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Abstract 

Traditional archery in India represents one of the world's oldest continuous martial traditions, 

extending from Vedic antiquity through contemporary indigenous practices. This paper examines the historical 

evolution, cultural significance. Dhanurveda texts systematized archery as a comprehensive science 

encompassing biomechanics, equipment fabrication, tactical applications, and philosophical principles. 

Indigenous tribal communities including the Bhil, Santhal, Khasi, Jaintia, and Garo peoples have preserved 

distinctive archery traditions that maintain cultural continuity while adapting to contemporary contexts. The 

revival of traditional archery through institutional initiatives, competitive sport development, and cultural 

heritage preservation efforts demonstrates growing recognition of archery's significance in Indian cultural 

identity. However, challenges including modernization pressures, loss of intergenerational knowledge 

transmission, and limited documentation threaten the survival of authentic traditional practices. 
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Introduction 

                 Archery occupies a distinctive position in Indian civilization, functioning simultaneously 

as martial technology, religious practice, philosophical discipline, and cultural symbol across 

millennia of historical development. Unlike many martial traditions that declined following the 

introduction of firearms, Indian archery maintained continuous practice through indigenous tribal 

communities, regional festivals, and cultural ceremonies, creating an unbroken lineage from ancient 

to contemporary periods. This continuity provides unique opportunities for examining how 

traditional knowledge systems adapt, persist, and transform across historical epochs. 

The significance of archery in Indian culture manifests across multiple domains. In sacred 

literature, legendary archers including Arjuna, Rama, Karna, Bhishma, and Ekalavya exemplify 

martial excellence, ethical conduct, and spiritual attainment. The Mahabharata dedicates substantial 

narrative to archery competitions, training methodologies, and philosophical discourses on martial 

ethics, reflecting the cultural centrality of this practice. Classical texts systematized archery 

knowledge in the Dhanurveda tradition, creating comprehensive technical treatises comparable to 

medieval European martial manuscripts. 

Archaeological evidence extends Indian archery traditions deep into prehistory. Recent 

excavations in Sri Lankan caves have recovered arrowheads dating to approximately 48,000 years 

before present, suggesting early South Asian populations possessed sophisticated projectile 

technology. Vedic literature dating to 1500-500 BCE contains detailed archery terminology, 

indicating highly developed bow technology and tactical applications during this formative period. 

Rock art from various Indian sites depicts hunting and combat scenes featuring archers, providing 

visual documentation of ancient practices. 

Contemporary indigenous communities, particularly in central and northeastern India, 

maintain living archery traditions that preserve ancient technical knowledge, ritual practices, and 

cultural meanings. The Bhil tribal community, whose name derives from the Dravidian word "billu" 

meaning bow, has maintained archery as central to cultural identity across centuries. In Meghalaya, 

the Khasi, Jaintia, and Garo peoples practice traditional archery integrated with religious beliefs, 

oral literature, and community festivals, creating a holistic cultural system centered on this martial 

art. 
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This paper examines traditional Indian archery 

comprehensively, integrating historical, technical, cultural, 

and contemporary dimensions to provide a holistic 

understanding of this martial heritage and examination of 

Dhanurveda systematic knowledge, documentation of 

indigenous tribal archery traditions, and technical 

characteristics of traditional Indian bows and arrows. 

Historical Evolution of Archery in India 

Vedic Period (c. 1500 - 500 BCE) 

The Vedic sagas, among humanity's oldest 

preserved texts, contain extensive archery terminology and 

descriptions indicating sophisticated bow technology during 

this formative period. The Rigveda references various types 

of arrows, bow construction materials, and tactical 

applications in warfare, suggesting archery had already 

achieved technical maturity by the time of textual 

compilation. Vedic warfare emphasized chariot-mounted 

archers as elite military units, paralleling contemporary 

developments in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China. 

Vedic society accorded high status to 

accomplished archers, with martial prowess in bow use 

constituting an essential qualification for kshatriya (warrior) 

class membership. Training in archery commenced during 

childhood under the supervision of specialized teachers, 

establishing pedagogical frameworks that persisted through 

subsequent historical periods. The integration of archery 

training with broader education in philosophy, mathematics, 

and spiritual disciplines created a holistic warrior culture 

wherein martial skill development served larger purposes of 

character formation and social responsibility. 

