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Notes on the Wolf in the Rg-veda

Abstract

This paper discusses the meaning of vfka (‘wolf’) in the Rg-veda. This substantive is of Indo-
European origin and there are parallels to it with the same meaning in many ancient and modern Indo-
European languages. This analysis reveals the deep primordial human fear of a wolf — the embodiment
of danger. It also shows the problems of understanding some Rg-vedic stanzas, the context for which can
be found only in a diachronic search in the field of Indo-European linguistic and conceptual parallels.
(JJ/Eds)

The wolf was known in the Rg-veda (RV) well enough, though his name was not
very frequent in the hymns: vka- m. ‘wolf” — 30 times, vg’kf— f. ‘she-wolf’ — 6 times.
Four times among these cases, vika- is not the name of a wild beast, but makes a part
of a proper name of a certain institutor of a sacrifice (ydjamana-) — ddsyave vitkah “wolf
for the dasyus”, which is found only in the latest hymns of Valakhilya included into
mandala VIII (VIII, 51, 2; 55, 1; 56, 1 and 2). The word vrka- is met both in the ancient
“family” mandalas (9 times), and in the rest of them, which are later.

The substantive vjka- is of Indo-European origin, there are parallels to it with the same
meaning (name of a wild beast) in many ancient and modern Indo-European languages,
e.g., Av. vahrka, Goth. wulfs, Lith. vilkas, Lett. vilks, Ancient Russ. volks, etc. (Mayrhofer
1955: 570-571).

The word vika- has a complete paradigm in the sg. in the hymns of the RV - 27
times (except the L. sg.), and 3 times in the pl. The rare form of the f. vyki- has no
pl. forms at all, and is represented in the sg. by the N. — 2 times, Acc. — 1 time, Dat.
— 3 times. It should be noticed that 3 times out of 6 cases vrki- is used with vfka- in
sentences like X, 127, 6: yavdya vrkyam vikam | yavdya stendm “Ward off the she-wolf
and the wolf; ward off the thief” (O’Flaherty 1981: 200). As to those three cases when
vika- is used in the pl., the grammeme of the pl. is of a general, and not of a concrete
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character. Such are the forms of the N. pl. in the dialogue of Puraravas and Urvasi — X,
95, 14: [d]ldhainam vika rabhasdso adyiih — “... or if the ferocious wolves should eat
him?” (O’Flaherty 1981: 254); X, 95, 15: md tva vikaso dsivasa u ksan — ... do not let
the vicious wolves eat you” (ib.); G. pl. in VIII, 67, 14: té na asno vikanam | cfditydso
mumocata — “Release us from the jaws (sg.) of wolves, O Adityas!”

One has an impression that the authors of the hymns really had no idea about the pack
of wolves as such. One wolf was a reality, and his name could be used metaphorically,
as it will be clear later, or it was a couple: a he- and a she-wolf.

The N. sg. is the most frequent case in the paradigm of vjka- (12 times). It functions
mostly as the subject of a sentence, and the predicate is represented by a verb of quite
a definite semantics: ‘to threaten’, ‘to pursue’, ‘to devour’, ‘to attack’, etc.

For instance 1, 42, 2:

Y0 nah piisann agho viko
duhséva adidesati |
dpa sma tdm patho jahi ||

“The Evil, vicious wolf who threatens us, Pasan, chase him away from
the path.” (O’Flaherty 1981: 194)

I, 183, 4:
md vam viko ma vikir @ dadharsin
“Let neither he-wolf nor she-wolf dare to attack you!” (to the Asvins).

Being used in the predicative function, the N. sg. of vjka- denotes usually an enemy.
E.g. VI, 51, 14: jahf ny atrinam panim viko hi sdh — “Smash the Atrin, the Pani — for he
is a wolf!” (to Soma); IX, 79, 3: utd svdsya dratya arir hi sd | utanydsya dratya vitko hi
sdh — “(Protect us) both from your own hostility — for he is a rival, and from the hostility
of a stranger — for he is a wolf!” (to Soma). This way vjkd- acquires metaphorically the
meaning ‘enemy’.

