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Péter Szaler*

Who Was Salya’s Father? Examining
the Genealogy of an Epic Hero

https://doi.org/10.1515/asia-2017-0045

Abstract: To the question, “Who was the Salya of the Mahabharata?”, a wide
scale of different answers can be given. Without being exhaustive, Salya can
be described as a king, a general, a friend, a charioteer or even as a traitor.
The high number of his roles indicates that he is among the most prominent
epic heroes. On the other hand, it is striking that none of the answers given
above refers to Salya’s ancestry. The importance of the genealogical lists in
the Mahabharata is well established. For an epic hero it was his ancestry that
determined his real identity. Therefore it is surprising that our knowledge
about Salya’s family is so meagre. As a matter of fact, the only thing we
know about his birth is that he was an offspring of a prestigious royal
dynasty. Salya himself was, however, very proud of his descent and consid-
ered his service as Karna’s charioteer as a disgrace on his family. This paper
attempts to identify this highly honoured dynasty from which Salya arose.
Many passages of the epic give the impression that Salya was also of Kuru
descent just as the Kaurava and Pandava heroes. This interpretation may
shed new light on such events as Salya’s appointment as general and
Pandu’s second marriage.

Keywords: Bahlika, Madri, Mahabharata, Salya, Somavamsa

Perhaps it is not an exaggeration to say that Salya is one of the most prominent
heroes of the Mahabharata. Among others he appears as a great charioteer,
Madri’s oldest brother, Pandu’s brother-in-law, the valiant king of Madra, and
last but not least the Kaurava commander-in-chief after Karna’s death.
Accordingly, Salya’s figure has not been neglected in studies on the great
epic. Meiland emphasized the ambiguity of the character, since Salya, though he
sympathized with the Pandavas, fought on the Kaurava side.' Others, such as
Ruben and Hiltebeitel regarded Salya together with Karna as a caricatural

1 Meiland 2005: 18-19.
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counterpart of Krsna and Arjuna.” Hiltebeitel, moreover, proposed an allegorical
relationship between the Madra king and the Earth, on the basis of which he
interpreted Yudhisthira’s triumph over Salya as the final conquest of the Earth.?
Salya’s participation in the Great War has thus been fairly well examined, but
less attention has been given to his origins.

In contrast to the other heroes in the epic, there is in fact very little that we
know about Salya’s descent. Even Vettam Mani’s enormous encyclopedia gives
no more information than the fact that he and Madri were fathered by the king of
Madra, about whom there are no further details.” Bowles has paid a bit more
attention to his lineage and regarded it as the main reason for the enmity
between Karpa and Salya. According to him, the request to serve Karna as a
charioteer was an insult for Salya on his prestigious family.” Nevertheless, the
lack of more accurate information is quite disturbing especially in the light of
such recent studies as Brodbeck’s, McGrath’s and Witzel’s which call attention to
the central role of the epic genealogies.®

Therefore, to say something about Salya’s reputable ancestry, it is worth
investigating those epic passages carefully, which are concerned with him. In
these verses Salya is regularly mentioned together with Bahlika’s descendants,
in fact the Mahabharata refers to Salya himself as a Bahlika.” Although this
epithet has usually been explained as an allusion to his ethnic identity,® the
possibility of Bahlika being a patronymic can not be excluded and is worth
further examination.

Bahlika, Salya’s possible ancestor is a character in the Mahabhdrata famous
as Pratipa’s second son as well as Samtanu’s elder brother.” He left the kingdom

2 Hiltebeitel 1990: 256; Ruben 1943: 221.n.

3 Hiltebeitel 1990: 266-279.

4 Mani 1984: 460.

5 Bowles 2006: 34-35,

6 Brodbeck 2009; McGrath 2004: 179-191; Witzel 2005.

7 Mahabharata 1.61.6.cd; 1.105.7.d*61.12. (Central group of the Northern recension). — Here it is
important to make a comment on my attitude to the Critical edition. During my research, I
regarded it as a great collection of the several Mahabharata-texts rather than an Ur-version of
the epic and therefore I included the so-called star passages in the references to get as
comprehensive picture about the theme as it is possible.

