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Abstract

In the ancient Indian intellectual tradition, nature was regarded not merely as the
backdrop against which human life unfolded, but as a companion to human existence, a
source of warning, and a significant repository of signs pointing towards impending
events. A particularly noteworthy testimony to this perspective is found in the
Brhatsamhita of the sage Varahamihira. In its chapters dealing with S@kuna, or omens,
the natural and anomalous behaviour of birds, dogs, jackals, cattle, horses, elephants,
crows, ants, as well as terrestrial and aquatic animals—their movements, calls, choice
of habitat, feeding patterns, and seasonal behaviour—is correlated with possible future
events and environmental changes. Animal behaviour is especially treated as an object
of observation in the identification of signs preceding such calamities as excessive
rainfall, drought, fire, famine, epidemics, violent winds, and the destruction of
settlements.

Drawing upon Chapters Eighty-Eight to Ninety-Five of the Brhatsamhita, the
present study analyses this knowledge-system centred on animal behaviour and its
underlying epistemological framework. The discussion demonstrates that, in
Varahamihira’s mode of inquiry, animals are not conceived as isolated entities
detached from the natural world; rather, they are understood as living indicators
intimately responsive to subtle changes within their environment. Particular
instances—including the behaviour of dogs during the rainy season, the infestation of
cattle by flies, the nest-building patterns of crows, aberrations in the behaviour of
terrestrial and aquatic animals, and the relocation of eggs by ants—reveal a discernible
tendency towards systematic environmental observation. Yet, this corpus of laksara-
based knowledge cannot be equated with modern scientific meteorology or
contemporary technologies of environmental prediction. It is from this perspective that
the present article seeks to re-examine and critically reassess the sakuna tradition of the
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Brhatsamhita as an important component of ancient Indian ecological and
environmental thought.

Keywords: Brhatsamhita, Varahamihira, sakuna tradition, animal behaviour, natural
disasters, environmental observation.

Introduction

A significant characteristic of the Indian knowledge tradition is its perception of the
relationship between human beings and nature not in terms of separation, but through
an awareness of their profound interrelationship. The changing seasons, the movement
of clouds, the character of winds, the blossoming of trees, the behaviour of animals and
birds, and changes in rivers and water bodies—all visible manifestations of nature
formed part of the observational consciousness of ancient India. Such observation
found expression variously in response to the needs of agrarian life, within the sphere
of medical science, in astrology and traditional knowledge of seasonal cycles, and, at
times, within the framework of sakuna or Omenology.

One such important testimony of this multidimensional corpus of knowledge is the
Brhatsamhita of Varahamihira. The book is not only about astrology, but also about
the weather, rain, winds, earthquakes, agriculture, plants, architecture, water resources,
animals and other social issues. In modern scholarship too, the Brhat Samhita has been
acknowledged as an encyclopaedic work. Chapters Eighty-Eight to Ninety-Five, which
are many on animal and avian behaviour, are especially significant in this context, and
are referred to as the Virutadhydaya, Svacakradhyaya, — Sivarutadhyaya,
Mrgacestitadhyaya, Gavengitadhyaya, Asvengitadhydaya, Hasticestitadhydya, and
Vayasavirutadhydya.

The modern relevance of such a discussion is that animals are not just seen as
carriers of auspicious or inauspicious signs, but their movements are associated with
seasons and rainfall, fire, famine, disease, winds, and potential disturbances to human
life. As such, it is possible to recognize hints of an ancient culture of environmental
observation behind these literary-astrological descriptions.

Animals live in environments particularly close to nature. Consequently, they may
sometimes respond earlier than human beings to subtle changes in nature,
imperceptible environmental signals, and indications of impending natural calamities.
In certain instances, abnormal behaviour, restlessness, or a tendency to change their
location may be observed even before a disaster occurs. The ancient Indian scholars,
too, subjected this subtle responsiveness of animals and birds, and their behavioral
changes, to careful observation.