The word vika- in the Acc. (3 times) functions as a direct object governed by the
verbs, meaning ‘to drive away’, ‘to catch’, ‘to hold back’, ‘to kill’. E.g. VII, 38, 7:
Jambhdyanto ’him vikdm rdksamsi | sdnemy asmdd yuyavann dmivah — “Catching the
snake, the wolf, the raksases, let them release us completely from illnesses!” (to All-the-
-Gods); I, 105, 11: té sedhanti pathd vikam | tdrantam yahvdtir apo — “They will drive
away the wolf from the path, who is crossing the young waters” (Trita in the well).
“They” in this context are the sun-rays (this is the description of the dawn, and the wolf
can mean a demon, who wants to swallow the sun (Renou 1967: 82).

The D. sg. (3 times m., and 3 times f.) is used in two types of contexts. First, in
contexts expressing warnings against the wolf, as, for instance, in VI, 13, 5, where
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Agni is asked to give riches to his worshippers: krndsi ydc chdvasa bhiiri pasvé | vdyo
vikayardye jdsuraye — “if you create with your power great energy (of resistance) of
the animals against the wolf, the hungry enemy”. Or VI, 51, 6: md no vikaya vrkyée
samasmd | aghayaté riradhata yajatrah — “Do not subject us either to a he-wolf or to
a she-wolf, or to anybody intending to injure (us), O you worthy of worship!” (to All-
the-Gods).

The other type of contexts connected with the Asvins does not reveal a negative
attitude towards the wolf, and the D. sg. of this word expresses simply a person to whom
something is given. For instance VII, 68, 8: vikdya cij jasamanaya Saktam — “You two
helped even the wolf, losing his strength.” One should also mention here a myth about
a man named RjraSva, who gave one hundred rams as a meal to a she-wolf. His father
made him blind because of this, and the ASvins restored his eyesight. I, 116, 16: Satdm
mesan vrkye caksadandm | g’jrcfs’vam tdm pitandhdm cakara — “When Rjrasva carved up
a hundred rams for the she-wolf, his father made him blind” (O’Flaherty 1981: 183);
I, 117, 17: satdm mescfn vrkyé mamahandm | tdmah prdnitam dsivena pitrcf | 5ksf orjrd/s've
asvinav adhattam — “You have given the eyes to Rjrasva, O Asvins, who had bestowed on
the she-wolf a hundred rams, (and) had been brought into darkness by his cruel father.”
The next verse of this hymn, where \{’r’kf— in the N. sg. is used in a positive context, is
also connected with the same myth — I, 117, 18: Sundm andhiya bhdram ahvayat | si
vorkfr asvina [...] — “This she-wolf, O ASvins, called happiness (and) success upon the
blind one”.

The only Abl. sg. case of vfka- has the usual meaning of keeping away from, removal
-1, 120, 7: patdm no vikad aghaych — “Protect us from the malicious wolf!” (to the
ASvins).

The two cases of vika- in the L. sg., which have raised a lively discussion among
the interpreters, are of special interest. Both of them are found in the hymns dedicated
to the ASvins. These are the following verses.

I, 117, 21:

ydvam vikendasvind vdpant[a]

isam duhdnta mdnusaya dasra |
abhi ddsyum bdkurena dhdmant[a]
urii jyotis cakrathur dryaya ||

“Sowing the grain, (ploughing) with the wolf, milking refreshment for the
man, O wonderful ones, blowing away the dasyu with the help of bdkura,
you have created broad light for the Aryan.”

