however, the
observations were used only to help him make a choice among already
existing parameters found in the available astronomical schools, not
to establish new parameters.32 Gan. eśa’s use of observations resembles
his father’s, though the parameters are sometimes revised further. Thus
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there is something new in the use of observations in Gujarat in this
period, though it cannot be described as a revolutionary change.33
In the case of Nı̄lakan. t.ha, it appears that the use of observation has
enabled him to arrive at new parameters, though in fact most of these
parameters (except for one concerning Mercury), are very close to
the parameters of an existing school.34 Again, observations have been
used by Nı̄lakan. t.ha, and presumably also by Parameśvara, in correcting
parameters, and perhaps even developing new ones, but how precisely
they might have been used to do so is difficult to reconstruct.
For what none of these astronomers has done, neither in Gujarat nor
in Kerala, is to lay out in their texts a system whereby observations could
be incorporated into improvements of the astronomical parameters and
models, even though Nı̄lakan. t.ha in the Jyotirmı̄mām
. sā is calling for such
a program in general terms. Something like this was attempted nearly two
centuries later, in the 18th Century, independently by another astronomer
also named Keśava (fl. 1706) and by the astronomical workshop centered
around the astronomer-king, Sawāı̄ Jaisingh (reigned 1700–1743).
I would suggest that this new attention to ways of making use of
observation is motivated by an awareness of Arabic/Persian astronomical
practices, which by this period had become established in many parts of
South Asia. Arabic astronomy is famously preoccupied with astronomical
observations and the method of their incorporation into astronomical
theory.35 There is evidence that Arabic/Persian astronomy and astrology
was gradually filtering into the awareness of Sanskrit Jyotis. ı̄s from the
mid-14th Century, as I will discuss below. Here I will only mention
some traces of evidence about the authors under consideration. It is
evident from the terms of measurement that he uses that Parameśvara’s
observations were made using an astrolabe.36 Keśava and Gan. eśa were
aware of at least some features of Arabic/Persian astrology, as Keśava
wrote a text in Sanskrit on Tājika, that is Persian, astrology.37 And
Gan. eśa produced a text on the sundial with horizontal gnomon, the
Cābukayantra, an instrument which had its origins in Arabic/Persian
astronomy, as its name suggests.38
JÑĀNARĀJA AND THE PĀRTHAPURA SCHOOL

Let us now return to the works of the Pārthapura school, that is, to the
works of Jñānarāja and his two sons, Cintāman. i and Sūryadāsa. They
were members of a family of astronomers and śāstrı̄s.39 An ancestor had
served at the court of the Devagiri Yādavas. In Jñānarāja’s day the family
was settled in Pārthapura. Jñānarāja’s sons Cintāman. i and Sūryadāsa
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both wrote works on astronomy (more on both of them below), as
did other family members. The astronomical works of all three have
received comparatively less study than those of Parameśvara/Nı̄lakan. t.ha
and Keśava/Gan. eśa; none of them has been published, so I will devote a
little more space to them here. The features I have remarked on for the
Kerala and Nandı̄grāma schools – a new concern with epistemological
foundation, in both new uses of textual sources, especially philosophical
ones and argumentation, and the new approach to the use of experience,
together with some trace of a growing “internationalism,” have their
reflexes, in one form or another, in the work of the Pārthapura school.40
One also detects in the Pārthapura group a greater interest in accommodation to the cosmology of the Purān. as, a feature not noticeable in the
Kerala or Gujarat movements mentioned earlier. The terms in which this
accommodation is accomplished involve the incorporation of properly
philosophical argumentation, and of an alternative variety of observation or even what one might call experimentation. The ‘purān. icizing’
tendency might be understood as further evidence of the desire to bring
Jyotis. śāstra into the mainstream of Indian intellectual developments,
given how influential the Purān. as, especially the Bhāgavata Purān. a, had
become in this period. On the other hand, it could be understood as a
sign of the erosion of the separate disciplinary authority of astronomy,
for the Purān. ic and the Siddhāntic cosmologies are at odds on many
points. In what follows I will refer especially to the sections of the
texts from authors in Pārthapura that refer to the support of the earth;
for here we encounter examples of the other kinds of innovations as
well.41
The Purān. ic accounts explain that the earth is held up by various
incarnated divine beings, that is, the great serpent Śes. a, the boar incarnation Varāha, the tortoise incarnation Kūrma, and so on. The astronomical
tradition, on the other hand, has always been nearly unanimous in maintaining that the earth required no external support. Bhāskara, for example,
argued that the earth had its own inherent power of self-support, and
required no other supporting entity.
Jñānarāja, in seeking to rescue more of the Purān. ic point of view,
breaks here with the astronomical tradition, most visibly with Bhāskara,
against whom he directly argues. Purān. ic doctrines can be reconciled,
he argues, if we suppose that the earth’s divine supporters are stationed
inside the globe, in the Pātālas, supporting the earth from its interior.42
In order to prove his point his point he must argue against Bhāskara’s
notion of an inherent power of fixity in the earth, and a secondary power
in the earth to attract things to it. It is not because of an attraction power,
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but rather because things fall downward that we see things have it in
their nature to fall to earth. This makes it necessary for Jñānarāja to
posit a separate special power that inheres in creatures who live on the
sides and bottom of the earth, which holds them to the globe in those
places, so that they do not fall off, downward.
Implicit here is a more general principle that informs a number of
Jñānarāja’s arguments, having to do with the ‘downness of down,’ that
is, with whether directionality is absolute or relational. Most earlier
authors of the Siddhāntas include in their discussion of the sphericity
of the earth a statement of relational directionality, that wherever one
is on the globe, ‘up’ is over one’s head, and ‘down’ is below one’s
feet. People opposite each other on the globe are mutually ‘under’ each
other. There is no such statement in Jñānarāja.
In the interest of establishing a greater deal of authority for the
Purān. ic model, Jñānarāja must thus necessarily sacrifice some of the
standard cosmological views of the astronomers, even though this leads
him into more complicated and potentially less arguable positions.
CINTĀMAN. I