Epic Period and Classical Systematization (c. 500 BCE - 

500 CE) 

The Mahabharata and Ramayana epics, achieving 

final compilation between 400 BCE and 400 CE, elevated 

archery to central narrative and philosophical importance. 

These texts present archery not merely as combat skill but 

as discipline requiring mental focus, ethical judgment, and 

spiritual awareness. The famous narrative of Arjuna's 

training under Drona exemplifies pedagogical principles 

emphasizing concentration (ekagrata), consistent practice 

(abhyasa), and guru-disciple relationship (guru-shishya 

parampara) that became foundational to Indian martial 

traditions. 

Arjuna's legendary feat of focusing exclusively on 

a bird's eye while other students perceived multiple 

environmental elements illustrates the cultivation of single-

pointed concentration essential for martial excellence. His 

ability to shoot accurately in darkness, strike moving 

targets, and execute complex arrow manipulations 

demonstrates technical sophistication achieved through 

systematic training methodologies. These epic narratives 

served pedagogical functions, transmitting training 

principles and ethical frameworks across generations 

through memorable stories. 

The systematization of archery knowledge in 

Dhanurveda texts occurred during this period, creating 

formal treatises that codified technical, tactical, and 

philosophical dimensions of the martial art. Multiple 

Dhanurveda recensions attributed to sages Bhrigu, 

Vishvamitra, Bharadwaja, and Vasishtha indicate different 

schools or regional traditions within a broader systematic 

framework. These texts achieved remarkable technical 

precision in describing bow mechanics, arrow aerodynamics, 

stance optimization, and tactical applications, demonstrating 

empirical observation and analytical refinement over 

extended historical periods. 

Dhanurveda: The Science of Archery 

Textual Tradition and Philosophical Foundations 

The Dhanurveda, traditionally classified as an 

upaveda (supplementary knowledge system) attached to the 

Yajurveda, represents one of history's most comprehensive 

systematic treatments of archery. The text's attribution to 

divine revelation through sages indicates the sacred status 

accorded to martial knowledge in classical Indian thought. 

Dhanurveda systematization parallels contemporary 

developments in other specialized knowledge domains 

including medicine (Ayurveda), architecture (Vastu Shastra), 

and performing arts (Natya Shastra). 

The philosophical foundations of Dhanurveda 

integrate practical martial training with spiritual discipline 

and ethical conduct. Archers were expected to cultivate 

mental qualities including patience, focus, courage, and 

discriminative judgment alongside physical skills. The text 

emphasizes that technical proficiency without moral 

character creates dangerous individuals who misuse martial 

abilities, establishing ethical frameworks governing the 

teaching and application of archery knowledge. 

Technical Content and Training Methodologies 

Dhanurveda texts provide detailed specifications 

for bow construction, describing optimal wood selections, 

seasoning procedures, stringing tensions, and structural 

reinforcement techniques. Different bow types are 

categorized by size, draw weight, intended applications 

(warfare, hunting, target practice), and user characteristics. 

The texts demonstrate sophisticated understanding of 

material properties, recognizing how wood grain 

orientation, moisture content, and thermal treatment affect 

bow performance. 

Arrow construction receives equally detailed 

treatment, with specifications for shaft materials, fletching 

configurations, arrowhead designs for different targets, and 

balance points affecting flight characteristics. The texts 

describe various arrowhead types optimized for penetrating 

armor, cutting flesh, stunning targets, or carrying 

incendiary materials. This technical precision indicates 

empirical experimentation and accumulated practical 

experience systematically documented. 

Training progressions outlined in Dhanurveda 

follow pedagogical principles consistent with modern motor 

learning theory, emphasizing graduated difficulty, repetitive 

practice, and progressive skill integration. Students begin 

with basic posture and grip, advance through increasingly 

complex movements, and culminate in integrated skills 

applicable to combat scenarios. The recommended training 

duration—six months for mastering grip, one year for 

aiming proficiency—reflects realistic timelines for 

neuromuscular adaptation and skill consolidation. 

https://rlgjaar.com/
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Biomechanical Principles 

Dhanurveda descriptions of shooting stances 

demonstrate sophisticated biomechanical understanding, 

though expressed in different terminology than 

contemporary sports science. The text describes various 

foot positions including pratyalidha (forward lunge stance) 

and visakhasthana (feet equally spaced) with explanations of 

their applications for different shooting scenarios. These 

stance variations optimize stability, force generation, and 

postural alignment for specific tactical requirements. 

