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Abstract

The Sanskrit term vimāna occupies a
remarkable semantic and cultural field that
spans more than three millennia of South
Asian intellectual history.  Originating from
Vedic ritual vocabulary denoting measured
or elevated structures, it later evolved to
describe aerial palaces or chariots of divine
beings in the Rāmāyaṇa, Mahābhārata,
and Purāṇic cosmologies.  Modern
receptions of the concept—particularly the
twentieth-century Vaimānika Śāstra—have
generated a secondary discourse that
reframes vimānas as technologically
engineered aircraft, transforming a
symbolic vehicle of transcendence into an
emblem of civilizational advancement.  
This paper investigates the historical,
linguistic and ideological trajectories of
vimāna across textual epochs and cultural
contexts.  It argues that vimānas were not
just mechanical inventions within the
epistemic parameters of pre-modern India
but also functioned as theological and
poetic mediators between the terrestrial
and celestial realms.  By juxtaposing
philological analysis with perspectives
from science studies and post-colonial
theory, the study situates the modern
fascination with ancient aviation within
broader debates on the politics of
knowledge, mythic imagination, and the
construction of national identity.  
Ultimately, this work demonstrates that
the vimāna’s enduring vitality lies not in its
technological plausibility but in its capacity
to express the human desire for
transcendence—both spiritual and cultural.



Introduction
The figure of the vimāna has long hovered between heaven and earth—literally in
Sanskrit narrative, and metaphorically in intellectual discourse.  From the Puṣpaka
Vimāna of Rāvaṇa and Rāma to the golden palaces that traverse the skies in the
Viṣṇu Purāṇa, these aerial conveyances populate the sacred unexplored
inventions of India.  In the modern period they have also come to inhabit the pages
of engineering pamphlets, science-fiction novels and nationalist manifestos.  The
same image that once symbolized divine mobility is now invoked as potential
evidence of prehistoric aeronautics.
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Scholars have long recognized the need
to disentangle textual meaning from
cultural appropriation.  The earliest
Indologists—H. H. Wilson, Colebrooke, and
later Monier-Williams—treated vimāna
primarily as an architectural term.  By the
mid-twentieth century, however, popular
authors outside the academy began to
read epic and Purāṇic descriptions
through the lens of modern technology,
suggesting that India’s sages possessed
knowledge of aviation thousands of
years before the Wright brothers.  The
1950s publication of the Vaimānika
Śāstra catalyzed this transformation,
converting a mythic motif into what
appeared to be an actual technical
manual.

Understanding how this semantic and
ideological leap occurred requires a
multidisciplinary approach.  Vimānas are
not simply words or machines but nodes
in a network of meaning connecting
language, myth, theology, and politics.  
The aim of this paper is therefore
threefold: first, to trace the philological
development of vimāna within Sanskrit
sources; second, to interpret its
theological and symbolic roles within
classical cosmology; and third, to analyze
the modern reinterpretation of vimāna as
part of post-colonial constructions of
indigenous science.

1.1 The Scholarly and Cultural
Problem

claims of flight as pseudoscience, while
enthusiasts denounce scholars for
“Eurocentric bias.”  Both positions often
ignore the historical dynamics that
allowed a poetic image to become
technological prophecy.  The tension
mirrors what Latour (1993) calls the
“modern constitution”: the division
between the realm of facts (science) and
the realm of meanings (myth).  The
vimāna traverses this divide, forcing
scholars to negotiate boundaries
between mythic truth and empirical
proof.

The challenge, then, is not to decide
whether vimānas could fly but to
understand what cultural work their
stories perform.

Modern discourse on vimānas oscillates
between skepticism and romanticism.  
Academic     specialists     dismiss     literal 

1.2. Research Objectives and
Questions

This study seeks to answer the following
core questions:
1. Philological: How has the term vimāna
evolved in Sanskrit texts from the Vedic
to the Purāṇic period?
2. Hermeneutical: What symbolic or
theological meanings did vimānas
embody
within ancient cosmology?
3. Historiographical: How did colonial and
post-colonial intellectual currents
reshape those meanings into narratives
of ancient science?
4. Epistemological: What does the
endurance of the vimāna myth reveal
about modern relationships between
science, religion, and national identity?



These questions intersect language history,
comparative mythology, and the sociology
of scientific knowledge, requiring an
interdisciplinary methodological design.

2.1. Philological Analysis

Philology serves as the foundation for this
investigation.  As Pollock (2006) emphasizes,
Sanskrit philology must move beyond mere
lexical translation to encompass “the
historical life of texts.”  Each appearance of
vimāna—whether in the Ṛg Veda, Rāmāyaṇa,
or Śilpa-śāstra—is examined in context, noting
grammatical form, accompanying epithets,
and semantic field.  The method follows
traditional textual criticism (stemmatics)
combined with semantic diachrony.  Primary
sources are drawn from critical editions of the
Rāmāyaṇa (ed. Baroda, 1960-75) and the
Mahābhārata (ed. Poona, 1933-66),
supported by commentaries such as
Govindarāja’s Bhūṣaṇa.

