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ARYABHATA : HIS NAME, TIME AND PROVENANCE

K. V. SarRMA’

(Received 20 September 2001; after revision 20 October 2001 )

Aryabhata is one of the eminent astronomers of early India.
Of late there is a tendency to spell his name as “Aryabhatta”. While
Aryabhata himself mentions Kali 3600 to be the date of his
composing the work, some say that Kali 3600 is the date of his
birth. A view has been broached that Aryabhata hailed from Kerala.
These points have been discussed and an effort has been made in
this paper to arrive at the correct position in these matters.
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Aryabhata is acknowledged as one of the astute astronomers of early
India. His school of astronomy is well known and widespread all over
India, especially in the South. However, differing voices are heard about
his name, date and provenance. An attempt is made herein below to exam-
ine these matters and set things right.

I. THE NAME OF THE ASTRONOMER : IS ARYABHATTA OR ARYABHATA?

Of late, there has been a tendency to spell the name as “Aryabhatta”
with the suffix “bhatta”. Two artificial satellites sent up into space by In-
dian scientists are given the names “Aryabhatta I” and “Aryabhatta II”. Some
modern writers also make use of this spelling. But, is the spelling of the
astronomer’s name with the suffix “bhatta” correct?

Now, it is to be noted that no astronomical text spells the name as
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“Aryabhatta”. The author himself mentions his name at three places only
as “Aryabhata”, towards the beginning and ending verses of his work
Aryabhatiya.'
pranipatyaikam anekam kam satyam devatam param brahma /
Aryabhatas trini gadati ganitam kalakriyam golam //
(Aryabhatiya, Gitikapada, verse 1)
brahma-ku-sasi-budha-bhrgu-
kuja-guru-kona-bhaganan namaskytya /
Aryabhatas tviha nigadati
Kusumapure ‘bhyarcitam jianam //
(Ganitapada, verse 1)
Aryabhatiyam namna
pirvam svayambhuvam sada satyam /
sukrtayusoh prandsam
kurute pratikaticukam yo ‘sya //
(Golapada, verse 50)

Our author’s younger contemporary, Varahamihira, too, mentions the
name only as Aryabhata and that too in a verse which forecloses the form
“Aryabhatta”. Thus, while speaking of the two ways of reckoning the day,
viz., from midnight and from sunrise, propounded by our author,
Varahamihira says in his Paficasiddhantika (XV. 20):

lankardharatrasamaye
dinapravritim jagada caryabhatah /
bhuyah sa eva suryo-

dayat prabhrty aha lankayam //

In his commentary on Aryabhatiya, Bhaskara I, an ardent follower of
our author, mentions the author’s name only as Aryabhata whenever the
latter is mentioned during the course of the commentary. The concluding
verse of the commentary too mentions the name only as Aryabhata®

1 Aryabhatiya of Aryabhta, Cr. Edn. & Tr. by K. S. Shukla and K. V. Sarma, Indian
National Science Academy, New Delhi, 1976.

2 Aryabhatiya of Aryabhaia with the Commentary of Bhaskardcirya and Somesvara, ed.
by K. S. Shukla. Indian National Science Academy, New Delhi, 1976, p. 88.
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atindriyarthapratipadakani

sutrany amany Aryabhatoditani /
tesam asakyo 'rthasatamasako ‘pi
vaktum kuto ’smatsadriair asesam //