Knowledge, however, possesses an essentially enduring character. Even when a
particular knowledge tradition declines in one region, its underlying insight may be
rediscovered elsewhere through new observations, methods, or scientific
interpretations. A somewhat similar development may be observed in the use of animal
behaviour as a means of anticipating natural disasters. Forms of observation discussed
long ago within the ancient Indian knowledge tradition did not, for a considerable
period, become the subject of systematic scientific investigation within modern
science.

Towards the close of the twentieth century, however, experiences in China drew
scientific attention to this subject. In 1975, in the Haicheng region of China, unusual
behaviour among various animals, particularly reptiles and other living organisms, was
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observed and an advance warning concerning the possibility of an earthquake was
issued. Many local inhabitants were evacuated from wvulnerable areas. Shortly
afterwards, a powerful earthquake of approximately magnitude 7.3 occurred there.
Since the event was believed to have saved a large number of lives, it subsequently
assumed considerable importance in scientific discussions of animal behaviour and
possible earthquake precursors. is relevant to this field of inquiry. The Haicheng
episode opened the way for renewed consideration of anomalous animal behaviour as a
possible precursor of natural disasters. Thereafter, researchers in different countries
began investigating relationships among animal behaviour, seismic activity,
meteorological changes, and other natural calamities. Scientists sought to determine
whether behavioural abnormalities observed before earthquakes, tsunamis, storms,
excessive rainfall, and other disasters were merely coincidental or resulted from
animals’ sensitivity to subtle environmental changes.

This topic has now evolved into a fascinating interdisciplinary one, which combines
geology, zoology, environmental science, seismology and behavioural studies. Studies
are ongoing to see if the animals can detect changes that are outside the normal sensory
capabilities of a human, including weak vibrations, changes in the air, gases under the
earth, and shifts in electric and electromagnetic energies. It is therefore not proper to
dismiss the observations, forecasts and predictions of animal behaviour, referred to in
ancient Indian scriptures, as mere superstitious or supernatural phenomena, nor to
compare them with what is now known as scientific prediction. To see them rather as
expressions of the knowledge gained by long observation of nature and environmental
awareness and experience of the behavior of living beings is more reasonable. Read
from this angle again, the reports of animal and bird behaviour in the Brhat Samhita
can perhaps provide some insight into the ancient Indian concept of observing their
surroundings and foretelling disaster.

Animal Behaviour as an Omen of Calamity and Natural Disaster in the Sakuna
Tradition
One of the most significant features of the sakuna tradition represented in the
Brhatsamhita is its treatment not only of the normal behaviour of animals but also of
deviations from their ordinary patterns as meaningful signs. In the Eighty-Eighth
Chapter, the nocturnal movement of diurnal creatures and the daytime movement of
nocturnal creatures are identified as forms of behavioural abnormality. In other words,
animal behaviour is evaluated in relation to its customary temporal rhythm. This
perspective is particularly significant because the ‘sign’ does not reside merely in the
presence of an animal; rather, it is located in the animal’s deviation from its normal
behavioural pattern. The chapter states that when diurnal creatures move about at night
and nocturnal creatures during the day, such behaviour is regarded as an ominous
indication for the country or its ruler.
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Thus, syama, syena, sasaghna, vaijula, sikhi, srikarna, cakrahvaya, casa, andiraka,
kharjaritaka, suka, dhvarnksa, and three varieties of kapota are enumerated among the
diurnal birds. The passage further includes bharadvaja, kulalakukkuta, khara, harita,
grdhra, kapi, phenta, kukkura, parnakita, and caraka among creatures regarded as
active during the daytime.

The lomasika, pingala, two creatures designated chippika, valguli, ulitka, and
sasaka are described as nocturnal. If these creatures move about at times contrary to
their customary periods of activity, such behaviour is interpreted as an indication of the
destruction of the country or the downfall of its ruler.