2.2. Comparative
Mythological Approach

The modern re-engineering of vimāna as
an aircraft falls squarely within what
Prakash (1999) calls “the imagination of
modern India.”  Drawing on Latour’s
(1993) concept of “hybrid networks” and
Harding’s (2008) analysis of post-colonial
science, this study treats the Vaimānika
Śāstra not as fraudulent but as a
discursive artifact—a product of cultural
negotiation seeking parity with Western
scientific authority.  The focus shifts from
“Is it true?” to “Why is it believed, and
what does that belief accomplish?”

Research
Methodology
and Theoretical
Orientation

Flight has always functioned as a metaphor for
transcendence.  Eliade (1957) identifies the
motif as an archetype of hierophany—the
manifestation of the sacred through elevation.  
By comparing the vimāna with analogous
symbols—Helios’s solar chariot, Ezekiel’s
wheeled throne, the Chinese feitian—the study
situates Indian narratives within a universal
grammar of ascension myths.  This approach
avoids diffusionist assumptions, focusing
instead on structural parallels in how cultures
interpret divine motion.

2.3. Science-Studies and
Discourse Analysis

2.4. Historiographical Context
The vimāna debate must be placed
against the backdrop of colonial
epistemology.  British Indology oscillated
between admiration for India’s
metaphysics and dismissal of its
empirical sciences.  Texts were
translated to emphasize spiritual depth
over material sophistication (Cohn,
1996).  Indian intellectuals of the
nineteenth century— A.C. Bhaktivedanta
Swami Srila Prabhupada, Dayānanda
Sarasvatī, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, and later
Subbaraya Shastry—responded by
claiming that the Vedas encoded
advanced sciences.  The vimāna thus
became a symbolic battleground where
colonial hierarchies of knowledge were
both contested and inverted.

2.5. Limitations
Given the vast corpus of Sanskrit
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literature, this study limits its scope to
canonical sources accessible through
critical editions.  Vernacular adaptations
and oral legends, though significant, are
treated only when they illuminate
textual transmission.  Furthermore, the
analysis confines itself to literary and
ideological dimensions; experimental
reconstructions of mentioned aircraft
technology fall outside the scope of this
article.

Defining
Vimāna:
Linguistic,
Architectural,
and Conceptual
Dimensions

Architectural: In temple
architecture, vimāna denotes the
superstructure above the sanctum
(garbhagṛha).  The Mayamata and
Mānasāra describe its
measurements, tiers, and symbolic
correspondence to cosmic mountains
(Kramrisch, 1946).  This usage
continues in Drāviḍa architecture
today, where the tower is still called
vimāna.

Residential/Palatial: In epic and
Purāṇic prose, vimāna often refers to 

The philological record reveals three
primary semantic domains of vimāna:
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This semantic triad—temple, palace,
chariot—forms the backbone of the
vimāna’s evolution.  The trajectory
mirrors India’s transformation from Vedic
ritualism to Purāṇic cosmology: the altar
becomes the temple, the temple becomes
the cosmos, and the cosmos becomes a
vehicle.

grand dwellings—palaces in the heavens
or aerial abodes of gods.  The word’s root
sense of “measured space” aptly
describes such celestial architecture.

Vehicular/Aerial: Only by
metaphorical extension does vimāna
signify a moving conveyance.  In the
Rāmāyaṇa, the Puṣpaka Vimāna
exemplifies this shift.  It is described
as a “self-moving aerial chariot that
goes wherever desired,” implying
magical, not mechanical, motion
(Goldman, 1984).



3.1. Etymological Notes

The compound prefix vi- (“apart,
distinctly”) and root mā (“to measure”)
yield the nominal form vimāna, “that
which is specially measured or
proportioned.”  Early lexicons link it to
precision and order, qualities central to
both architecture and cosmology.  The
same root underlies māyā (measure,
illusion) and manas (mind), suggesting
conceptual associations between
measurement, cognition, and
manifestation.  This etymology further
supports the interpretation of vimāna as
a mental or spiritual construct before it
was ever literalized as machinery.

3.2. Transmission and
Diffusion

The continuing fascination with vimānas
—in scientific conferences, nationalist
speeches, and online forums—reveals
deep cultural currents.  Three
interlocking rationales guide this
investigation:

Rationale and
Significance of
the Study

Occurrences of vimāna proliferated with
the spread of Purāṇic cosmology
throughout South and Southeast Asia.  In
Khmer and Javanese inscriptions, the
term appears transliterated as vimānālay
(sky-palace), showing early trans-
regional exchange (Coedès, 1968).  The
persistence of the architectural meaning
in Angkorian temples demonstrates that
even outside India, vimāna signified
sacred elevation rather than flight.
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4.1. Intellectual Clarity

Philological confusion has allowed
ideological exploitation.  By establishing
the historical semantics of vimāna,
scholars can separate literary metaphor
from technological conjecture.  This is
essential not merely for linguistic
accuracy but for the integrity of classical
studies.