Brahmagupta (6th cent. AD), contemporary of Bhaskara I, mentions
Aryabhata at the beginning verse of his Khandakhadyaka (1.11):

pranipatya mahadevam
jagadutpattisthitipralayahetum /
vaksyami khandakhadyakam
acaryaryabhatatulyaphalam //
Somesvara, another early commentator (¢. 1000 AD) on the Aryabhatiya,

too, spells the name of our author only as Aryabhata in the concluding
verse of his commentary:

spastarthapratibodhakam mydudhiyam suktam prabodhapradam
tarkavyakaranadisuddhamating Somesvarenadhuna /
Acaryaryabhatokta sutravivrtir ya Bhaskarotpadita
tasyah sarataram vikrsya racitam bhasyam prakrstam laghu //
In the same vein Saryadeva Yajvan (c. 1000 AD), hailing from
Tamilnadu, closes his commentary on Aryabhatiya with the verse

triskandharthavida samyak Suryadevena Yajvana /
sanksipyaryabhataproktasutrartho ‘tra prakasyate //
(Com. on Golapada, verse 50)

Sankaranirayana, the court-astronomer of the Kerala king Ravivarma
of the 8th century, commences his commentary of the Laghubhaskariya of
Bhaskara I with the verse:

Acaryaryabhatam Varaghamihiram
Srimadgurum Bhaskaram /
Govindam Hanridattam atra sirasa
vaksye pranamya kramat //

Gargya-Kerala-Nilakantha Somayiji commences his commentary on the
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Aryabhatiya with the verse:

bhagavantam caryabhatam
natva vyakhyayate ‘tha tattantram /

The Kerala commentator Ghatigopa’s commentary commences with
the verse:
gajananam ca varim ca sri-suryadin grahan api /
purvacaryams caryabhatapramukhan pranato smy aham //
It is to be noted that in all the above cases the name of our author is
spelt only as “Aryabhata” and not “Aryabhatta” and that the latter form will
revolt against the metre.

It should be obvious from the above that the correct name of our
author is only “Aryabhata” and that the modern tendency to revise the
name to “Aryabhatta” is not warranted.

II. DATE OF ARYABHATA

Propitiously enough, Aryabhata himself gives a clue to his date in his
Aryabhatiya, Kalakriyapada, verse 10, which reads :

sastyabdanam sastir yada
vyatitas trayas ca yugapadah /
tryadhika vimsatir abdds

tadeha mama janmano ‘titih //

“When sixty times sixty years and three quarter yugas (of the current
yuga) had elapsed, twenty three years had then passed since my birth.”

The stanza states that at the time of composing the work 60 X 60 =
3600 years of the Kaliyuga had elapsed and, incidentally, the author adds
that is was then 23 years after his birth. The date works out to the end of
the Kali year 3600, corresponding to the Saka year 421, the date being
March 21, 499. The position of the equinoxes were then zero degree and
$0 t.he mean positions of the planets would be accurate if computed using
their parameters given by the author in the Gitikapada of the Aryabhatiya.®
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For computation of the mean planetary positions for future dates, a small
correction was to be applied, which Aryabhata’s follower Lallacirya gives in
his work Sisyadhivrddhida.*

While most commentators follow the above interpretation, in Kerala,
the Parahita system enunciated by Haridatta in 689 AD interprets the verse
to mean that the date given in the verse is the date of birth of Aryabhata
and not the date of the composition of the work. “When sixty times sixty
years and three yugas had elapsed, twentythree years of my age have passed
since then.”

This would mean that Aryabhata was born in Kali 3600, equivalent to
Saka 421 or AD 499, and that he composed the Aryabhatiya when he was 25
years old, i.e. in Saka 444 or AD 522. But the parameters of Aryabhatiya
accord only with the year Kali 3600. For this reason, in the Parahita system
corrections for computing the mean longitudes of planets using Aryabhata’s

parameters but with the epoch of Saka 444 have been evolved for use in

astronomical computations.’

II1. ASMAKA : ARYABHATA’S PROVENANCE

Aryabhata does not make any specific mention of the place or country
of his birth but this omission is filled by Bhaskara I, his follower and com-
mentator, who is, perhaps, the best authority in the matter on account of
his chronological proximity, besides being the propagator of the Aryabhatiya
school.

Bhaskara I who hailed from southern Gujarat, as evidenced from ref-
‘erences in his commentary on the Aryabhatiya, calls.-himself as Asmakiya,
“one beloging to the A$maka country”. He also specifies that Aryabhata
too was an Asmakiya, for which reason his work was called A$makatantra.