Jñānarāja’s son Cintāman. i, also lived in Pārthapura. His only known
work is a commentary on the Siddhāntasundara of his father, Jñānarāja.
The work is called the Grahagan. itacintāman. i, the “Philosopher’s Stone
of Planetary Calculation.” This lengthy work was circulated widely in
Northern India, though not as widely as the Siddhāntasundara itself. It
was known to the 17th century astronomers in Benares.
CINTĀMAN. I AND PRAMĀN. AŚĀSTRA

The feature of Cintāman. i’s work worthy of note here is his preoccupation
with integrating the arguments and demonstrations of astronomy with
the epistemological systems of the philosophical sciences, the śāstras.
The concern is especially with the vocabulary of the realist-logican
school of Nyāya, but Mı̄mām
. sā and the grammar-philosophers are also
introduced.
Cintāman. i categorizes and reformulates Jñānarāja’s arguments in the
vocabulary and format of the mainstream philosophical method – are
his father’s arguments inferences from positive evidence, (anumāna), or
presumptive conclusions (arthāpatti), or some other mode of argument?
Do the inferences fulfill the philosophers’ criteria for a sound logical
syllogism, having the five elements of proof (paks. a, sādhya, hetu,
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sapaks. a and vipaks. a), in their proper relationships to each other?
Or are there rather faulty arguments, (hetvābhāsa), defective in their
concomitance relations by departure (vyabhicāra) or misidentification
of cause (upādhi), or aptness of demonstration (sādhāran. atā)? The
vocabulary is not incidental, but is basic to the commentary’s agenda.
A verse in Jñānarāja’s work attempts to prove the sphericity of the
earth by appeal to the fact that when the sun is directly over Laṅkā
(which is assumed in the astronomical tradition to be on the equator, and
also to be the point on the equator that establishes the prime meridian of
the earth’s longitude), then it is simultaneously seen as on the southern
and northern horizons from the point of view of the north and south
poles, respectively, and on the eastern and western horizons from the
point of view of Rome and Yamakot.i, respectively, two cities assumed to
lie on the equator at 90 degrees west and east from Laṅkā.43 “Someone
might object that a desired view (viz. that the earth is a sphere) is not
simply proved by proposing that it is,” says Cintāman. i in his introduction
to the verse, “but rather through the accumulation of competent proofs.
In reply to this objection Jñānarāja states, in Vasantatilaka meter, as the
required proof, a presumptive conclusion (arthāpatti), which emerges
from the otherwise unexplainable common experience based on people’s
perception.”44
This is not the end of it, however, for Cintāman. i next concedes,
through the voice of another imaginary objector, that the argument
in the verse is not persuasive, since it requires us to assume for the
purpose of the proof that which it seeks to prove, for no-one has seen
the people in any of these cities; “and surely the disbelievers (nāstikas)
would only laugh at us, finding it quite a surprise that astronomers
would seek to prove something using something else unproved.”45 In
order to rescue the argument, clearly not designed by Jñānarāja to be
evaluated by these analytical criteria, Cintāman. i then introduces the
contents of a later verse, which more straightforwardly demonstrates the
spherical nature of the earth by appeal to the changing elevation of the
pole star for a person moving north or south. And so the commentary
goes, in effect reformulating the Siddhāntasundara in syllogistic terms
and retrieving arguments that cannot stand on their own.
Even the mathematical results are reformulated as syllogisms, something astronomers had not previously dreamed of doing. Consider
for example the calculation of the size of the earth. In his treatise,
Cintāman. i’s father had used the example of an astronomer who measures
the sunrise in his local position, and who then travels swiftly due east
10 yojanas with a sand-clock, and measures sunrise in that location
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the next day. He will find, says Jñānarāja, a time difference in local
sunrise of 7 15 palas.46
The solution to the “rule of three” problem that this presents – 7 15
is to 3600 as 10 is to what? – becomes in Cintāman. i’s commentary a
standard philosopher’s syllogism of this form: Earth is possessed of the
property of being 5000 yojanas in overall measure (pratijñā); because
there is the property of generating 7 15 palas time difference at sunrise
by an interval of 10 yajanas (hetu); for wherever there is the generation
of 7 15 palas time difference in an interval of 10 yojanas, there is for a
time difference of 60 ghat.ikās an interval of this size, i.e. 5000 yojanas
(udāharan. a).47
CINTĀMAN. I AND ‘EXPERIMENTS’