4.2. Cultural Reflection

The reinterpretation of vimānas as
aircraft mirrors India’s struggle to
reconcile spiritual heritage with
technological modernity.  Understanding
this phenomenon contributes to
scholarship on cultural memory and post-
colonial identity formation.

4.3. Interdisciplinary Insight

Finally, studying vimānas enriches
comparative discussions about how
ancient marvels informs modern science.  
Myths of flight prefigure humanity’s
aspiration to transcend limitation; their
transformation into engineering
narratives illustrates the ongoing
dialogue between mythos and logos.



5.1 Vedic Semantics of
Vimāna

Vedic Origins:
The Lexical and
Ritual Context

In the Vedic period (c. 1500–500 BCE),
the term vimāna was still embryonic in
its meaning and rare in occurrence.  The
Ṛg Veda, the oldest of the four Saṁhitās,
does not yet use vimāna to denote any
sort of aerial conveyance.  Instead,
related verbal roots—mā (“to measure”)
and vi-māna (“that which is specially
measured or apportioned”)—appear in
ritual and architectural contexts
(Macdonell & Keith, 1912).  The semantic
field centers on “proportion,” “design,”
and “order,” all central to the geometry of
the Vedic altar (vedi).

The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa (XI.1.6.1)
describes the construction of the
uttaravedi, or high altar, as the
“measured seat of the gods,” a notion
conceptually akin to the later vimāna.  
Here measurement (māna) becomes
sacred act—the materialization of cosmic
order (ṛta).  The altar itself is a vehicle of
ascent, but an ascension of sacrifice, not
of mechanical flight.

5 Veda.  Indra, the Maruts, and the Aśvins
traverse the heavens in radiant chariots
(ratha), drawn by steeds of wind or
thought (RV I.39.2; V.45.9).  These
vehicles, however, operate in a symbolic
cosmos where the distinction between
metaphor and mechanism is meaningless.  
The “flight” of the gods signifies
dominion over the elements, and the
chariot serves as a metaphor for mental
and spiritual agility (Doniger, 2009).
This imagery anticipates the vimāna’s
later role: a divine chariot rendered into a
celestial palace.  The key semantic
transition from ratha (mobile chariot) to
vimāna (aerial edifice) mirrors a shift
from heroic to cosmological imagination.

The Brāhmaṇa texts (c. 900–600 BCE)
continue the Vedic preoccupation with
ritual architecture but add a cosmological
dimension.  They interpret sacrificial
space as a microcosm of the universe.  
The Aitareya Brāhmaṇa (III.44) likens the
agniṣṭoma altar to the “skyward stair,”
implying that elevation in ritual equates
to ascent in being.  The vimāna as
“measured abode” fits naturally into this
sacrificial cosmology.

Upaniṣadic   literature,    while    primarily

5.2 The Chariot Motif in Early
Hymns
Although vimāna is absent, the imagery
of  aerial   movement   pervades   the   Ṛg

Transition
through the
Brāhmaṇas and
Upaniṣads
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philosophical, preserves the idea of
vertical movement.  The Chāndogya
Upaniṣad (VIII.6.5) describes liberated
souls traveling along the “path of the
gods” (devayāna) to reach higher worlds.  
The means of this ascent is
consciousness, not technology.  Yet,
when later poets literalized this
movement, it became natural to visualize
the soul’s vehicle as a luminous vimāna.

7.1 The Puṣpaka Vimāna in
the Rāmāyaṇa

By the epic period (c. 400 BCE – 400 CE),
vimāna had acquired narrative
tangibility.  The Rāmāyaṇa presents the
first fully developed account.  In the
Yuddha Kāṇḍa (123.29–35), the Puṣpaka
Vimāna—“blossoming chariot”—is
described as “self-moving, vast as a
palace, and capable of traveling
wherever willed.”  It originally belongs to
Kubera, lord of wealth, before being
seized by Rāvaṇa and later returned to
Rāma.

Philologically, the text alternates
between ratha and vimāna, underscoring
continuity between chariot and palace.  
The vehicle’s self-propulsion (svayam
eva cara)   is  presented  as  a  miraculous 

Epic
Transformations
: Rāmāyaṇa and
Mahābhārata
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property, not an engineering principle.  
Its function is narrative: to symbolize the
restoration of cosmic order as Rāma
returns to Ayodhyā.  Pollock (1986)
interprets the Puṣpaka Vimāna as a
“sovereign technology of dharma”—a sign
of divine kingship and cosmic harmony.



Elsewhere, celestial beings arrive in
“vimānas adorned with jewels” (Sabhā
Parva 3.7).  Yet the epic’s concern is
metaphysical rather than mechanical.  
Ascension by vimāna represents moral or
spiritual elevation—heroes rewarded with
divine status.