The emphasis on skeletal alignment, particularly 

the coordination of bow arm, draw hand, and visual focus, 

anticipates modern biomechanical principles of kinetic chain 

efficiency. Instructions to "press the bow like killing a 

serpent" while holding arrows "gently like a flower" 

demonstrate nuanced understanding of differential muscle 

tension patterns required for simultaneous strength and 

sensitivity. 

Breathing coordination receives explicit attention, 

with instructions to regulate respiration for stability during 

aim and execute release during natural respiratory pauses. 

This integration of breathing control with physical 

technique parallels practices in yoga and demonstrates 

holistic understanding of psychophysiological factors 

affecting performance. 

Mental Training and Consciousness Disciplines 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of 

Dhanurveda pedagogy is its emphasis on mental training 

and consciousness development. The text distinguishes 

between physical skill (hastalaaghava) and mental mastery 

(cittaikagrata), recognizing that technical proficiency 

without mental discipline limits ultimate achievement. 

Extended passages describe meditation practices, 

visualization techniques, and attention training methods 

designed to cultivate the mental qualities essential for 

archery excellence. 

The famous narrative of Arjuna seeing only the 

bird's eye exemplifies this emphasis on concentration 

training. The text explains that distracted awareness 

perceiving multiple simultaneous stimuli prevents the 

single-pointed focus necessary for precision shooting. 

Training methodologies for developing such concentration 

include fixed-point gazing (trataka), progressive attention 

narrowing, and mental rehearsal of perfect shots. 

The integration of spiritual practice with martial 

training reflects broader patterns in Indian knowledge 

systems wherein specialized technical skills serve larger 

purposes of personal development and self-realization. 

Archery becomes a vehicle for consciousness transformation 

rather than merely a combat technique. 

Indigenous Tribal Archery Traditions 

Bhil Community Archery Heritage 

The Bhil peoples, distributed across Madhya 

Pradesh, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh, 

and Andhra Pradesh, represent India's largest tribal 

community with distinctive archery traditions central to 

cultural identity. The community name derives from "billu" 

(bow in Dravidian languages), indicating the historical 

centrality of this practice. Traditional Bhil society 

recognized specialized archer roles, with accomplished 

bowmen receiving prestige and assuming leadership 

positions in hunting expeditions and community defense. 

Bhil archery technique emphasizes instinctive 

shooting without mechanical sights, relying on embodied 

knowledge developed through extensive practice 

commencing in childhood. Children receive small bows 

proportioned to their physical capabilities, progressing to 

full-size equipment as they mature. Training occurs through 

participation in actual hunting activities under elder 

supervision, embedding skill development within functional 

contexts rather than isolated practice sessions. 

Northeast Indian Archery Traditions 

The northeastern states, particularly Meghalaya, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, and Manipur, maintain 

vibrant archery traditions integrated with indigenous 

religious beliefs and social structures. The Khasi, Jaintia, 

and Garo peoples of Meghalaya practice "Teer" (meaning 

arrow), a distinctive archery tradition combining sport, 

cultural practice, and ritualized gambling that sustains daily 

community engagement. 

Khasi origin narratives attribute archery to divine 

gift from the goddess Ka Shinam, who bestowed sacred 

bows and arrows upon her sons U Shynna and U 

Batiton[86]. This mythological charter establishes 

archery's sacred significance and provides cosmological 

framework for its practice. Traditional Khasi bows, called 

"ka ryntieh," measure approximately five feet in length, 

matching the average height of Khasi men, and feature 

bamboo construction with distinctive binding patterns. 

Shillong's institutionalized Teer competitions 

exemplify the adaptation of traditional practices to 

contemporary contexts. Daily archery events (except 

Sundays and holidays) feature 30 archers shooting bamboo 

arrows at cylindrical straw targets from 60 feet distance. 

