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I

Several etymologies of the word asvattha have been suggested.!
These draw on the botanical,? mythological® or philosophical*
associations of the word. “he most generally accepted etymology
in modern discussions or the subject seems to be the one which
understands the word to mean “(the tree) under which the horses
stand”.’

When the word is thus understood, then the need to explain the
ctymology arises: why is the ficus religiosa so named—as the tree
under which the horses stand?

The usual response to this question is to refer to the “brdhmana
and commentarial story of Agni, the fire-god, taking refuge in the
tree in the form of a horse—hence asvattha <asvastha, the
standing-place of the horse™.¢ .

But is this explanation adequate? M. B. Emencau has suggested
that “Agni is supposed to be in the tree, since . . . a piece of
asvattha wood forms the upper of the two fire-sticks used in
twirling out fire. The horse-shape of Agni seems, however, to be
nothing more than an invention for the sake of etymology.””

It appears to this writer that the suggestion made by M. B.
Emeneau—that the brahmana® and commentarial story of Agni
may be in the nature of ex post facto rationalization needs to be
taken seriously, as the word asvattha already occurs in the Rg
Veda® (though in the “later” first and tenth books). It will now
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be further suggested that instead of an ex post facte mythological
rationalization it may be possible to offer an ex-ante historic

explanation of the etymology of the word asvattha as “(the tree)
under which the horses stand”.

II

Central to this explanation is the position of Sir John Marshall
that the horse was not known to the Indus Valley people.!® This
has been contested,!! but there can be little doubt that the horse
are to be associated with the incoming Aryans who are believed
to have supplanted the Indus Valley culture around the middle ¢
the second millennium B.C. rather than with the people of
Indus Valley civilization itself. Stuart Piggott has pointed out t
although one cannot “hold that the Aryans were the first peopl
to domesticate the horse”, “they were certainly among the first i€
introduce the idea of rapid transport made possible by its use
For their farm work, ox-drawn four-wheeled carts seem to haw
been used, and horses bred solely for use with the light tv
wheeled chariot for sport or warfare.”!?

This two-wheeled chariot drawn by horses!? as used by thi
Aryans seems to have been the ancient equivalent of Hitler's
motorized Panzer divisions. The Aryans seem to have overs
whelmed the contemporary world with this military innovation,'

It is interesting in this context to note that Rg Veda 1.13
refers to the company of “those who meet under the asvattha treg
as victors™.1 If all these bits and pieces are put together the jigsaw
puzzle of the explanation of the etymology of asvattha seems 1¢
fit. The following picture emerges—the asvattha tree is so callet
because it was under these trees of the Indus Valley that the
conquering Aryans pulled their victorious chariot-drawing horses
presumably for rest. Hence the trees came to be known &
asvattha—the tree under which the horses stand. After all, “thi
pipal with its wealth of hanging leaves constantly fluttering in thi
wind” is a distinctive feature of the Indian landscape to this day"
and seems to have been distinctly so in the Indus Valley period
the depictions on the Indus seals are any indication.!” Indeed,
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