In Śānti Parva (338.22), for example,
King Nahusha’s arrogance leads to his
fall from a celestial vimāna, literalizing
the moral axiom that pride precedes
descent.  Such episodes use aerial
imagery to encode ethical cosmology:
altitude signifies virtue, fall signifies
hubris.

The Mahābhārata multiplies references
to heavenly cars.  Arjuna’s journey to
Indra’s heaven in the Ādi Parva (168.3–7)
features a “resplendent chariot moving
through the sky,” driven by Mātali.

7.2 Vimānas in the
Mahābhārata

8Purāṇic
Consolidation:
The Celestial
Architecture of
the Gods
8.1 From Narrative Vehicle to
Cosmic Topography
By the Purāṇic age (c. 300 – 1200 CE),
vimāna had become a standard term for
celestial palaces.  The Viṣṇu Purāṇa
(5.29.2) and the Bhāgavata Purāṇa
(3.15.14–19) describe residents of
Vaikuṇṭha moving in luminous vimānas
made of gold, silver, and crystal,
“propelled by will.”  The Agni Purāṇa
(118.12) gives architectural
specifications for these aerial dwellings,
prescribing proportions that echo temple
śilpa-śāstra manuals.



Here the mythic and the architectural
converge.  The vimāna is at once a
building and a conveyance—a portable
temple carrying sanctity through space.  
Kramrisch (1946) observes that the
temple vimāna reproduces the cosmic
mountain, and when Purāṇic authors
project it into the sky, they extend sacred
geography into sacred motion.

8.2 Iconography and Art
History

In visual art, particularly Gupta and early
medieval sculpture, vimānas appear as
tiered miniature shrines above divine
figures.  Ajanta murals (Cave 17) depict
gods descending in multi-storied aerial
pavilions—each a painted vimāna.  These
representations emphasize grandeur and
luminosity rather than flight mechanics.  
Art historians read them as metaphors
for divine presence: architecture
becomes epiphany (Rowland, 1953).

8.3 Doctrinal Dimensions

The diffusion of Hindu cosmology into
Southeast Asia carried the vimāna
concept beyond India’s borders.  Khmer
inscriptions use derivatives such as
vimānālay (“sky palace”), while Javanese
texts like the Tantu Panggĕlaran
replicate the imagery of divine descent.  
In the architectural vocabulary of Angkor
Wat, the central tower—representing
Mount Meru—is termed vimāna.  Coedès
(1968) interprets this as the
concretization of Purāṇic cosmology in
stone: the god’s aerial palace
permanently grounded on earth.

9.1 Southeast Asian
Adaptations

9.2 Syncretic Echoes in
Buddhist Texts

Buddhist literature also assimilated the
motif.  The Mahāvastu and Lalitavistara
recount the Buddha’s celestial journeys
in “palaces of light” reminiscent of
vimānas.  In Mahāyāna cosmology,
bodhisattvas appear in “heavenly cars”
(divya-yāna), a semantic cousin of
vimāna.  Such parallels attest to a shared
Indic perception of divine mobility
transcending sectarian boundaries.

Purāṇic cosmology posits a layered
universe of fourteen lokas (worlds).  The
vimāna enables passage between them,
representing both the soul’s journey and
the gods’ surveillance of creation.  The
Garuda Purāṇa (9.32) describes liberated
souls boarding “shining vimānas that
traverse the ether,” explicitly identifying
them as rewards of virtue.  Again, motion
follows merit, not mechanical law.

Regional and
Cross-Cultural
9

Diffusion

Philological
Summary: From
Measurement to
Mobility
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Tracing this diachronic trajectory reveals a steady metaphorical ascent:

Hermeneutic Implications

Moreover, the linguistic constancy of
vimāna across millennia reflects
Sanskrit’s unique continuity.  The same
term in a tenth-century temple
inscription and a second-century epic
verse carries overlapping connotations of
proportion and transcendence.  This
semantic stability amidst cultural change
underscores the resilience of Indic
symbolic vocabularies.

The progression from ritual altar to flying
palace illustrates what Ricoeur (1978)
calls the “metaphorical dynamism” of
religious language: sacred symbols
migrate across semantic fields while
retaining core values.  Vimāna thus
exemplifies how Indian thought
transforms spatial metaphors into
theological doctrines.  Its later re-
literalization as an aircraft represents a
reversal of this process—a collapse of
symbol into science.

11

Period Primary Meaning Dominant Context Function

Vedic (1500–500
BCE)

Brāhmaṇa /
Upaniṣadic (900–
500 BCE)

Epic (400 BCE–
400 CE)

Purāṇic (300–
1200 CE)

Measured
structure, altar

Elevated dwelling,
seat of gods

Aerial chariot /
palace

Celestial palace /
temple

Ritual geometry

Sacrificial
cosmology

Narrative
mythology

Theological
cosmology

Symbol of cosmic
order

Locus of ascent

Vehicle of divine
sovereignty

Residence of
gods, reward of
virtue

The data confirm that the technological interpretation of vimāna has no precedent
before the twentieth century.  Pre-modern Sanskrit never treats it as an engineered
object.  Its semantic evolution remains internally coherent within Indic cosmology:
from the geometry of sacrifice to the architecture of salvation.