In the swift-moving astronomer’s trip east we see a reference made to
observation, as a way to prove the earth’s spherical shape and manageably
small size. This passage of Jñānarāja’s work is a development of the
sort of argument about the spherical shape of the earth made already in
earlier Siddhāntas, but here there is a greater attention to the process,
and the method of calculation. Unfortunately it is an experiment that
will only give the predicted results on the equator. The east-west circle
at northern (or southern) latitudes will not be a great circle, and hence
will not be of the same circumference as the equator. Nevertheless
Cintāman. i describes the experiment with verve:
Travelling east for ten yojanas, [the astronomer] comes upon a fortress stronghold
atop a hill, and sees there the gateway to a royal city, decorated with masses of gems
brought from all over the king’s domain and from the domains of his conquered
enemies. Seeing the reddish reflection of the rising sun’s rays on the walls of the
gateway decorated with silk banners and with stone from Kashmir, and seeing that
the sun has risen, his mind is filled with wonder, and with a broad smile on his
face, he reflects, ‘what has happened is amazing.’48

One also finds in Cintāman. i a tendency to make an appeal to common
experience and behavior (laukika-vyavahāra), something that astronomers
and especially philosophers had commonly done as a way of securing
certain arguments. Cintāman. i’s examples begin to resemble something like scientific experiments, though again, perhaps only thought
experiments.
Cintāman. i and his father, for reasons of argument about the earth’s
support, wish to deny that the earth has a separate power of attraction. In
Cintāman. i on this point there is reference to a quasi-Galilean experiment
on the behavior of objects of different weight. An iron ball and an
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āmalaka fruit, of equal size, each threaded onto a string, are pulled
toward the observer with equal force at the same moment. The āmalaka
reaches him more quickly.49 In another place in the text, the materials are
changed. A piece of rock and a Betel nut are each threaded onto strings
and at a given moment, simultaneously pulled toward the ‘experimenter.’
The ‘experimenter’ will find that the Betel nut reaches him more quickly.
Hence, Cintāman. i concludes, lighter things are propelled more quickly
than heavier things by the same amount of force. And yet we see that, in
nature, heavy things fall to the earth faster. Thus it can’t be the earth’s
attraction force that makes them fall; for if it were a force that caused
the motion, the lighter thing would reach the earth faster. Instead it
must be some other principle, viz. that all things fall downwards.
Another feature of the commentary worth noting is Cintāman. i’s
direct appeal to the mainstream of philosophical discussions when
these become pertinent. For example, in a lengthy discussion of what it
is that keeps a bird aloft when it flies or soars (a discussion occasioned
by Jñānarāja’s argument that the earth can be held aloft for the duration
of a creation by Śeśa or others, since even an eagle can soar for a
long time even while holding a heavy snake in its claws), Cintāman. i,
among other things, refers to two different texts where Udayana, the
10th Century realist/logician, discusses the phenomenon of how things
can be supported on air. The Kiran. āvalı̄ is directly cited,50 and the
Nyāyakusumāñjali is alluded to for its discussion of the inference of
will in any flying object.51 Thus the Nyāya-Vaiśes. ika account of the
physical properties of objects, their tendency to fall down, and the
physics of flight, are brought up here, in a way that one does not
ordinarily find among the astronomers.
Thus Cintāman. i can be compared to Nı̄lakan. t.ha in his interest in
‘philosophizing’ the Jyotis. discipline, though he goes about it in a
different way, by bringing philosophical argumentation schemes and
texts directly into the astronomy sections of his own work. Cintāman. i
is not notably an advocate of observation and correction, as Nı̄lakan. t.ha
is, yet there is a distinctively ‘experimentalist’ drift to his rhetoric, even
if the experiments remain only ‘on paper’.