Two rounds require shooting 34 arrows in four minutes 

followed by 24 arrows in three minutes, testing both 

accuracy and sustained performance under time pressure. 

The integration of regulated betting (legalized by state 

government) provides economic incentives that sustain 

archer participation and maintain community interest. 

Village archery practices preserve more 

traditional forms, featuring smaller targets, spontaneous 

poetic compositions (phawar) used to psychologically 

unsettle opponents, and ceremonial contexts embedding 

competitions within broader cultural frameworks. These 

practices demonstrate how traditional forms adapt to 

contemporary conditions while maintaining cultural 

continuity and meaning. 

Central Indian Tribal Archery Practices 

Tribal communities in Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, 

and Odisha maintain archery traditions closely integrated 

with forest-based livelihoods and subsistence hunting. The 

Santhal, Munda, Oraon, and Ho peoples developed archery 

skills serving practical functions in acquiring food, 

protecting crops from wildlife, and occasional inter-

community conflicts. Unlike ritualized competitions in 

northeastern regions, central Indian archery emphasizes 

utilitarian efficiency and practical effectiveness. 

https://rlgjaar.com/
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Traditional training occurs through childhood 

participation in hunting activities, with boys accompanying 

experienced hunters and gradually assuming greater 

responsibility as skills develop. This apprenticeship model 

transmits ecological knowledge, animal behavior 

understanding, and ethical hunting practices alongside 

technical archery skills. The integration of archery within 

comprehensive environmental knowledge systems 

distinguishes these traditions from sport archery focused 

narrowly on target shooting. 

However, recent initiatives recognize archery's 

potential for cultural preservation and community 

development. Jharkhand's naming of its Archery Premier 

League team "Chero Archers" honors the historical warrior 

heritage of indigenous communities. Grassroots training 

programs in villages maintain traditional bamboo bow 

practice while integrating modern competitive 

opportunities. Athletes including Deepika Kumari and 

Komalika Bari demonstrate pathways from traditional tribal 

backgrounds to international competitive success, inspiring 

youth engagement with archery. 

Conclusion 

Traditional archery in India represents a cultural 

heritage of extraordinary depth, extending from Vedic 

antiquity through contemporary indigenous practices. This 

martial tradition has functioned simultaneously as combat 

technology, spiritual discipline, cultural identity marker, 

and practical subsistence skill across three millennia of 

continuous development. The Dhanurveda systematization 

demonstrates sophisticated technical knowledge and 

philosophical frameworks that anticipate modern sports 

science while embedding martial training within 

comprehensive human development objectives. Indigenous 

tribal communities including the Bhil, Santhal, Khasi, 

Jaintia, and Garo peoples have preserved distinctive archery 

traditions maintaining cultural continuity despite 

substantial historical transformations. 

The contemporary period presents both 

opportunities and challenges for traditional archery 

preservation. Growing awareness about indigenous 

knowledge systems, successful integration of tribal archers 

into competitive sport, and digital documentation 

capabilities create conditions favoring revitalization efforts. 

However, economic pressures, urbanization, educational 

transformations, and practical utility declines threaten 

intergenerational transmission. The divergence between 

standardized competitive archery and traditional practices 

risks displacing authentic cultural forms with homogenized 

international standards. 

The significance of traditional Indian archery 

extends beyond cultural heritage preservation to encompass 

broader questions about indigenous knowledge recognition, 

sustainable livelihoods for traditional communities, and 

cultural diversity maintenance in globalizing contexts. This 

martial tradition demonstrates how technical practices 

embed rich cultural meanings, ecological relationships, and 

philosophical frameworks that merit preservation as 

humanity's shared heritage. As India negotiates its 

contemporary identity balancing tradition and modernity, 

the fate of traditional archery offers a microcosm of larger 

cultural preservation challenges facing indigenous 

communities worldwide. 

Future prospects depend substantially on younger 

generations' engagement with traditional practices. 

Creating pathways that honor authentic traditions while 

providing contemporary relevance and economic viability 

will determine whether traditional Indian archery survives 

as living practice or becomes historical curiosity.  
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