8 Brodbeck 2009: 156; Mani 1984: 674.

9 tathaiva sarvadharmajfiah pitur mama pitamahah| pratipah prthivipalas trisu lokesu visrutahl||
tasya parthivasimhasya rajyam dharmena $asatah/ trayah prajajiiire putra devakalpa
yasasvinah|| devapir abhavaj jyestho bahlikas tadanantaram| trtiyah Samtanus tata dhrtiman
me pitamahah|| (Mahabharata 5.147.14-16). [Dhrtarastra says to Duryodhana]: Likewise my
father’s grandfather, Pratipa, who knew all the Laws, a king famed in the three worlds: to
this lion among kings, who ruled the kingdom under Law, three famous Godlike sons were
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after the death of his father and moved to his maternal homeland, the Sibi
country:

Thereupon, with sorrowing spirit and grieving over his son, Pratipa died: and seeing him
dead Devapi took shelter in the forest. Bahlika had left the realm and established himself
in the family of his maternal uncle. He abandoned his father and brothers and acquired a
wealthy town. (van Buitenen 1978: 459.)'°

Then Bahlika started his own lineage, the descendants of which were named
Bahlikas, after their forefather. Although all of his descendants appear in the
Mahabharata, their accurate genealogy is spelled out in the HarivamS$a
and in the puranas, according to which Bahlika begot Somadatta, who
became the father of three excellent sons, namely Bhiri, BhiiriSravas and
Sala.!

However, if we examine the text of the Mahabharata carefully, we see that
in lists that mention Bhariéravas and Sala, it is Salya who occurs right beside
them and not Bhari, as one might expect.'? It is telling that, in the descriptions
of the Kaurava army (enumerations) Salya appears next to the two sons of
Somadatta, while Bhiiri is always omitted.”® Verse 7.19.9 is perhaps the most
explicit:

Bhariéravas, Sala, Salya, Somadatta and Bahlika, these heroes surrounded by the army,
resorted to the southern flank."

Apart from the war books, Bhiiri and Salya will rather seem to be counterparts of
each other if we take notice of the analogous list found in the Virataparvan,” in
which there occurs Bhiiri instead of Salya.'®

born. Devapi was the eldest, Bahlika came after him, and steadfast Samtanu, my grandfather,
son was the third. (van Buitenen 1978: 459.).

10 tatah pravyathitdtmasau putrasokasamanvitah| mamdra tam mrtam drstva devapih samsrito
vanam|| bahliko matulakule tyaktva rajyam vyavasthitah| pitrbhratin parityajya praptavan puram
rddhimat|| (Mahabhdrata 5.147.26-27).

11 Harivams$a 23.116; Bhdagavata—p. 9.22.18.c-19.a; Brahma-p. 13.116; Garuda-p. 1.140.34.c-35.
a; Visnu-purana 4.20.31-32.

12 Mahdbharata 5.196.10.a, 6.47.17.a, 6.52.5.a, 6.55.131.d, 6.57.11.ab, 6.114.15.a, 7.19.9.a, 7.36.24.
be, 7,52.15.c, 11.26.31.cd, 15.40.10.c.

13 Mahabharata 6.47.11-21, 6.52.1-9, 7.15.5-20.

14 bhurisravah Salah $alyah somadattas ca bahlikah| aksauhinya vrta vira daksinam paksam
asritah|| (Mahabharata 7.19.9.).

15 Mahabharata 4.63.41.b*1080.1-9 (S = Southern recension).

16 Mahabhdrata 4.63.41.b*1080.2. (S).
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These passages, therefore, imply that one should regard Bhiiri as Salya’s
equivalent, which impression can be further confirmed by some additional,
more explicit passages.