3. Aryabhatiya of Aryabhata, Cr. Edn. & Tr., p. 96.

4- Sisyadhivrddhidawith the commentary of Mallikarjuna Siiri, ed. by Bina Chatterji,
Indian National Science Academy, New Delhi 1981.

5 See Aryabhatiya, Cr. Edn. & Tr., p. 97.
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Nilakantha Somayaji states specifically in his commentary on Aryabhatiya
(Ganitapada, verse 1) : ASmakajanapadajata Aryabhatacaryah, “Aryabhata born
in the ASmaka country.”

The Asmaka country was situated, according to Varahamihira
(Brhatasamhita, XIV. 22), the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, in the North-
West of India. According to the Buddhist text Dighanikaya (XIX. 36), dur-
ing the time of the Buddha a branch of the ASmaka people moved to the
South and settled in the modern South Gujarat-North Maharashtra region,
on the banks of the rivers Godavari and Narmada. Several texts, both
Buddhist and Hindu, attest to this fact. Obviously, Aryabhata hailed from
this region and naturally came to be known as Asmakiya.f

Of late, a quaint suggestion has been made to the effect that Kerala
could have been the country of birth of Aryabhata for two reasons. The
first one is that the word Asmaka, which, in Sanskrit, means “stone”, could
be related to Kotunnalliar in Central Kerala, which, during early times, was
one of the capital cities of the land and a centre of learning. It is stated
that its present name could be a derivative of the word Kotum-Kal-l-ar,
meaning “a city of hard stones”, since in Malayalam kotu means hard and
kal means stone. This is linguistically possible, but the incompatibility arises
from the fact that old records show that, during ancient times, the city was
known as Kotum-kol-iir, “the city of strict governance”. Naturally enough,
the harsher pronouncing word Kotum-kol-iir slipped into the more easily
pronounced word Kotunnalliir. That the said ancient name of the city occurs
in certain early texts has been noticed by the veteran litterateur and re-
searcher, the late Ulloor S. Parameswara Aiyer, in his article
“Kunavayirkottam and Vancdi”, (K.V. Rangaswami Aiyangar Commemoration
Volume, Madras, 1940, pp- 241-51). Identifying this with Vanci, the capital

6. For detailed references see : Varahamihira’s Brhatsamhitd, Ed., & Tr. by M.
Ramakrishna Bhat, Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi, 1981, pt. I, pp. 177-78; J. F. Fleet, The
Topographical List of Brikat Samhita, ed. K. K. Das Gupta, Semushi, Calcutta, 1973, p.
20; K. D. Bajpai, The Geographical Encyclopaedia of Ancient and Medieval India, Indic
Academy, Varanasi, 1967, pp. 35-36, Aryabhatiya, Cr. Edn. by K. S. Shukla and K.V.
Sarma, op. cit., Introduction, PpP- XXiX-XXX.
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of the Cera kings of Kerala, he quotes two passages from early texts wherein
the name of the city is spelt only as Kotumkolur and not Kotumkalliir.
Quoting from a 12-13th century Sanskrit-Tamil work in Manipravalam style,
he states :

Kollaviblutim kollum vibhava niuru matannu ‘Kotunnolurilum’

ere vilannina pantupayata Kunavayakkuram api kuﬁapam dadhati.

“It will be seen that the author begins from the south, and touches
Kollam (present-day Quilon), Kotunnolur (Kotumkolir, the modern
Kotunnalliir, whose anglicised form is Cranganore), Kunavay etc.” (p. 242).

Later in the same article (p. 246) he refers to the occurrence of the
name of the city, again, as Kotunkolur. Further he refers to the early Tamil
classic Cilappatikaram and quotes from Atyakkunallar, the commentator of
that classic: “Kunram, Kotunkolurkku ayalatakiya Cenkunrenum malai.” (p. 246,
fn. 13).