SŪRYADĀSA

Sūryadāsa (born 1508), son of Jñānarāja and brother of Cintāman. i, also
lived in Pārthapura. Sūryadāsa was a prolific writer in a variety of genres,
especially in mathematics and poetry.52 His best known work is the
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Rāmakr. s. n. avilomakāvya, a dvisandhāna work that tells simultaneously
the story of Rāma and of Kr. s. n. a, if read in opposite directions.53

SIDDHĀNTASAM
. HITĀSĀRASAMUCCAYA

Sūryadāsa was the author of the Siddhāntasam
. hitāsārasamuccaya, a
“compendium of essential points about the astronomical Siddhāntas
54
and Sam
. hitās.” In most respects he follows the arguments of his father
and brother. I mention the work here for the fifth chapter, called the
Mlecchamatanirūpan. a, the description of the views of the foreigners,
in this case astronomers. Here there is an account, in 81 verses, of
the cosmological, astronomical, and astrological views of the mleccha
astronomers. Arabic and Persian terms are listed and translated along
with the basic Aristotelian model of the organization of the elements
and the proofs offered for it. The last 26 verses record equivalent
vocabulary in Sanskrit and Arabic or Persian, for naks. atras, for the
twelve astrological terms or houses, for the zodiacal signs, and for other
astronomical and astrological phenomena.
The Mlecchamatanirūpan. a is, as far as I know, the earliest attempt in
an astronomical text to write a doxography of Arabic/Persian astronomy
and astrology.55 There had been earlier traces of astronomical curiosity,
however. As mentioned above, there was interest in the instruments
used by the “yavanas.” Texts in Sanskrit describing the astrolabe and its
use began to appear in the 14th Century, the first securely dateable one
being the Yantrarājāgama by Mahendra Suri, commissioned by the court
of Fı̄rūz Shāh Tughluk.56 Interest in astrology is also well-represented.
Indeed, perhaps the most successful of any “knowledge system” Sanskrit
text of this period is the Tājika-Nı̄lakan. t.hı̄, produced by Nı̄lakan. t.ha,
the Jyotis. arāya in the court of Akbar.57 Many other Tājika texts were
written in Sanskrit, including one by Keśava, as mentioned above.
The earliest Persian-Sanskrit dictionary that we know of appeared in
the late 16th century, commissioned by Akbar.58 Subsequent dictionaries
expanded the astronomical sections, but Sur. yadāsa’s work is interesting
as the earliest known example of something like the creation of a glossary
for Jyotis. . Furthermore, the juxtapositions of technical vocabulary
constitute the beginning stages of a comparative project.
Probably not long after Suryadāsa wrote his work, an anonymous
author created a Sanskrit translation of a Persian text of the ilm al hay’a
genre.59 The work, entitled the Hayatagrantha, renders into Sanskrit
a general survey of Arabic/Persian astronomy, including a treatment
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of the Aristotelian principles that underly it. Here again, Sūryadāsa
appears to represent the beginning of a wave of activity.
I will not rehearse the entire later history of the phenomenon during
the period, but Sanskrit astronomers in the 17th century are noticeably even more engaged in translation, evaluation, and consideration of the possibility of learning from Arabic/Persian astronomical
models than their predecessors. The figure most worthy of note here is
Nityānanda, who was active in Delhi in the days of Shah Jahan. He was
the pan. d. it commissioned in the 1630’s to translate the Zı̄j-i-Shāh-Jahānı̄
of Farı̄d al-Dı̄n Mas’ūd into Sanskrit, which translation he named the
Siddhāntasindhu. This translation of the Zı̄j did not meet with much
acceptance, and so Nityānanda subsequently composed another work,
the Sarvasiddhāntarāja, in 1639, as an “elaborate apology for using
Muslim astronomy.”60 He wrote even more eclectic works as well, and
his works were of great interest to Sawāı̄ Jaisingh a little less than a
century later.61
In the 17th Century also, two prominent Śāstrı̄s of Banaras, Munı̄śvara
and Kamalākara, both active at mid-century, together with their relatives,
vigorously debated the value of Muslim astronomy in their Siddhāntas
and other compositions.62 If they did not know Sūryadāsa’s work, they
must have had access to similar sources for some of their information.
I mention the later history of the response to astronomy in Arabic and
Persian in conjunction with my discussion of Sūryadāsa’s ‘mlecchamata’
chapter to show that it is particularly the 16th Century when this
doxographic and comparative project begins to pick up momentum.
What had earlier been a distinctive feature of Jyotih. śāstra, its connection
to networks of scientists outside of the Sanskrit sphere, is resumed and
revivified in the early modern period. It reaches its culmination in the
work of Jaisingh, about which much has been written elsewhere.63 This
engagement in a dialogue with Arabic and Persian scientists is shared
by the authors of texts on Āyurveda, but it is not shared by the Śāstrı̄s
in the mainstream of philosophical disciplines in Sanskrit, as far as I
know. As liberal about the astronomy of the mlecchas as Kamalākara
appears to have been, I know of no work of his in the other śāstas
in which he pursues the possibilities of comparison opened up by the
acquaintance he might have formed with some features of Aristotelian
cosmology, for example.
We are thus left without the possibility of a simple schematic account
of Jyotih. śāstra in the period. There is, rather, what looks like a complex
double movement, in which Jyotih. śāstra moves closer to the philosoph-
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ical disciplines in Sanskrit, and at the same time further away from
them.