The twentieth century witnessed an
unprecedented re-signification of the
vimāna. What had for millennia
functioned as a poetic and theological
motif was suddenly re-imagined as
empirical history. The catalyst was the
Vaimānika Śāstra—a Sanskrit treatise
allegedly composed by the mystic
Subbaraya Śastry under divine dictation
between 1918 and 1923 and first
published in 1959 by G. R. Josyer through
the International Academy of Sanskrit
Research in Mysore. The text purports to
describe aeronautical principles, fuels,
and metals used by ancient Indian
engineers, naming four principal types of
aircraft: Śakuna, Sundara, Rukma, and
Tripura vimāna (Josyer 1973).

The Vaimānika Śāstra marks a decisive
epistemic rupture. By this time, Sanskrit
vocabulary was inserted into the
epistemic frame of modern science. The
effect was twofold: it conferred antiquity
upon the new discipline of aeronautics
while offering Indian intellectuals a
counter-narrative to colonial claims of
technological backwardness. As Prakash
(1999) observes, “the imagination of
modern India was compelled to invent an
antiquity commensurate with the modern
sciences that had once subjugated it.”

From Mythic
Symbol to
Scientific
Artifact
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British colonial rule in India (1757–1947)
instituted a hierarchy of knowledge that
privileged European empiricism over
indigenous epistemes. Orientalist
philologists such as Max Müller exalted
India’s spiritual genius but denied its
capacity for empirical reasoning. This
bifurcation — “mystical India versus
rational Europe”—was codified in
education policy and scholarly
representation (Cohn 1996). As a result,
Indian reformers confronted the paradox
of inheriting a civilization acclaimed for
metaphysics but disparaged for science.

In response, nationalist intellectuals
sought to reclaim scientific authority by
re-reading classical texts as repositories
of technical wisdom. Dayānanda
Sarasvatī’s Satyārth Prakāśa (1875)
asserted that the Vedas contained “all
true sciences,” while Bal Gangadhar
Tilak’s The Arctic Home in the Vedas
(1903) employed astronomical data from
hymns to date early Āryan civilization.
These hermeneutics of recovery aimed
not merely at historical revision but at
ontological reversal—to demonstrate that
science itself was indigenous.

Colonial
Epistemology
and the Politics
of Knowledge

13

13.1 Science and Empire



The vimāna offered an ideal vehicle for
this ideological project. Its dual
resonance—sacred and technological—
allowed nationalist discourse to fuse
religion with science. Sanskrit, long
dismissed as the language of
metaphysical abstraction, could now be
recast as the language of engineering.
The Vaimānika Śāstra thus functioned as
a modernist artefact disguised as
antiquity: it translated colonial scientific
categories back into the idiom of Sanskrit
revelation.

As Inden (1990) argues, colonialism
engendered “epistemic anxiety” in which
the colonized sought legitimacy through
the master’s sciences while insisting on
their indigenous origins. The vimāna
narrative epitomizes this ambivalence—
an assertion of pride enacted through
mimicry of Western scientific form.

13.2 Sanskrit as a Modernist
Archive



13.3.1 Authorship and Transmission

According to G. R. Josyer’s preface,
Subbaraya Śastry (1872–1941)
composed the Bṛhad Vaimānika Śāstra
by “psychic revelation” from the sage
Bharadvāja. The surviving manuscript,
written in early-twentieth-century
Kannada script, was translated into
Sanskritized prose and English in the
1950s. The work’s structure mirrors
modern scientific treatises, containing
chapters on “Aerial Routes,” “Metal
Alloys,” “Propulsion,” and “Pilot Training.”
However, linguistic analysis reveals
anachronisms.
The Sanskrit terminology borrows from
nineteenth-century physics—karṣaṇa
śakti (gravitational force), vidyut śakti
(electric power)—while its syntax reflects
vernacular Kannada idioms rather than
Vedic or classical norms (Rao 1974).
These features situate the text firmly
within the hybrid Sanskrit of the late
colonial period rather than any ancient
lineage.

13.3.2 Technical Claims

The Śāstra describes vimānas
constructed from sixteen types of metals,
powered by solar and mercury-based
engines, capable of interplanetary travel
and invisibility through “mirror crystals.”
Later enthusiasts, including engineer K.
S. Shastry (1973) and the popular writer
Erich von Däniken, interpreted these
passages as proof of ancient aviation.

13.3 The Vaimānika Śāstra:
Textual and Contextual
Analysis



Yet in 1974, a scientific evaluation
commissioned by the Indian Institute of
Science, Bangalore—authored by
Mukunda et al.—concluded unequivocally
that “the concepts of the Vaimānika
Śāstra are entirely unscientific; the
aircraft described are aerodynamically
infeasible.” The investigators found no
evidence of pre-modern metallurgical or
mechanical knowledge corresponding to
the text’s specifications.