It should be amply clear from the above-given references that during
the time of Aryabhata (¢. AD 500), which is the time also of Cilappatikaram,
and, later too, the city was known only as Kotumkolar (“the city of stern
rule”) and not Kotumkallur (“the city of hard stones”), to give it any pos-
sibility of being equated with Asmaka.

The non-feasibility of Kerala being the ASmaka region is strengthened
by the fact that nowhere in the two works of Aryabhata, viz., Aryabhatiya
and the Aryabhatasiddhdnta, Kerala has been referred to. More telling is the
fact that Aryabhata has concocted an extremely inconvenient system of
letter-numerals which he would not have done had he been aware of the
facile letter-numeral system of Katapayadi which was prevalent in Kerala
even before the time of Aryabhata. It might also be noted that even the
names of the three known disciples of Aryabhata, Pandurangasvami, Nisartku
and latadeva do not have any semblance of Keralite personal names, old
Or new.

Equally fragile is the second reason adduced, viz., that Aryabhata should
have hailed from Kerala since, besides the Aryabhatan system being preva-
lent in this land, “all” commentaries on Aryabhatiya have been produced by
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Kerala astronomers. This argument really does not stand scrutiny. For one
thing, though the Aryabhatiya and works on its basis are widely prevalent in
Kerala, the second work of Aryabhata, viz., Aryabhatasiddhanta is not known
in Kerala at all. The prevalence of Aryabyatiya also outside Kerala is vouched
by the fact of its being studied and commentaries thereof produced else-
where as well, both in Sanskrit and in the regional languages. Among the
non-Keralite commentators and commentaries and works based on the
Aryabhatiya the following may be mentioned:’

NON-KERALITE COMMENTATORS IN SANSKRIT

1. Prabhiakara (c. 525 AD)

2. Bhaskara I (629 AD) of Valabhi in Gujarat.

3. Somesvara (¢. 968-1200) of Gujarat.

4. Suryadeva Yajvan (1191 AD) of Gangaikonda-colapuram in Tamilnadu.
5. Yallaya (fI. 1482) of Skandasomesévara in Telugu country.

6. Raghunatharija (1597) of Ahobilam in Karnataka.

7. Madhava, son of Viriipaksa, of Andhra Pradesh.

8. Bhutivisnu, son of Devaraja, of Kancipuram in Tamilandu.

9. Kodandarama (1807-93) of Andhra Pradesh.

COMMENTATORS IN TELUGU

10. Virupaksa Suri of Andhra Pradesh.

11. Kodandarama (1807-83) of Andhra Pradesh who wrote a commentary
in Sanskrit also.

COMMENTATOR/TRANSLATOR IN MARATHI

12. Anonymous Ms. in the Bombay University Library, No. 334.

’-Vide Aryabhatiya, Cr. Edn. & Tr., Introduction., PP- XXXv-Xxii.
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WORKS PRODUCED OUTSIDE KERALA, BASED IN THE ARYABHATIYA

13. Bhaskara 1, Mahahaskariya
14. Bhaskara I, Laghubhaskariya

15. Lalla, Sisyadhivrddhida

16. Brahmadeva (1092 AD), Karanaprakasa
17. Damodara (1400 AD), Bhatatulya
18. Virasimhaganaka, son of Kasiraja, Aryasiddhantatulyakarana

TRANSLATOR IN ARABIC

19. Abul Hasan Ahwazi under the Caliphate in Baghdad.

It is also to be noted that the second work of Aryabhata, viz.,
Aryasiddhanta, is completely unknown in Kerala while it has influenced
astronomical writings in Andhra Pradesh, Northwest India, Iran and the
early Abbasid Caliphate.

In view of the above massive evidence, any claim that the study of
Aryabhatiya was carried on and that commentaries were written only in
Kerala, and therefore Aryabhata hailed from Kerala, loses all credibility.