The text then identifies the horse (haya), human being (nara), serpent (bhujaga),
camel (gostra), leopard or panther (dvipin), lion (simha), bear (rksa), godha, wolf
(vrka), mongoose (hakula), deer (kurasnga), goat (aja), cow (go), tiger (vyaghra), swan
(hamsa), spotted antelope (prsata), deer (mrga), jackal (srgala), and porcupine
(svavid) among those whose activity may extend across both day and night. The cat
(bidala), crane (sarasa), and boar (sizkara) are likewise included among creatures
capable of moving about during both periods.

Accordingly, in each region, the names of the various animals should be ascertained
from persons well versed in the local signs and characteristics. For a proper
understanding of the significance of their calls and vocalisations, these regional names
should then be duly correlated with, and applied in accordance with, the prescriptions
laid down in the sastra. The chapter concludes with an important methodological
instruction:

“TE 9T I ATSEV: AT ATHTH |
VEFGaATTe I wisaed arearti’
The Behaviour of Birds
Varahamihira, in his Brhatsam#hita, observes that the cries uttered by birds while facing
the sun in the evening may be regarded as an ominous portent of the destruction of a
country. Likewise, if such birds, while facing the sun, utter their cries towards the
southern quarter, this is interpreted as an indication of impending calamity for a city or
fortified settlement (pura), suggesting the possibility of its being seized or overrun by
an enemy. In this connection, Varahamihira states:
“FTHITTUSATSIGAT UTeh HEAT SUHTIHIGAT |
FherurieeratoeaT TeuTa g S i
That is to say, the ominous or portentous cries of animals and birds during the early
part of twilight are regarded as foretelling the destruction of a country. If birds situated
in the southern quarter utter dreadful or inauspicious cries, this signifies the impending
seizure or occupation of a city by hostile forces.

Varahamihira further states that the cries of ominous birds, the terrifying calls of
animals dwelling in forests, and the appearance of phenomena such as a danda (rod-
like formation), dust, and encircling clouds, when accompanied by an abnormal
appearance of the sun and recurring solar distortions, may constitute portents of the
destruction of a country, its ruler, and prosperity or agricultural abundance:
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Here, diverse deviations in the natural environment and unusual behaviour among
animals are brought into relation with larger forms of social calamity. From the
standpoint of ancient Indian observational consciousness, therefore, the behaviour of
birds and animals was not viewed merely as a collection of isolated zoological
characteristics; rather, it could be interpreted as a possible manifestation of subtle
changes taking place within the wider environment.

Varahamihira also addresses the question of when the consequences of such animal
and avian portents were expected to become manifest. According to him, an omen
displayed by birds could produce its result on the very day on which it occurred,
whereas an omen manifested by wild animals was believed to mature within
approximately a week:

“afer—a feseRsy o wemgaTeRt g 1

Thus, the consequence of an avian portent might become manifest immediately, or
within the same day; in contrast, the portent of a myga, that is, a wild or forest-dwelling
animal, was believed to require a somewhat longer period—approximately seven
days—to reach fruition. Even in this determination of the temporal interval between
the occurrence of an omen and the manifestation of its consequence, one finds
evidence of a systematic observational framework within the ancient Indian traditions
of astrology and sakunasastra.

The Brhatsamhita further indicates that the consequences associated with an
aggregation of vultures (grdhra) were expected to manifest within ten days. This
suggests that, in establishing a relationship between animal behaviour and impending
calamity, ancient Indian thought considered not only the nature of the observed sign
but also the interval between the occurrence of the sign and the anticipated
manifestation of its consequence.

Crow’s Behaviour, Nest-Building, and Portents of Famine
Among birds, the Brhatsamhita devotes particularly extensive attention to the
behaviour of the crow. Even the seemingly ordinary act of where a crow chooses to
construct its nest is interpreted by Varahamihira as a possible indicator of either
agricultural prosperity (subhiksa) or famine (asubhiksa).

“FI< TTFITETET IRIS Hq Tera fEvae |
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According to this passage, if, during autumn, a crow constructs its nest upon the
eastern branch of a tree, the first rains of the season are expected to occur early. If the
nest is built upon the western branch, abundant rainfall is anticipated. Nesting upon the
northern or southern branches indicates rainfall during the intervening period, while the
construction of a nest upon the summit or uppermost portion of the tree is regarded as a
sign of plentiful rain.