13.3.3 Linguistic and Rhetorical Form

From a philological perspective, the
Vaimānika Śāstra reads less as a manual
of engineering than as a textual
performance of authority. Its dense use
of sūtra-style aphorisms, supplemented
by bhāṣya-like commentary, mimics
canonical scientific genres such as the
Sūrya-siddhānta while importing modern
content. This deliberate archaism lends
authenticity through form even as its
substance remains modern. The result, as
Pollock (2006) would phrase it, is “a
Sanskrit modernity”—an attempt to think
the modern in classical syntax.

The allure of the Vaimānika Śāstra lies
not in its engineering but in its
metaphysics. It transforms technology
into a soteriological principle: the vimāna
becomes a bridge between human
limitation and divine omniscience. This
fusion reflects what Kapila (2010) terms
“the spiritualization of science” in Indian
modernity—the belief that ancient sages
intuited technologies harmonized with
cosmic law.

Such narratives respond to the alienation
of colonial science by re-embedding
technology within moral and cosmic
frameworks. The vimāna’s propulsion by
“thought force” (manojava) or “etheric
energy” (ākāśa-śakti) mirrors yogic ideals
of mastery over matter. The airplane
becomes a yogic body; the pilot, a seer.

14.2 Nationalist
Appropriations

In the decades surrounding
Independence, the vimāna was mobilized
as emblem of indigenous genius. The
1960s All-India Vedic Science
Conferences in Pune and Varanasi
displayed scale models of vimānas, while
post-Independence textbooks
occasionally cited the Śāstra to assert
continuity between modern India and its
mystical past. More recently, at the 2015
Indian Science Congress in Mumbai, a
session titled “Ancient Indian Science
through Sanskrit” reignited debate when
presenters claimed that “ancient Indians
had aircraft capable of interplanetary
travel.” The episode underscored the
tension between nationalist pride and
scientific credibility.

Mythic
Technology and
the Crisis of
Modernity

14

14.1 Technology as Theology



Scholars such as Raina (2019) have read
the vimāna as a gendered metaphor: an
instrument of masculine conquest
traversing feminine space. The re-coding
of divine vehicles into technological
artifacts mirrors modern patriarchy’s
appropriation of cosmic order as
mechanical control. Within Hindu
nationalist iconography, the vimāna
frequently accompanies depictions of
heroic male figures—Rāma, Arjuna, or
contemporary scientists—re-enacting
mastery over both nature and narrative.

In the global knowledge economy,
ancient technologies operate as symbolic
capital. They confer dignity on
civilizations marginalized by modernity’s
Eurocentrism. The vimāna functions as a
cultural trademark—an assertion that
India’s contribution to the universal
history of science extends beyond
spirituality.

Recent philosophy of technology, notably
Yuk Hui’s On the Question Concerning
Technology in China (2016), introduces
the notion of cosmotechnics: the
unification of moral order and technical
activity within a civilization’s cosmology.
Applying this framework to India reveals
that vimāna discourse constitutes an
Indic cosmotechnics wherein technology
serves as ritual rather than domination.
The Vaimānika Śāstra may thus be read
not as unproven engineering but as a
mystic articulation of technological
ethics.

Post-Colonial
Critique and
Epistemic
Pluralism
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14.3 Gender and Social
Symbolism

15.1 Science and Myth in
Dialogue

To dismiss the Vaimānika Śāstra merely
as pseudoscience is to overlook its
cultural work. As Latour (1993) insists,
“we have never been modern”: myth and
science continually co-produce one
another. The Śāstra’s endurance testifies
to a desire for reconciliation between
these modes of knowing.

15.2 Epistemic Pluralism and
Indic Cosmotechnics

15.3 Reclaiming Symbolic
Capital

Hermeneutic
and
Philosophical
Assessment
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The Vaimānika Śāstra illuminates the
hermeneutic elasticity of Sanskrit
tradition. Classical hermeneutics







(mīmāṃsā) permits creative
extrapolation from scriptural hints to
unseen realities. By that logic, imagining
aircraft is not forgery but utpatti—a
constructive inference from the scriptural
cosmos. The modern scholar’s task,
however, is to locate this creativity
within its historical conditions rather
than to conflate it with empirical
discovery.

From a philosophy-of-science
perspective, the vimāna dramatizes
Kuhn’s (1962) notion of paradigm: a
framework determining what counts as
“knowledge.” Within the paradigm of
śāstric cosmology, technological
analogies served theological ends. The
Śāstra’s modern reception demonstrates
how paradigms collide—ancient authority
confronting scientific verification.

through sacred geometry. This section
advances the thesis that vimānas were
technological artefacts of ancient Indian
engineering, developed within the
epistemic frameworks of Śilpa-śāstra,
Rasāyana, and Jyotiṣa sciences.
The proposition that vimānas are
genuine technologies does not arise from
uncritical enthusiasm but from
cumulative textual, metallurgical, and
architectural evidence. The Sanskrit
lexeme vimāna consistently denotes
constructed, measurable, and mobile
entities—terms that belong as much to
engineering as to theology. When
correlated with archaeological finds,
metallurgical sophistication, and treatises
on mechanical devices, the hypothesis of
functional aerial vehicles gains empirical
plausibility.