KUSUMAPURA WHERE ARYABHATA FLOURISHED

Aryabhata states in the Aryabhatiya (Ganitapada, verse 1) that he was
setting forth in his work the knowledge that had been honoured in
Kusumapura. The following verse specifies that at a time when the results
computed through the then prevailing five astronomical schools (siddhantas)
(viz., Vasistha, Paitamaha, Paulisa, Romaka and Saura gave conflicting
results, Aryabhata, as the head of an institution (kulapa), set forth his
modified system of astronomical computation in Kusumapura:

siddhata-paricakavidhav apr drguiruddha-
maugdhyoparagamukha-khecaracaraklptau /

suryah svayam Kusumapury abhavad kalau tu
bhugolavit kulapa Aryabhatabhidhanah //
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“When the methods of the five Siddhantas began to yield results con-
flicting with the observed results as in the case of setting of the planets,
eclipses etc., there appeared in the Kali age, at Kusumapura, God Sun
himself in the form of Aryabhata, the Kulapa (‘head of an institution’) well

versed in astronomy.”

In spite of the well-known identification of Kusumapura with Pataliputra
(modern Patna), the capital of the ancient Magadha country (Bihar), sug-
gestions have been hazarded that if the ASmaka country could be ident-
fied as Kerala, Kusumapura can be identified with the township of
Pankunnam near Trichur and if ASmaka could be the same as Tamilnadu,
Kusumapura can be identified with Pimpuhar on the east coast. The
puerile nature and far-fetchedness of both these suggestions would be ob-
vious when it is noted that they do not conform even to the literal mean-
ing of Kusumapura, “flower city”, since the two suggested words mean only
“flower hill” and “flower river-mouth”. There is neither an astronomical
tradition nor such an institution in these two places, to sustain the epithet
of Kulapa given to Aryabhata.

Indian tradition, Hindu and Buddhists, Puranic and historical, is loud
and clear in identifying Kusumapura with Pataliputra, the capital of
Magadha. In fact, Aryabhata’s follower Bhaskara I himself states in his
commentary on the Aryabhatiya that Kusumapura is Pataliputra. Thus, in
his commentary on Aryabhatiya (Ganitapada, verse 1), he explains
“Kusumapure 'bhyarcitam jrianam. Kusumapuram Pdtaliputram.” The Sanskrit
lexicons offer also alternate forms for both the names, viz., Kusumapura in
Hemacandra’s Abhidhanacintamani (133.976) and Puspapura in Kesava’s
Kalpadrukosa (10.18), Pataliputra in the Abhidhanacintamani (133.976),
Pataliputraka in Purusottama’s Trikindasesa and Pura in Hemacandra’s
Anekarthasangraha (36.450).°

8. David Pingree, Census of Exact Sciences in India, Philadelphia, Ser. A. Vol. I, 1970,
p. 50.

9 See M. M. Patkar, “Geographical Data in Sanskrit Lexicons,” Bulletin of the Deccan
College Research Institute, 14.4 (March 1953) 249-305.
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CONCLUSION

What has been stated above would show that Aryabhata hailed from
the Asmaka country, which comprised the present South Gujarat and North
Maharashtra, through which the rivers Godavari and Narmada flowed. He
flourished at Pataliputra (modern Patna) in the ancient Magadha country
(now Bihar) where he composed his works, the Aryabhatiya and
Aryabhatasiddhanta. It may be recalled that the reputed University of Nalanda
was situated at Pataliputra and had an astronomical observatory (Kha-gola)
attached to it.' Aryabhata who has been described as a Kulapa (“head of
institution”) could well have also been the head of the Nalanda University.

10. yide D. G. Apte, Universities of Ancient India, Baroda, p. 30. See also, Kripa
Shankar Shukla, Aryabhata : Indian Mathematician and Astronomer (5the century A.D.)
New Delhi 1976.



