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Ashtavakkara
Santhipriya

Who is Sage Ashtavakkara? He was the grandson of Vedic sage Aruni. Sage
Ashtavakkara’s name figures both in Ramayana and Mahabharata. Sage Yagyavalkya
was disciple of Sage Aruni and King Janaka, the disciple of Sage Yagyavalkya. The
Ashtavakkara Gita elucidates the meaning of the Supreme Reality, Brahman, the self-

called Atman, soul and Maya, the illusion.

The Sage Ashtavakkara derived the name since he was born with eight different
deformities- ashta meaning eight and vakra meaning deformities. After he grew up,
Ashtavakkara participated in many public discussions and debates and earned a great
acclaim. King Janaka was personally impressed by his knowledge on the Vedas and

erudition and became his disciple.



As per the legend Sage Aruni, taught Vedas in his ashram. Ashtavakkara's father
Kahoda was one of the students of Sage Aruni and married his master's own daughter
later. When Ashtavakkara’s mother was pregnant, she heard the chant of the Vedas
coming from her stomach and learnt the correct recitation too. Once when her
husband Kahoda (father of Ashtavakkara) erred in correct intonation of Vedas, the
foetus (Ashtavakkara) spoke from the womb and asked his father to correct the eight
mistakes which he intonated while reciting the Vedic Mantras. Kahoda got angry and
cursed his son who was in his wife’'s womb to be born with eight deformities, hence the
boy was born with eight deformities like his feet, hands, knees, chest and neck etc bent.
At the same time when Ashtavakkara was in his mother's womb, various teachings were
expounded to him by his father Kahoda which made Ashtavakkara gain tremendous

mastery.

Once when Ashtavakkara was still a very young, he accompanied his father to a great
debate which had been organized by King Janaka. Every day after the King finished his
temporal duties, he would listen to the discourses and debates of different scholars
even if the debates were marathon. The debate began and argument was underway
between the best scholars when in the midst of their discussion, Ashtavakkara
intervened and objected to the views of the scholars expressing that their discussions
were all empty talks and views. Mistaking that Ashtavakkara had insulted the
assembled great scholars, King Janaka became angry and warned Ashtavakkara that he
should substantiate what he said lest he would be killed. Ashtavakkara agreed to prove
his point provided the King came to the forest alone where he would explain. King

Janaka agreed and went to the forest, met him, stayed with him for only some time, but
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felt as though he had stayed for many days and years and got enlightened before

returning back to the Kingdom to govern it with greater wisdom.

There was a Brahmin scholar in the courtyard of Janaka. He used to debate with
scholars and those who got defeated in the debate used to be sunk in water and done
to death. Ashtavakkara’'s father too met the same fate and died at the hands of the
Brahmin scholar. When Ashtavakkara came to know of the fate of his father, he decided
to confront the scholar in debate and went to King Janaka's court and expressed his
desire to debate with the scholar. His crooked form invited ridicule from others.
However unmindful of the ridicule, Ashtavakkara explained to those assembled that the
power of the deities in the Temple is not affected by how the temple is shaped or by
its height, and similarly neither the shape of his own body nor its crookedness affect

the Atman inside him. Later Ashtavakkara debated with the scholar and defeated him.

When King Janaka asked Ashtavakkara as to what punishment he should be given,
Ashtavakkara suggested the same punishment given by the scholar to others be given
to the scholar too. The scholar then revealed his true form to tell everyone that he was
son of Lord Varuna who had come there in the disguise of a scholar, debated with
Brahmin scholars, defeated them and sent them to heaven to take part in a Yagna
performed by his father who needed 1000 Brahmin scholars to successfully complete
the Yagna. Therefore those who were sunk in the water have not actually met death but
were safe in heaven attending the Yagya. Since the Yagya has been concluded
successfully, he released all those sent for the Yagya and produced them in the court to
astonish everyone including father of Ashtavakkara who asked Ashtavakkara to take

bath in river Saamanna to get back normal body like anyone else. Once Ashtavakkara
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took bath in the river, he was astonished to find that his appearance had turned back

to normal human body like others.

Ashtavakkara Gita is a is a short treatise ascribed to the great sage Ashtavakkara
written in the form of a conversation between sage Ashtavakkara and king Janaka of
Ramayana fame and through their dialogue the king Janaka attained enlightenment
(wisdom). The most wonderful dialogue which took place, between Ashtavakkara and
King Janaka on the nature of soul, reality and bondage and came to be known as the
famous 'Ashtavakkara Gita’, the fountain head of wisdom. In order to prove the point
that one could attain enlightenment within the time taken to get on to the back of a
horse, keeping one leg on the saddle and attempt to place the other leg on to the
other side of the saddle, Ashtavakkara asked King Janaka to get down from the horse
and then climb up again. By the time the King kept his leg over the saddle on one side
and lifted the other to place on the other side, the stretched leg facing the sky
remained stretched to years within which period King Janaka’s doubts were cleared by
Sage Ashtavakkara to enable the King attain wisdom. King Janaka did not feel

discomfort while remaining in that position as he had lost himself in the conversation.