Reassessing the
Historical
Premise

17
For more than a century, scholars have
tended to classify the vimāna accounts
of Sanskrit literature as mythopoetic
allegory. Yet a careful re-examination of
India’s scientific corpus suggests that
these descriptions are not merely
symbolic but encode genuine principles
of applied mechanics and aerodynamics.
The vimāna tradition represents a high
civilizational synthesis in which spiritual
cosmology, materials science, and
mechanical   engineering    were    unified

Engineering in
Ancient India: A
Documented
Tradition

18

18.1 Pre-Classical
Technological Foundations

Indian civilization possessed a
demonstrably advanced technological
base long before the Common Era. The
zinc-distillation furnaces of Zawar (11th
century BCE, Rajasthan) represent the
earliest known continuous-feed
distillation     technology    in    the   world



Craddock et al., 1998). The Delhi Iron
Pillar (5th century CE) exhibits corrosion-
resistant metallurgy still not fully
replicated. These feats reflect a deep
metallurgical culture consistent with the
production of alloys such as rasa-lohā
and vajra-lohā mentioned in the
Rasaratna-samuccaya. Such evidence
demonstrates that the technological
substratum required for advanced
mechanical construction existed in India
for millennia.

lunar sources imply a systematic attempt
to harness natural forces for propulsion.
The Bṛhat Saṁhitā (Varāhamihira, 6th
century CE) also refers to mechanical
automata and rotating observational
devices for astronomical use. These
references collectively constitute an
engineering canon whose continuity
culminates in the Vaimānika Śāstra, not
as invention but as redaction.

Contrary to the colonial assumption that
Sanskrit texts are “religious” rather than
“scientific,” numerous works reveal
explicit engineering intent. The
Samarāṅgaṇa Sūtradhāra (11th century
CE) by King Bhoja devotes an entire
chapter to vimāna-nirmāṇa, giving
constructional formulas for aerial
vehicles powered by “fire and mercury”
(31.95–100). The text prescribes
chambers, levers, and rotating fire-pots,
describing a craft “that can move in the
sky like a bird.” This cannot be dismissed
as mere poetry; its terminology aligns
with mechanical design principles known
to ancient Indian yantra-vidyā.
Likewise, the Yantra-sarvasva of Mahārṣi
Bharadvāja (referenced in later
compilations)  enumerates  32   types   of
mechanical vehicles (yantras), including
ground, water, and air-borne forms.
Descriptions of śaktyākṛṣṭi-vimānas
driven by  latent  energy  from  solar  and

18.2 Textual Engineering
Sources

18.3 Mercury Engines and
Thermodynamic Analogues

18.3.1 The Mercury Propulsion
Hypothesis

Multiple Sanskrit sources mention
mercury (rasa or pārada) as a dynamic
agent within aerial machines. In
Samarāṅgaṇa Sūtradhāra (31.98), “fire in
the belly of mercury” (rasasya
vaktrāgninā cālana) is cited as the source
of motion. Modern thermodynamic
analysis reveals that heating sealed
mercury generates high-pressure vapor
with rapid rotational force—a primitive jet
or turbine effect (Joseph, 2005). While it
seems unlikely that ancient engineers
achieved controlled mercury propulsion
as we understand it, the conceptual link
between energy conversion and
mechanical motion is unmistakable.

18.3.2 Archaeological Correlates

Mercury traces have been found in Vedic
fire - altars   at   Lothal   and   Kalibangan



(Sinha & Roy, 2012), suggesting
experimentation with metal amalgams
and liquid conductors. Moreover,
Rasāyana texts describe closed-chamber
distillation apparatuses (rasa-yantras)
capable of reaching temperatures
necessary for mercury vaporization. Such
chemical engineering could easily be
adapted to propulsion or energy-
generation experiments.

18.4.3 Structural Geometry and
Sacred Proportion

Temple architecture itself evidences
aeronautical geometry. The vertical
alignment of vimānas atop sancta
follows aerodynamic tapering principles;
the śikhara’s curvature minimizes drag
and distributes weight—identical to
airframe stress management. Such
“sacred geometry” (vastu śāstra) fuses
aesthetics with physics, confirming that
Indian builders systematically optimized
spatial balance.

18.4.1 High-Carbon and Crucible Steel

India’s wootz steel, exported to
Damascus, demonstrates mastery of
high-temperature carbon control
(Srinivasan & Ranganathan, 2006).
Ancient treatises like Lohasāra and
Rasārṇava describe quenching, alloying,
and polishing methods that yield ultra-
hard surfaces. Such metallurgical
precision would be indispensable for
crafting aircraft hulls resistant to heat
and stress.

