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During the Vedic period, education for children began at a very young age. An elderly person used to teach the children at his home. Boys and girls learned together. Thus, the girls had the opportunity to learn for nearly 10 to 12 years before they got married. Some girls were even inclined to study the Vedas (Upanishads) and were geniuses.  They were called therefore ‘Brahmavaadhinis’. Among them, the most learned were  known as ‘rishikaas’ (women rishis).

In the Rig Veda, there were 27 Brahmavaadhinis who were rishikaas for the Suktas. There were 29 rishikaas in the Rig Veda according to Sayachariyar, who wrote the commentary for it. Apart from these, there were many lesser known rishikaas during the times of Upanishads and later. 

If we take the Rig Veda, there were rishikaas like Romasa, Lopamudra, Visuvavara, Abaala, Kosha, Sooriya Savithri, Oorvashi, Vaak, Raathiri and Sradha Kamayani mentioned within its pages. We’ll say a few words about these saintly women.

Romasa

The first one to appear in the Rig Veda is Romasa. Intolerant of her husband’s criticism that she was a small girl, she paid self-encomiums about her beauty and composed a Rig. (Rig Vedam - 1126.7 )

Lopamudra

The next woman maharishi was sage Agasthya Muni’s wife, Lopamudra. According to Thalaicauvery Sthalapurana, she was believed to have been the origin of the Cauvery River.

According to this purana, Lopamudra married sage Agasthya Muni and then laid the condition that they should never separate, to which the sage agreed. Once, when he had to leave for a short while, he turned her into water and poured her into his kamandal (water pot). It is said that after he left, Lopamudra, unable to contain herself inside the kamandal, swelled and flowed as the River Cauvery.

Visuvavara

Visuvavara Devi , who hails from the Aththiri Maharishi vamsa, is the next rishikaa found in the Rig Veda. She used to chant mantras and perform yaga.  During the time of the Rig Veda, women had these rights. Visuvavara performed yaga praying to Agni Bhagwan, the Lord of Fire. (Rig Veda -v 28)

Abaala

Rishikaa Abaala was also a descendant of Athiri maharishi. Since she suffered from a skin disease, her husband refused to accept her which made Abaala return to her parent’s house. One morning, while returning home after bathing in the river, she saw a soma plant. She had wanted to offer soma rasam (a drink that promotes long life) to Lord Indra that day.

She plucked the leaves and chewed them, thus offering the rasam to the Lord.

Indra, pleased by her offering, granted her three boons. 

Abaala’s three wishes were that hair should grow on her father’s bald head, his dry lands should become fertile again to give a bountiful harvest and that her skin disease should be cured. Indra granted the wishes, to Abaala’s delight. Abaala is the rishikaa for this Suktham -Rig Veda VIII 91. (In some versions it is mentioned as VIII 80.)

Kosha

Kosha, a maharishi, was the granddaughter of Theertha Thamas Maharishi and daughter of Kakshivaan Maharishi. She was afflicted with leprosy and so she was forced to spend her life as a spinster. Later, she prayed to Ashvini Devathas with two Sukthams. Kosha says, “Oh Ashvini Devathas! Listen to what I have to say. Help me as a son would help his parents. I am a poor girl with no relatives and friends. Save me from this curse as soon as possible.” (Rig Veda X 39.6)

“Starting at dawn and leaving for those houses where the yagas are being performed, where are your chariots finally reaching as destination at the end of the day? Who adorns your chariots for you? (Rig Veda X 40.1)’

“Where do you spend your evenings and where are you in the mornings?

Where do you rest for the night? As a bride would attract the groom’s attention, who brings you home? (Rig Veda X 40.2)’

“Oh Ashvini Devathaas! who are bright and perform miracles, with whom do you mingle? Who makes you stay with them? Where have you gone? Is it to any sage’s ashram or to bless someone who offers you prayer?” (Rig Veda X 40.14) 

The Devatas cured her, bestowed her with beauty and health and got her married to a worthy groom.  (Rig Veda 1117.7).