The verb vap- means ‘to sow’. One restores “ploughing”, implying here an ellipsis
(cp. VIII, 22, 6). Geldner translates it: “Indem ihr mit dem Wolfe Korn satet” (Geldner
1. T. 1951: 159). Oldenberg comments: “Gemeint wohl: sdend, nachdem mit einem
angespannten Wolf gepflugt worden war.” (Oldenberg 1909: 113)
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VIII, 22, 6:
dasasydnta mdnave parvydm divi | ydvam vikena karsathah

“Rewording the man in the very beginning of the day, you two plough
the grain with the wolf.”

There are no doubts about the meaning of the verb kars- ‘to make furrows’, ‘to
plough’, and it is just this clear context that gives grounds to suppose an ellipsis in I,
117, 21. The wolf, according to Sayana, is a plough.

J. Bloch in his article dealing with the Vedic plough, notices in connection with these
two verses from the RV that it is impossible to conclude if this “wolf” is a denomination
of an instrument the name of which is derived from the same root as the Lith. velka ‘to
drag’, Gr. ebAaxa ‘the plough’. And he puts a question in conclusion, whether there was
a plough in ancient India with the help of which one could sow (Bloch 1985: 309).

M. Mayrhofer having enumerated all the possible etymological connections of the
word vrka-, nevertheless states in his conclusion: “Doch ist es sicher auch an diesen
beiden Stellen v° als “Wolf” aufzufassen.” (Mayrhofer 1968: 240)

The G. sg. of the word vjka- is characterized by the expression “from the jaws of
the wolf” (3 times out of 4). For instance I, 116, 14: asno vrkasya vdrtikam abhike |
yuvdm nard nasatyamumuktam — “You manly Nasatyas released the quail right out of
the mouth of the wolf” (O’Flaherty 1981: 183) — similar contexts are found in I, 117,
16 and X, 39, 13. The meaning of G. subj. is met in II, 29, 6: tradhvam no deva nijiiro
vikasya — “Save us, o gods, from being devoured by the wolf.”

Such is the paradigm of cases of the words vfka-/vrki- in the RV. There remain no
doubts in general that the attitude towards the wolf in the RV was particularly negative;
people were afraid of him, regarded him as their enemy, tried to save themselves from
him, and asked the gods to help them to do it. A few cases when there is no protest
against the wolf: he is fed, people plow with him and sow grain, make an exception.
These cases are met only in hymns dedicated to the Asvins.

The substantive vika- is defined in the hymns by a number of epithets. These are
aghd- ‘bad’, ‘dangerous’; dsiva- ‘unkind’; duhséva- ‘malevolent’; rabhasd- ‘fierce’. All
these epithets give a negative moral characteristic of a wolf, never of his appearance.
There is one exception to it in the hymn “Trita in the well” I, 115, where verse 18 says:
arund ma sakyd vikah | pathcf ydntam dadarsa hi — “Once a tawny wolf saw me, when
I was going on my way.” Geldner supposes in his comment that the wolf functions here
as a bad omen (Geldner 1. T. 1951: 139). One of Sayana’s explanations is that the tawny
wolf represents the moon. Oldenberg also refers verses 16-18 of this hymn to the sun,
moon and planets (Oldenberg 1909: 100-101). Though it is difficult to give here a simple
interpretation, it seems to be most probable that the “tawny wolf” is a metaphor and not
a real description. It is only once that the wolf in a hymn to the Asvins is defined by an
epithet without a negative meaning — VII, 68, 8: vikaya cij jasamanaya saktam — “You
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two helped even the wolf, losing his strength.” The feminine gender substantive grkf— is
not defined by epithets at all. Thus one cannot find out anything from the epithets of the
wolf in the RV about his appearance. It may be that it should be explained by taboo.

