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On the Octaval System of Reckoning
in India

MAN, we are told in the Chandogya-upanisad (vi. 7. 1), is made up of
sixteen parts. Those parts are given in the Satapatha-brakmana (x. 4. 1.
17) as loman, ‘hair’, tvac, i.e., tu-ac, ¢ skin’, aszj, ‘ blood’, médas, * fat’,
mamsa, ‘ flesh’, snavan, ‘ sinew’, asthi, ‘ bone’, majjan, ‘ marrow’, the
sixteen parts (kald) being represented by sixteen syllables (aksara).
Nor is this by any means the only instance in which Indian lore has
found some difficulty or uncertainty in filling in the details of such
groups of sixteen or multiples of sixteen, though I imagine it would
not be easy to discover another that called forth quite so much
complacent ingenuity as is here exhibited. In the case of the sixteen-
fold division of ancient India which prevails in Buddhist literature!
there was no great difficulty in discovering the requisite number of

suitable geographical names. But who would venture to draw up a

definitive list of the sixty-four arts,? or who—to descend to matters of

less moment—would name to-day with absolute certainty all the

constituents of the solak singar, ¢ the sixteen ornaments of the body (or

appliances for decoration).’® A similar indefiniteness attaches to the

numeral in sodasamsu, or sodasarcis, * of sixteen rays’, as a name for

the planet Venus, and probably—at least in the first instance—to such

groups as the eight lueky things (asta-marngalam), and the sixteen

modes of doing homage to a deity (sodaSopacaral), or even the

thirty-two kinds of arsenic.

There can be little doubt that, in such instances as these, it was
never intended that the numbers should be taken literally. We have
to do, rather, with generalized expressions, with ‘round numbers’,
used much in the same way as ‘dozen’ or ‘score’ may be used in
English to-day, ot as forty’ was so frequently used in the time of
Shakespearc.* At the same time it seems fairly clear that such
generalizations imply the existence at an early period of a system of
reckoning in which the number sixteen figured prominently : and, as a
matter of fact, numerous instances of such « system—or at least of such
a remarkable predilection for this and related numbers in unmistak-
ably real groups and especially in connection with weights and
measures as can hardly be otherwise interpreted—meet us, not only
in Indian literature, but in every part of India at the present day.
Amongst these related numbers the number eight, the half of sixteen,

1 Rhys Davids, Buddhist India, p. 63. ;
2 Ancient lists are brought together by A. Venkatasubbiah in his inaugural
dissertation (Bern), 7%e Kalas (Vasanta Press, Madras, 1911).

3 Platts, A Diclionary of Urdi, Classical Hindi and English, s. v. singar: the
_ very connotation of the word seems to be uncertain.
% For example, King Richard I/, iii. 2.85 (‘1s not the king’s name forty
| thousand names ?’) ; Coriolanus, iii. 1. 243 ; King Henry V, iv. 4. 12; Merry
Wives of Windsor, i. 1. 179,
























































