The Udyogaparvan unfolds how Duryodhana gained Salya’s assistance in
the Great War.”” The Kaurava prince maintained that he was as close a kinsman
of Salya as the Pandavas:

Just as the Pandavas are to you, in the same way I am to you.'®

At first sight, however, Duryodhana’s words make no sense, because Salya, as
Madri’s brother, was honored as maternal uncle (matula) by the Pandavas, and
his greater affection for them was in this way evident. But the Madra king did
not refuse Duryodhana’s statement which, therefore, indicates that we should
also accept it as true. I was, however, not able to find any other appropriate
solution to substantiate this claim than the above-proposed position of Salya in
the Kuru family tree. Duryodhana, incidentally, in the same way tried to get
support from the Vrsnis. In this case he similarly adduced only the common
patrilineal relationship while he neglected that Krsna, as Kunti’s nephew was
the cousin of the Pandavas:

In this approaching war you should come to my aid, for you bear me equal friendship with
Arjuna, and you are equally allied with us, Madhava. (van Buitenen 1978: 197.)."

Later in the same book, there is a description of the arrival of the Kaurava allies
which not only mentions Salya and Bhiiri$ravas in the same verse but also puts
stress on the fact that they joined Duryodhana with separate armies:

The champion Bhiiriéravas, too, and Salya joined to Duryodhana, O joy of the Kurus, with
a grand-army each. (van Buitenen 1978: 219.).°

Their separate approach might be underlined here because one would expect
two related warriors to come jointly. Moreover, the same account provides an
analogous verse in which a similar syntagm is used concerning the two Avanti
rulers who, though they were from the same country, arrived there separately:

17 Mahabharata 5.8.1-13.

18 yathaiva pandavds tubhyam tathaiva bhavato hy aham| (Mahdbharata 5.8.12.d*52.1. (S)).

19 vigrahe ’smin bhavan sahyam mama ddatum iharhatil| samam hi bhavatah sakhyam mayi
caivarjune pi ca| tatha sambandhakam tulyam asmakam tvayi madhaval| (Mahabharata 5.7.9c—10).
20 tatha bharisravah sirah Salyas ca kurunandana| duryodhanam upadyatav aksauhinya prthak
prthak|| (Mahabhdrata 5.19.16.).
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Both kings of Avanti, surrounded by a mighty force, came to Suyodhana with a grand-army
each. (van Buitenen 1978: 219.).”!

Still before the war, Yudhisthira asked Samjaya to enquire after the welfare of
the Kaurava heroes who, though they fought against the Pandavas, were loved
by him.”? Among them Somadatta, Bharisravas, Salya as well as Sala are men-
tioned together, and, furthermore, it is added about Sala that it was he who
protected Salya’s back:

The wise bull of the Bahlikas, who has no other desire than that there might be peace
among the Bharatas — may he salute me again as he did before — he possesses many and
excellent virtues, who is learned, but not harsh at all, who always endures anger out of
affection - that Somadatta I consider worthy of respect. Somadatta’s son, the most
venerable among the Kurus, is my brother and my friend, o Samjaya. He is the best archer
among the warriors whom his ministers attend, please, ask him about his welfare. My dear,
Bhiriéravas fights against destruction, he is a great archer, the best of warriors. Approach
him and address him with my words, and Salya too, going to him in my name. Sala, the
great archer, the greatest warrior, best and constant will protect his back.”

Although Salya’s descent in this manner seems to be faitly well established, we
should not forget those epic passages which seem to set him apart from the
Bahlikas.

To begin with, they are evidently referred to separately in the Adi- and the
Sabhaparvan,®® since these books mention side by side Salya as well as
Somadatta’s sons. These references suggest that there did exist a tradition
which treated Salya separately from the Bahlika Somadatta and his three sons.

21 avantyau ca mahipdlau mahabalasusamvrtau| prthag aksauhinibhyam tav abhiyatau suyod-
hanam|| (Mahabharata 5.19.24.).

22 Mahabharata 5.30.10-29.

23 yasya kamo vartate nityam eva nanyah Samdad bharatanam iti smal| sa bahlikanam rsabho
manasvi purd yatha mabhivadet prasannah|| gunair anekaih pravarais ca yukto vijianavan naiva
ca nisthuro yah| snehad amarsam sahate sadaiva sa somadattah pujaniyo mato mel| arhattamah
kurusu saumadattih sa no bhrata samjaya matsakhd ca| mahesvaso rathinam uttamo yah
sahamatyah kusalam tasya prccheh| bhiriSravas tata nipatayodhi mahesvaso rathinam uttamo
’gryah|| gatva sma tam madvacanena briuyah Salyam tatha madvacanat pratitah|| samah Salo
raksita prstham asya| (Mahabharata 5.30.19-21.d*156.6.).

