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"Sol est remediorum maximum"— the sun is the best remedy.  
                                                                                             -Pliny  
 
 
Ancient India had a perfect understanding of the curative values and life 
supporting qualities of the sun. The Vedas glorify the sun in ecstatic terms. 
The Rgveda hails sun as a healing power, which cures Jaundice and 
improves eyesight. The Atharvavedic seers were aware of the disinfecting 
quality of sunlight for sun is invoked in a charm to kill the worms. The 
Isavasya Upanishad contains a special prayer offered to the sun by a dying 
man. The Prasnopanishad identifies the sun with prana (vital energy) and 
the Chhandogya Upanishad visualizes in him the face of God and makes 
him the center of the mystic meditation called Madhu-vidya. A special 
physical exercise called Surya-Namaskar, which is associated with the 
worship of the sun, has tremendous therapeutic value. 
 
Ancient Egyptians, Aztecs, Romans and Greeks all worshipped the sun and 
thought of it as the source of life and health. Sunbathing as a health measure 
was practiced in ancient Greece, Egypt, Rome, Babylon, Assyria and Persia. 
The Egyptians, Babylonians and Assyrians had their therapeutic sun 
gardens. The Greeks had many solariums, which they called helioses. 
Heliopolis, a city in ancient Egypt, was famous for its sunlight healing 
temples. (Heliopolis is a Greek name, which means “city of the sun”). Ebers 
Papyrus prescribed heliotherapy (exposure to ultraviolet sunrays) for pain 
relief. Herodotus, the father of heliotherapy, held that exposure to the sun 
was highly necessary for convalescing persons. Philostratus claimed that 
Olympian athletes took sunbaths. 
 
The ‘great health temple’ to Aesculapius, God of Sun, Medicine and Music, 
was erected during the days of Hippocrates (400 B.C). This temple was used 
as a place for the administration of light and water to cure disease and for the 
pursuit of physical and mental culture. Hippocrates prescribed sunbath for 
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atrophied muscles. The Greek surgeon, Antylleus recommended sunbath for 
the treatment of slow healing ulcers.  
 
Christian world considered sun worship an aspect of Paganism and hence 
ignored the curative merits of sun- light. However, the west rediscovered the 
sun- cure in the recent centuries. Arnold Ricli, a Swiss-born non-medical 
man, popularized sun- baths. The credit for ensuring a worldwide 
recognition for what is now known as sun- cure should go to the two Swiss-
born physicians, Bernhard and Rollier, who lived in the early decades of the 
20thcentury. In 1877, Downes and Blunt discovered the dramatic ability of 
sunlight to cure bacterial infections. In 1903, Niels Finsen won the Nobel 
Prize for successfully treating skin tuberculosis with the ultraviolet portion 
of light.  
 
The faith in sun-cure seems to be based on science. Radiation of sun 
represents a blending of infrared, luminous and ultraviolet radiation. About 
60 per cent of the energy in the sun’s radiation is in the infrared region and 
40 per cent is visible and ultraviolet. Percentile relationship between the 
ultraviolet, visible and infrared radiation shows great variation. The variation 
in solar radiation intensities basically depends on variables such as the 
amount of energy radiated from the sun, the earth’s solar distance (seasons), 
amount of water vapor in the atmosphere, dustiness or haziness in the 
atmosphere, zenith distance of the sun (time of the day) and altitude above 
the sea level. 
 
There is relatively higher amount of ultraviolet radiation in sky shine 
(diffused radiation) than in direct sun -shine. The ocean, the sandy beach, the 
snow furnish a diffuse and at times a very powerful form of sunlight which 
is therapeutically valuable. The reflection of ultraviolet from the surface of 
water is twice as great as from a field of grass, but only one-fourth as much 
as from freshly fallen snow. This explains the wisdom behind the Indian 
custom of facing the sun to offer prayers at dawn, immediately after taking 
bath and mostly while standing very much in the water. This also explains 
the location of very famous sun temples in India such as Konarak and 
Modhera near sea –shore and of sun temple at Marthand in the snow-clad 
Kashmir.  
 
Surya Tantra prescribes that the Surya tattvas should be meditated upon 
with their Jyotih-saktis (the divine aspect of light) in their proper order. 
According to Surya Tantra, Usha and Sandhya in their proper time at sunrise 
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and sunset respectively should be venerated. The four kala-saktis (the divine 
aspect of time) such as Usha (orange), Sandhya (pale red), Chaya (smoke-
coloured) and Maya (golden ray) are identified by their distinct color. Surya 
Tantra further warns that without worshipping these surya-saktis, the puja 
of Ravi, the sun will be fruitless. This shows that our ancestors had a clear 
understanding of the beneficial effects of the diffuse radiation at sunrise and 
sunset. 
 
The tradition of observing Chandrabagha mela with ritual bath in the river 
Chandrabagha and in the sea at Konarak has to be viewed against this 
background. In India, all the sun worship centers have some water bodies 
associated with them. The Suryakhundas constitute integral parts of many 
holy shrines, particularly the sun-shrines. It is pertinent to note that all 
important sun temples of Egypt such as Karnak, Abu Simbel are also located 
on the bank of the river Nile. 