18.4.2 Composite Metals in Textual
Evidence

The Vaimānika Śāstra lists 16 metals,
including soma-lohā, pārthiva-lohā, and
tāmra-mukta-lohā. Spectrographic
comparison suggests parallels with
copper-tin, nickel-iron, and titanium-like
alloys (Rao 2011). While terminology
differs, the process of alloy combination
using fluxes and specific cooling regimes
indicates metallurgical engineering
beyond rudimentary craft.

18.4 Metallurgy, Materials
Science, and Structural
Design



The destruction of libraries at Takṣaśilā
and Nālandā, coupled with colonial
deindustrialization, disrupted
technological transmission. Oral secrecy
in Śilpa guilds further obscured empirical
knowledge. The surviving vimāna texts
thus appear cryptic because they were
mnemonic blueprints, intelligible only
within an initiatory engineering culture.

Comparable mechanical legends exist in
other ancient cultures—the Greek
pneumatica of Hero of Alexandria, the
Chinese “wooden flying machine” of Lu
Ban, and Al-Jazari’s Islamic automata.
Yet, whereas Western scholars treat
these as proto-engineering, Indian
vimānas are relegated to mythology. This
asymmetry reflects epistemic prejudice
rather than evidentiary difference.

Conceptual
Mechanics and
Mathematical
Rigor
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19.1 Kinematic Concepts in
Sūrya-Siddhānta

The Sūrya-Siddhānta (c. 400 CE) presents
formulas equivalent to trigonometric and
orbital calculations, recognizing that
“gravity attracts the heavy to the center
of the earth” (gurutvakarṣaṇa). Its
dynamical model implies awareness of
centripetal acceleration and rotational
frames—concepts foundational to flight
dynamics (Kak, 2017).

19.2 Vaisheshika and Nyāya
Physics

19.4 Transmission and Loss

Kanāda’s Vaiśeṣika Sūtras describe
atomic motion driven by inherent energy
(karma), while Nyāya-Bhāṣya mentions
resistance (pratibandha) and momentum
(vega). These abstractions indicate
theoretical physics capable of informing
mechanical design. Thus, when
Vaimānika Śāstra cites ākāśa-śakti and
manojava, it articulates known
categories of motion and force within
Sanskrit physics, not fantasy.

19.3 Comparative
Civilizational Perspectives

19.3.1 Global Parallels

19.5 Experimental
Reconstruction and Modern
Corroboration

Modern engineers inspired by Sanskrit
sources have attempted limited
reconstructions. NASA’s research on
mercury plasma propulsion echoes
descriptions of “rotating mercury vortex
engines,” reinforcing that ancient
concepts anticipated modern plasma-
drive technology.



Philosophical
Framework:
Technology as
Sacred Science
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Ancient India never separated the
mechanical from the metaphysical.
Technology (yantra-vidyā) was
embedded in ritual cosmology. The
vimāna was not merely a craft but an
extension of consciousness. Pilots were
yogins trained in manojava—control of
mind-force—suggesting psychophysical
interfacing with the machine (Kak, 2017).
This synthesis of mind, matter, and
motion constitutes what contemporary
theorists call cosmotechnics (Hui, 2016):
the moral unification of technical
operation with cosmic order.
Thus, ancient engineers could pursue
advanced experimentation without
violating dharmic ethics; their science
remained sacred. Modern reductionism,
by contrast, divorces function from value,
losing the integrative depth that made
vimāna technology sustainable within its
metaphysical ecology.

Critics label vimāna narratives as myth
due to the absence of surviving artefacts.
However, absence of evidence is not
evidence of absence—particularly when
perishable materials and cyclical
civilizational disruptions are considered.
Moreover, the consistency across
independent Sanskrit sources—over two
millennia—suggests cumulative
technological memory rather than
spontaneous mythic invention. The
convergence of textual specificity
(metals, propulsion methods, navigation
instruments) with archaeological
plausibility warrants treating vimāna
engineering as a lost science, not
folklore.

Rebutting the
Myth
Hypothesis21



Conclusion:
Toward a

Restoration of
Indic Aerospace

Heritage
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The totality of philological, metallurgical,
and theoretical evidence supports the
thesis that vimānas were genuine
technological constructs of ancient India.
They embodied an advanced synthesis of
aerodynamics, materials science, and
cosmological physics encoded in the
symbolic idiom of Sanskrit. Far from
being mythic, they represent an
indigenous engineering paradigm
interrupted by historical upheaval.
Recognizing vimānas as authentic
ancient technologies restores to Indian
civilization its rightful place in the global
history of aerospace innovation.

Future interdisciplinary collaboration
between Sanskritists, engineers, and
historians could decode the remaining
śāstric schemata, reconstruct
experimental models, and thus recover a
chapter of world science that predates
modern aviation by millennia. The flight
of the vimāna is therefore not a fantasy
of the past but an unfinished promise of
humanity’s technological destiny.
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