24 madrardjas tathd $alyah sahaputro maharathah| rukmangadena virena tatha rukmarathena
cal| kauravyah somadattas ca putras casya mahdrathah| samavetas trayah sura bhiarir
bhitrisravah $alah|| (Mahabharata 1.177.13-14 The great warrior Salya, king of the Madras,
with his sons, the champion Rukmangada and Rukmaratha. There Somadatta the Kaurava
and his warrior sons come, the three heroes Bhiiri, Bhiriéravan and Sala. (van Buitenen 1973:
350.) rtah Salyo madrarajo bahlikas ca mahdarathah| somadatto ’tha kauravyo bhiirir bhiiriSravah
Salah|| (Mahabharata 2.31.7.c-8.b) Rta, Salya king of the Madras, and the great warrior Bahlika,
Somadatta Kauravya, Bhiiri, Bhiriéravas, Sala. (van Buitenen 1975: 89.).
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The Dronaparvan, in which Bhiiri’s character is fleshed out, seems to follow
this latter tradition. After Salya’s injury,” his younger brother comes forth to
protect him, but he is also killed in the battle.”® Although Salya’s brother
remains unnamed here, he might well be Sala who was earlier shown as
protecting Salya’s back.”

The fact that Sala does not disappear completely after this event, but his
name occurs in some further enumerations seems to contradict this proposi-
tion.?® On the other hand, Sala must have passed away by end of the parvan
where he is listed among the dead:

O king! Your valiant son, Bhiiri$ravas has been killed, and Sala, too, who suffered from the
fall of his brother.??

At that place, where the long-armed Bhisma lies covered by hundreds of arrows, Pandu’s
strongest sons killed many heroes in battle, such as Vikarna, Citrasena, Bahlika,
Jayadratha, Bhiirisravas, Jaya, Jalasamdha, Sudaksina and Sala, the best charioteer, and
the valiant Bhagadatta — these and other princes, whom even the gods could only have
defeated with great difficulty.*

Since there is no mention about his death anywhere else, perhaps it was indeed
Sala who was killed while protecting his brother Salya and one might regard the
re-occurrences of Sala’s name as corruptions in the transmission.*! Incidentally,
following his brother, BhiriSravas also lost his life in an unjust single combat
against Satyaki.*

Bhiri finally appears in a duel in which he just like his brother is killed
by Satyaki.?> Thus, the Dronaparvan contains the third passage which

25 tatah sa viddho ’stravidd marmabhidbhir ajihmagaih| Salyo rajan rathopasthe nisasdada
mumoha cal| (Mahabharata 7.36.33.) O king! Then this marksman (i.e. Abhimanyu) wounded
Salya with mortal arrows, he collapsed on the seat of his chariot and lost his consciousness.
26 Mahabharata 7.37.2-9.

27 Mahabhdrata 5.30.21.d*156.6. (S).

28 Mahabharata 7.52.15c; 7.70.50.d; 7.79.4.a; 7.80.24.

29 hato bhurisrava viras tava putro maharathah| Sala$ caiva tatha rajan bhratrvyasanakarsitah||
(Mahabharata 7.131.10.).

30 yatra bhismo mahabahuh Sete Sarasatacitah|| vikarnas citrasenas ca bahliko ’tha jayadrathah|
bhirrisrava jayas caiva jalasamdhah sudaksinah|| $alaé ca rathinam Srestho bhagadattas ca
viryavan| ete cdnye ca rajano devair api sudurjayahl|| nihatah samare $urah pandavair
balavattarah| (Mahabharata 7.133.58.c—61.b).

31 Actually there are some additional occurrences of the name Sala (Mahabharata 7.102.69.b;
8.4.101.c; 8.62.2.c), but they probably do not refer to the Bahlika, but to a son of Dhrtarastra by
the same name.