The relationship between the crow's choice of nesting site and the condition of the
environment is further elaborated in a verse. If a crow builds a nest during the month of
Vaisakha on a tree which is intact, healthy and strong, this is considered to be
auspicious and a sign of prosperity and plenty in that area. But if it constructs its nest
on a thorny, dry, rough tree, that means that there will be famine and danger in the
neighborhood.?

What is particularly noteworthy here is the manner in which the crow's nesting
behaviour is correlated with the broader environmental condition. Another passage
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extends this observation to a variety of locations in which crows may construct their

nests:

IR TS TaTE g Y |
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According to the text, if a crow builds its nest among sara grasses, darbha, shrubs,
creepers, grain-fields, temples or sacred structures, houses, or low-lying ground, the
corresponding country is said to become depopulated and to suffer from thieves,
deficient rainfall, and disease. The Brhat Sam#hita also regards unusual aggregations of
crows and their incessant, causeless cries as ominous signs. It states:

«a e aTE: g SrwEtR: |
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Thus, if numerous crows, without any apparent cause, gather in the midst of a village
or settlement and repeatedly utter loud cries, this is interpreted as an omen of hunger
and famine. The Brhatsamhita further combines the crow's place of habitation with the
character of its call. A crow that takes shelter within the hollow of a tree and emits a
dreadful or terrifying cry is considered a portent of great danger (mahabhaya).™*

Thus, the significance attributed to the crow does not rest merely upon the sound of
its call. The location from which the call is uttered is itself treated as an essential
component of the prediction. The text consequently presents a remarkably detailed
system of observation in which the bird's habitat, nesting behaviour, direction,
movement, congregation, and vocalisation are all considered together in the
interpretation of environmental and social signs.

An Auspicious and Inauspicious Reading of Animal Behaviour
In the Brhatsamhita, Varahamihira provides a more elaborate classification of canine
behaviour and its presumed consequences. Such vocal and postural deviations were
interpreted within the traditional omenological framework as possible indications of
forthcoming danger:

AT FTTATS RIS ST SRR |

HEATEHRTASTATIIET AT TG Herarsarg” |l
So if a dog howls when it is facing the sun, or when turning towards the south-east
quarter (agni), the sign is that the dogs are a warning of impending thieves or fire.
When a dog barks at midday towards the sun, the sign is said to foretell fire and death.
Likewise, if, during the third watch of the afternoon, a dog howls while facing the sun,
it is regarded as a sign of an impending violent conflict accompanied by bloodshed.
Varahamihira also mentions other canine activities:

‘et sieuel HgHgd ot~ SUSHE dTgaWHT: |

grtsTreTaf-a ¥ qUEeH I yraat gegvass &40
If dogs repeatedly utter strange and unusually loud sounds, such as khasikha, as though
crying out after being struck with sticks, or if they run about collectively in a circular
formation, such behaviour is regarded as an omen of the depopulation of a city or
settlement and of impending danger from death. Another verse states:

“TITHE HEY ATS AT UTd Wi e qgded |

T FATTHTEATI AETITT FRUTEE Tratgterma: I
If dogs gather together in the centre of a village or city and repeatedly bark, their
behaviour is interpreted as a portent of distress or misfortune for the ruler or lord of



410 Anubodhan, Vol. 2 No. 3, July-September 2026

that settlement. The text thus accords to the behaviour of domestic dogs a significance
comparable, in its interpretive method, to the careful observation of animals dwelling
in the wilderness. An unusual deviation in canine behaviour becomes, therefore, a
meaningful sign within the traditional system of sakuna interpretation.
The Behaviour of Jackals
In the interpretation of the behaviour of jackals, there is considerable similarity with
that of dogs®; nevertheless, the jackal is distinguished by a particular seasonal
characteristic, namely the manifestation of a state described as mada, or a kind of
agitation or frenzy, during the sisira season. A jackal whose cry produces horripilation
in human beings, whose piercing sound causes horses to discharge urine and faeces,
and whose voice generates fear and terror in the human mind is never considered
auspicious. Such a cry is understood as carrying an unequivocally ominous
significance:

T TATSS ASATUTT TeheH3 TSI |
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The siva—that is, the jackal—whose cry produces horripilation among human beings,
causes violent horses to void their urine and faeces, and generates terror through its
howling is declared to be not a giver of auspiciousness. Its cry is therefore interpreted
as a distinctly ominous portent. The text, however, also recognizes a contrary form of
behaviour. If a jackal, after responding to the calls of human beings, elephants, and
horses, becomes silent, that silence itself is regarded as auspicious. Such a behavioural
response is considered beneficial for an army or a city:

Y et gfered RigrEanif: |
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Here, the contrast is particularly significant. The same animal whose terrifying cry may
be interpreted as an omen of danger becomes a bearer of auspiciousness when, after
responding to the calls of humans, elephants, and horses, it falls silent. The transition
from vocal agitation to silence is consequently interpreted as a favourable sign,
suggestive of security, welfare, and success for an army or settlement.
Elephant Behaviour as an Omen of Impending Danger
Varahamihira also gives considerable attention to the behaviour of elephants as a
means of discerning indications of impending danger. He identifies a number of
physical and behavioural abnormalities that are interpreted as ominous:
TR TATTT AR EHT TEARUT STAE T Tt 93 gere =deed: gioeam |
FANEICTagy: Taeviel e aRa el FenvnsaaTaeanall'
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Thus, if an elephant suddenly develops an irregular or faltering gait; if its ears display
signs of sudden fear and agitation; if its movements reveal profound dejection or
weakness; if it places its trunk or limb upon the ground and repeatedly emits soft,
prolonged sighs; if its eyes rapidly contract, become half-closed, or exhibit abnormal
restlessness; if it remains excessively inclined towards sleep; or if it moves contrary to
its normal direction—that is, proceeds in a direction opposite to that in which it has
been directed—such behaviours are treated as significant deviations from its natural
state.

Likewise, if the elephant consumes unsuitable or inedible substances and repeatedly
defecates, these too are included among the ominous behavioural signs. Taken
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collectively, these physical, physiological, and behavioural abnormalities are regarded
as indications of some impending calamity or grave misfortune. The importance of this
passage lies particularly in its detailed attention to changes in gait, posture, respiration,
ocular condition, sleep, directional movement, feeding behaviour, and excretion. The
elephant is not merely observed as an animal; its bodily and behavioural deviations are
read as possible indicators of disturbances in the wider sphere of human affairs.
Modern zoological and behavioural studies have likewise devoted considerable
attention to elephant behaviour. In particular, subtle changes in elephant behaviour
preceding natural disasters, environmental disturbances, or unusual alterations in their
surroundings have become subjects of scientific investigation. Consequently, the
behavioural signs identified by Varahamihira many centuries ago as possible indicators
of impending danger provide an interesting comparative field for examining the
historical development of animal-behaviour observation.
The Behaviour of Cows and Bulls
Varahamihira's observations extend further to cattle, whose vocal and bodily behaviour
is also interpreted as an indicator of forthcoming events:

“3TSRTIOT SHITIT ST ST T qoeT: orama |

vt Freegr afy witremiirasTy af¥ awmersat 0
If a cow cries out without any apparent cause, this is regarded as an omen of
misfortune. A cow's cry at night is considered a portent of danger, whereas the
bellowing of a bull at night is regarded as auspicious. Conversely, if cows are severely
harassed or obstructed by flies or by dogs—the latter being referred to here as the sons
of Sarama (saramatmajah)—rain is expected to follow soon. Another verse presents a
series of behavioural signs associated with cattle:

RUE IR E LR I HE IR R R FRER P RG]
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Here, cows appearing dejected or languid are regarded as an omen of misfortune for
the ruler. If they repeatedly strike or stamp the ground with their feet, the sign is
interpreted as foretelling disease. If their elongated eyes become filled with tears, this
is regarded as an indication of the death of their master; and if, being frightened of
their owner, they repeatedly cry out, the behaviour is interpreted as a portent of danger
from thieves.
The Behaviour of Horses and Omens Associated with Journeys
Within the ancient Indian tradition of nimittasastra, the normal and abnormal
behaviour of animals used as vehicles during a journey was accorded considerable
significance. The Brhatsamhita prescribes close observation of horses, including their
neighing, movement of the mane, sleep, vocalisation, consumption of dust, and bodily
posture, in order to assess the auspicious or inauspicious consequences of a journey
and to anticipate victory or danger.