There exist a few substantives in the RV derived from the stem vjka-. This is an
abstract noun vykdtat- f. ‘the state of a wolf” in II, 34, 9: yo no maruto vykdtati mdrtyo |
ripir dadhé vasavo rdksata risdh — “That treacherous mortal, O Maruts, who has placed
us in the state of wolves — protect us from injury!” Geldner translates it: “Wenn uns, ihr
Marut, ein boser Sterblicher unter Wolfe fallen lie.” (Geldner 1951 (1. T.): 319) It is
also an agent noun vrkdti- ‘a robber’ in IV, 41, 4: indra yuvdm varuna didyim asminn |
djistham ugra ni vadhistam vdjram | yo no durévo vrkdtir dabhitis — “O Indra and Varuna,
strike him down with the missile, with the most violent vajra, O (you) violent ones, who
is an ill-disposed robber for us, an injurer!” There is also an adjective vyrkayu- ‘fierce’ in
X, 133, 4: yo na indrabhito jdno | vrkayiir adidesati | adhaspaddm tdm tm kydhi — “What
fierce folk are aiming to threaten us from all the sides, tread upon them, o Indra!”

Apart from this, there is one compound word vika- dvaras- with a problematic
meaning “running (?) like a wolf” in II, 30, 4: brhaspate tdpusasneva vidhya | vikadvaraso
dsurasya viran — “O Brhaspati, injure with heat, as with a missile stone, the men of
Asura who run like a wolf (?)!”

All these words show the hostile relation towards vika-, and they are not met in
hymns dedicated to the Asvins.

It should not escape one’s attention that the words vfka- / vrki- in the RV are often
met in contexts connected with the Asvins: either directly addressed to them, or somehow
taking part in a myth, dealing with them (vy’ka- 8 times, vg’kf— —4). According to Dumézil,
the ASvins are deities representing the third function — that of fecundity and material
abundance (Dumézil 1958). They are connected with riches, honey, prosperity of the
cattle, tillage, they are rescuers of people who got into trouble. It should be stressed
once more that if a he-wolf or a she-wolf is not blamed in the RV, it is usually in the
Agvin hymns, a fact that needs explanation. It is difficult to explain this peculiarity from
the synchronic viewpoint. The parallels in many Indo-European languages, where the
words corresponding to vika- / vorki/— denote also a wolf, are of no help either. It seems
that one should look for a deeper etymological motivation which has been mentioned
above. According to Vasmer’s Etymological Dictionary of the Russian Language the
Russian 6osx should be connected with the verb so.iouums ‘to drag’, whence “furrow”
and “plough” originate (®acmep 1964: 338) — cp. the above mentioned parallels: Gr.
g0\axd ‘the plough’, Lith. velki, vilkti ‘to drag’, ‘to draw’ (Mayrhofer 1968: 240).
Though this etymological motivation has been suggested several times before (Specht,
Porzig and the rest), the exegetes of the RV insist that in those two passages where the
Advins are ploughing with the wolf, the word vfka- should be translated as “wolf”, and
not as “plough”. They may be right in their interpretation of these two passages, but at
the same time the effort to explain the connection of vika- ‘wolf’ with the Asvins, deities
of the third function, with the help of this diachronic etymological motivation seems to
be not senseless at all.
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The description of the functioning of the word vfka- in the RV in these notes was
mainly synchronic, though diachronic excursions were sometimes also necessary. The
most ancient traces of wolf, as was shown by Gamkrelidze-Ivanov (I'amkpenmnze-lBaHoB
II, 1884: 492-497), date from the border-line between the VIII-VII millennia B.C. over
a very wide territory inhabited by the Indo-European tribes, and the cult of wolf played
an important part in the history of these tribes. The wolf was denoted by several lexemes
at this time, and one of them goes back to the root *ueit’-(n)- ‘to know’. The wolf
functions in some traditions as a personification of positive qualities (Hittite), and the
race of wolves is a model for the warriors. In the German tradition warriors are depicted
dressed in wolf skins. Many folks and regions have “wolf” names. The cult of wolf
brings together the Indo-European tradition and the South-Caucasian one.

There was no cult of wolf in the RV, as has been shown above, the pack of wolves
was not known, and the attitude towards the wolf was particularly negative.
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