32 Mahabharata 7.117.1-118.41.

33 Mahabharata 7.141.1-12.
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obviously differentiates Salya and Bhdri. In this case, however, it can not be
excluded that the authors were influenced by the widely known Bhiri-
Bhuariéravas-Sala triad of the genealogical lists and therefore added the
death of the third brother to the same parvan, though he had been neglected
so far. (Figure 1)

D
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Figure 1: Salya’s genealogy.

We have seen above that many phases of the great epic appear to suggest
Salya’s association with the Bahlika house. One might venture the hypothesis
that there might have existed such a form of the Mahabharata which regarded
Salya as Somadatta’s son. If this supposition is actually true, it entails two
important conclusions.

On the one hand, Salya’s appointment as commander-in-chief can be better
understood. Salya’s precursors, Bhisma, Drona and Karna were closely related to
the Kurus while he, as the Madra ruler was a simple vassal, whose installation
seems unwonted since more constant companions such as ASvatthaman and
Krpa were still alive. But, if we regard Salya as Somadatta’s son, this oddity will
immediately disappear.

On the other hand, this identification of Salya throws new light upon
Pandu’s marriage with Madri. As stated in the Mahabharata Pandu had two
consorts who became his wives in different ways.
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His first as well as chief wife was Kunti, whom he obtained by means of a
svayamvara which was evidently regarded as the most heroic manner of mar-
riage and in which Pandu himself decided to take part:

This Prtha, Kuntibhoja’s daughter, was gifted with beauty and character; she rejoiced in
the Law and was great in her vows. At the bridegroom choice that her father held for her
she found, in the midst of thousands of barons, the powerful lion-toothed, elephant-
shouldered, bull-eyed Pandu. The scion of the Pandus joined yoke with the daughter of
Kuntibhoja with boundless happiness as Indra has joined yoke with Paulomi. (van
Buitenen 1973: 241.).%*

In contrast to the first one, Pandu’s second wedding was arranged by Bhisma. In
this case, however, there is no remark about why Pandu needed a subsidiary
wife just after the successful svayamvara:

Thereafter he went with Bhisma Devavrata to the capital city of the Madras, where Madri,
daughter of the king of the Madras, lived, renowened in all three worlds and famed among
all barons for her beauty, which was unmatched on earth. Bhisma bought her for Pandu at
a high price, then prepared for the wedding of the great-spirited Pandu. (van Buitenen
1973: 241-242)

To understand Bhisma’s purpose with this marriage, I suggest to have a look
again at the Lunar line. After Vicitravirya’s death Bhisma remained the only
scion of the paternal lineage in the main branch. As Romila Thapar rightly
pointed out, both the Kauravas and the Pandavas being biologically connected
to Satyavati but not to Samtanu laid claim to the throne in accordance with the
matriline.*®

The Kuru patriline, however, had not yet completely disappeared at that
time, because Bahlika and his offspring together with Madri still existed. Thus,
Bhisma did nothing else but tried to save his family from the extinction of the
patriline. Pandu’s marriage with Madri, therefore, might have been the only
chance to restore the paternal line.

Besides, the fact that the Bahlika princess was offered to Pandu reveals
Bhisma’s political aim that is to guarantee the kingship to him. Pandu was,

34 rupasattvagunopeta dharmdarama mahavrata| duhita kuntibhojasya krte pitra svayamvarel||
simhadamstram gajaskandham rsabhaksam mahabalam| bhiimipalasahasranam madhye
pandum avindata|| sa taya kuntibhojasya duhitra kurunandanah| yuyuje ’mitasaubhagyah
paulomy@ maghavan iva|| (Mahabharata 1.105.1-3).

35 yatva devavratendpi madranam putabhedanam| visruta trisu lokesu madri madrapateh sutdl|
sarvardjasu vikhyata ripendsadrsi bhuvi| pandor arthe parikrita dhanena mahata tada| vivaham
karayam asa bhismah pandor mahatmanah|| (Mahabharata 1.105.4-5).

36 Thapar 1978: 351.
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actually, the second son and therefore the legal successor would have been
Dhrtarastra according to the primogeniture. Dhrtarastra, however, as a blind
man seemed to be unable to govern, so Bhisma chose his younger brother and
gave him Madri to re-establish the lineage.

Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Csaba DezsO for having read my
article and polishing my English.
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