Sooriya Savithri

Sooriya Savithri was the daughter of God Surya. The Rigs in the Suktham that describe her wedding can be heard being chanted even now at the present-day weddings.

The two Rigs that are often and primarily chanted are as follows:

Sumangaleeriyam Vadhu

Rimamsamedha Paschyatha 

Sowbaghya Masyai Thathvaaya

Aadhaastham Viparedhana 

Meaning: ‘One can see the indications of prosperity in the bride and all of you watch her keenly. Bless her for a prosperous life and return to your homes.’ (Rig Veda-X, 85.33)

Imam Thwamindhra Meetva:

Suputhraam Subakham Kirunu 

Dhasaaayam Puthraan Aadhehi

Padhimegha Dhasam Kruthi 

Meaning: ‘O Indra, who is a wealthy man! Bless the bride so that she gives birth to good and noble sons. Let her have, by your grace, 10 sons and treat her husband as her 11th son.’ (Rig Veda-X, 85.45)

Urvashi

Urvashi, an Apsaras, is a maharishi. Emperor Pururavas was infatuated with the heavenly Apsaras. She lays a few conditions to live with him and thus the emperor spends four years happily with the woman he desired. The Devas, in order to take Urvashi back to their abode, cunningly execute their plans in such a way that makes the emperor forget the conditions she had laid.

Thus, Urvashi leaves him for failing to keep his word. Driven to grief at her separation, the emperor wanders and finally finds her playing with her friends. He requests her to come back with him but she refuses. The conversation that is held between them can be found in Rig Veda, 10th Mandalam, 95th Suktham.

Vaak

Vaak or word, is depicted in the Vedas as a woman and she is seen as Vaakambiruni, the daughter of Maharishi Aambiruni of a Suktham in the Rig Veda. Since the word which is used to recite mantras in yaga, binds the humans on earth and the Devas, it is given special honor. Let us see one or two Rigs in the Suktham where Vaakambiruni is the rishi.

Vaak says, “Being a maharani, I accumulate wealth. I, always in a deep contemplation, stand prominent among those who deserve to be prayed to. Thus, the angels have made arrangements for me to enter and reside in many of the homes.” (Rig Veda-X. 125.3 )

“I pronounce the word which is welcomed by both the Devas and the people. If I like a man, I can make him powerful, enlighten him about ‘Brahmam’, a rishi and an intellectual person”.  (Rig Vedam-X. 125.5)

Raathiri

The Raathiri or night is seen in the form of a woman and is seen in the name of Bharadhvaaji in a Suktham of the Rig Veda. Let us see some Rigs in this Suktham:

The Night Bharadhvaaji says, “The Night angel approaches many places and keeps a watch with her numerous eyes.  She is seen wearing all her beauty and virtues.” (Rig Veda- X. 127.1)

“She, who has attained the boon of ‘eternal life’, fills the low as well as the high-level lands and the fields. With her brightness, she wins over the darkness.” (Rig Vedam-X. 127.2)

“That angel when she comes, brings with her, her sister ‘Dawn’ whom she leaves behind when she disappears.” (Rig Veda-X. 127.3 ).

Sratha Kaamayani

H. H. Wilson, who learned and translated the Rig Veda, says, “There is great meaning in the name of the rishikaa. The woman known as Rishi Sratha belonged to the family of Kaamayani. She was the ‘faith’ in a family of ‘love’.

Here are some of the Sukthams she wrote:

‘We light the fire in faith, and put sacrificial offerings in that fire with faith. Reaching heights of joy, we praise the faith.’  (Rig Veda-X 151.1)

‘Bless those who praise faith, O faith! Bless those who donate liberally. Bless also the words which I uttered now.’ (Rig Veda-X 151.2)

***

According to Brhuthdevatha, which compiles the Sukthas of the Rig Veda, there were 27 women rishis, and according to Chayanar, there were 29 women rishis. Other than these rishikaas, Kabilar’s legend mentions Devahuthi, Athiri’s wife Anasuya, Vasishtar’s wife Arundathi as Bramhavadinis and maharishis. Mythreyi and Gargi are eminent Bramhavadinis and maharishis mentioned in the Upanishads.
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