CONCLUSION

As stated at the outset, this is not intended to be a comprehensive
account of Jyotis. , but at this point only a working paper. I have barely
mentioned astrology and divination, which have in this period their
own complex set of developments. The preceding notes do indicate, I
think, the possibility of how to approach the study of Jyotih. śāstra in
the early modern period, as part of the larger intellectual history of
Sanskrit knowledge systems in that era.
There is a plausible dating at the beginning of the 16th century,
when a group of movements in different parts of South Asia began to
establish new methods and make new arguments.
For Jyotis. these newnesses include: 1) a philosophizing tendency,
which attempts to incorporate Jyotis. into philosophical practice specifically in its epistemological grounding; 2) the use in some cases of
logical argumentation of the philosophers’ sort, self-consciously so,
or else the appeal to textual authority in distinctively philosophical
ways: either in content – references to Kumārila and Udayana, for
example, or else in a Mimamsist mode of reading the Purān. as; and 3) a
new way of using observation as foundation for “improvement” of the
astronomy, which involves of course a new idea of what it is in which
improvement consists. Other forms of the appeal to experience are more
natural developments of the philosophers’ account of loka-prasiddhi or
demonstration from common experience.
On the other hand, there are still the peculiarities of this discipline:
in the last case we considered a seeking to accommodate with the
Purān. as in cosmological issues to a greater extent than classically had
been done; then also the beginnings of engagement with Arabic/Persian
knowledges, the mlecchamata or yavanamata, even if it did not culminate
in a merging of traditions. This was a form of curiosity in which the
astronomers were not followed by the other knowledge systems, so
far as I know. Thus we are confronted with a complex grouping of
movements in several directions, but all of them varieties of a new
interest in establishing foundations for astronomy.
As for the self-consciousness about newness, of the sort described
in the previous essays by Bronner and McCrae, this is a more difficult
question. Certainly what the Pārthapurians, Nı̄lakan. t.ha, and especially
Gan. eśa are doing amount to new things, and the authors indicate in
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their arguments that they are aware that what they are proposing is
something different. But would they call it new (navya) and value it
as such, rather than as improvement, or reconciliation, or correction?
The evidence so far does not support that claim for Jyotis. .
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Tantravārttika on JMS I.3.2.
25
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Pingree “Tājika: Persian Astrology in Sanskrit,” note 37.
58
Pingree, “Indian Reception of Muslim Versions of Ptolemaic Astronomy,” 474–475.
59
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