If horses neigh excessively, scatter the hairs of their tails in different directions, or
become excessively absorbed in sleep, such behaviours are interpreted as significant
portents concerning the forthcoming journey. Conversely, if the hair of their bodies
falls out, if they utter feeble and mournful sounds resembling the braying of a
distressed ass, or if they are observed eating dust, these signs are interpreted as
indications of impending fear or danger:
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“aTdfta gutea fertfea amer, femaTy waefa amsm |
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The verse thus constructs a subtle system of behavioural diagnosis in which even
seemingly minor physical or vocal abnormalities are incorporated into the assessment
of the journey's prospective outcome.

A contrasting auspicious sign is described in the following verse. If a horse lies
upon its right side with its body contracted like a vessel or enclosed container, and if it
stands with its right foot slightly raised from the ground, such behaviour is interpreted
as a favourable indication of victory for its master:

“ogEEfATaTdITRA: ug wnfcarca @ gteot ferar: )
The passage illustrates once again the characteristic methodology of the omenological
tradition: posture, direction, movement, vocalisation, and bodily disposition are treated
as interconnected signs from which future possibilities are inferred.
Conclusion
Varahamihira's Brhatsamhita includes an important contribution of observational
knowledge to the ancient Indian thought system, specifically the treatment of animal
behaviour. It describes the behaviors of dogs, jackals, cattle, horses, elephants, crows,
and other birds, as a way to teach about the environmental and seasonal changes.
Special emphasis is placed on behavioural indicators related to rainfall and atmosphere.
The accounts of the cattle and their reaction to flies and other occurrences of
disturbance, and of crows' nesting and their calls, indicate an understanding of the
interdependence of animals and environmental factors. The crow omens are
particularly rich and are connected not just with rain and successful crops but with
famine, fire, disease and disruptions to human settlements. The Brhatsamhita therefore
highlights the importance of animal behavior within an integrated system of
understanding natural, ecological, agricultural, and social issues.

The experiential knowledge passed down through generations still views the
behavior of birds and animals as one of several potential indicators of environmental
and seasonal change, especially rainfall, in many rural communities in India today.
Sometimes bird sounds, flight behaviour, nesting and abnormal animal activity is
observed along with weather and wind conditions and temperature. However, with the
advent of modern formal education and western oriented epistemological systems,
much of this knowledge, which is gained through observation, has been gradually
pushed to the margins and is how being forgotten.

This traditional knowledge, however, should not be taken at face value as the same
as scientific knowledge or scientific means of prediction of disasters. Its main value
lies in the cultural and historical tradition of focused, conscientious observation of the
natural world. Ancient Indian scientists carefully observed the habits of animals, birds,
insects and other creatures and used their changes in behaviour as a sign of larger
changes in nature. So the long-term importance of this knowledge is not so that it can
predict with certainty, but because it represents a deep understanding of the ecosystem
and an attuned culture of observation.

In this sense, the Brhatsamhita is not just a collection of auspicious and
inauspicious omens. Moreover, it serves as a historical document of an intellectual
tradition where humans, animals and nature were seen as interconnected parts of a
greater whole. This is an old practice of careful observation of the natural world that
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has gained new relevance in today's world facing climate change, extreme weather,
eco-disruption and biodiversity loss. It is not the predictive power of each omen that
makes it so significant, but instead the historical account it gives of humanity's
centuries-old efforts to decipher the language of nature, through the actions of its living
creatures.
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