 
There seems to be a strong nexus between the concept of sun worship and 
the cure for skin diseases in general and leprosy in particular. Legends 
connect the very establishment of Sun-temples in various places with the 
cure of leprosy. Legend has it that, it was Samba, the son of Krishna, who 
built the great sun temple at Sambapura (modern Multan in Pakistan), on 
being cured of leprosy after he had propitiated the sun god Surya for twelve 
years in Mitravan on the bank of the river Chandrabhaga. The same Samba 
legend is associated with the sun temple at Konarak as well. It is not the 
myth alone but the hydronymy associated with sun temple at Multan is also 
repeated in the context of Konarak. As in the case of Multan, we find 
another Chadrabhaga river in the vicinity of Konarak sun temple with the 
same sanctity and significance attached to it. 
 
 Mayurakavi, a poet in the court of Emperor Harsha in the 7th century, 
suffered from leprosy and was expelled from the court. Tradition avers that 
he prayed to sun god and composed a Sanskrit work, Surya Satakam and 
was blessed with a cure from leprosy. Surya Satakam does not give 
reference to the poet’s own misery. However, it provides details about 
leprosy and its symptoms and physical manifestations. Notwithstanding the 
authenticity of this account, we can consider this as evidence from Indian 
traditions that connect leprosy with sun-cure. 
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It is significant to note that no mention has been made in the Rgveda and the 
Atharvaveda about leprosy being cured by Surya, the sun god. The 
Atharvaveda appears to be familiar with the leprosy but it is some plant, not 
the sun that is said to be the curer of the disease. The Krishna Yajurveda and 
the Brahmanas speak of sun-cure for leprosy. It seems the people of Vedic 
period believed that a person develops leprosy if he is too much removed 
from the sun and he can be cured by performing a rite of twenty- one days. 
Later, in the Puranic tradition sun worship- based leprosy cure became an 
important theme.  
 
The credit for associating sun with leprosy-curse and its eventual cure 
should be shared with the aborigines of India. It is feared by Bondos, a 
primitive tribe living in southern Orissa, that Singi-Arke, the sun god may 
give leprosy for not offering sacrifices to him properly. Bondos’ faith 
regarding the sun’s ability to cause leprosy can be understood, for in their 
post-deluge re-creation myth, Singi-Arke causes leprosy to the only 
surviving male in order to hide his identity from his sibling. The fear arising 
out of the sun’s leprosy -causing tendency is prevalent among other tribes of 
Austro-Asiatic family as well. Uyungboi, the sun god of Saoras, affects 
those who offend him with leprosy. In the tribal world, the first and foremost 
step in seeking remedy for any illness or misfortune is to identify the source 
of such illness and to propitiate that particular spirit or deity to provide cure. 
If that is the case, the cure for leprosy has to lie only with the sun god who is 
capable of giving leprosy. Hence, the Samba myth associated with the sun 
temples that credits sun god with leprosy cure should be understood against 
this background. If we study the development of the personality of Surya as 
a healer, we will find that his healing aspect was developed in fuller form 
only in the Atharvaveda though the Rgveda touches upon his healing power. 
Athavaveda is a later Veda, probably compiled after the Vedic seers coming 
in contact with the concepts of magic charms and herbal cures practiced by 
the aborigines and other primitive tribes of India.  
 
Konarak sun-temple’s association with leprosy cure is not merely legend 
based, but functional as well. There is an institution called Abdhut math at 
Konarak. And this math, it is learnt, was famous for leprosy cure and related 
rituals. Even now, on Magha Saptami day, when the gods are taken in a 
procession to the river Chandrabhaga, a person in the guise of a leprosy 
patient walks along in the company of others, who dress up themselves in 
various forms.  
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The Arab geographer, Abul Faraj (988A.D) while giving an account of sun 
worshippers of South India provides information that the sick and leprosy 
patients and those who suffer from skin disease, palsy and other grave illness 
used to visit sun temples; spend their nights there, observe fast and pray for 
the cure of their illness. K.S.Behera, a historian who has done an extensive 
study of Konarak, considers the above observation of Abul Faraj to be 
pertaining to Konarak. This holds good even today. Thousands of devotees 
seeking relief from various skin conditions turn to sun worship even now, 
particularly on Maga Saptami day. A recent survey conducted among the 
devotees, who took holy dip in Chandrabagha and in the sea at Konarak on 
Maghasaptami day, revealed that seeking remedy for various ailments, 
particularly certain skin conditions such as eczema, was the main motivation 
behind their ritual bath and sun worship. 
 
Then, what could be the basis for this faith that associates sun with leprosy 
and various other skin diseases and their cure? Modern science throws some 
light. Dr Cecil Cook, who did an epidemiological study of leprosy in 
Australia during the early decades of the last century, reports that the 
outward signs of the leprosy, like thickening of the skin of the forehead was 
less noticeable among infected aborigines than among most Europeans. He 
attributes this to the stimulation of resistance by the greater exposure to the 
ultra-violet rays of the sun. 
 

The effectiveness of sunlight therapy in the treatment of non-pulmonary 
tuberculosis, which includes tuberculosis of skin and bone and pulmonary 
tuberculosis, has been identified and being put to practice by the specialists 
in the field. The therapists use sunlight for the conditions such as wasting of 
muscles and slow healing ulcers. It will not be out of the place to mention 
here that wasting of muscles and slow healing ulcers are among the 
symptoms common to leprosy as well as tuberculosis. Recently, a team 
consisting of scientists from the Pasteur Institute in France and the Sanger 
Center in England has finalized the genetic sequencing of the leprosy 
bacterium. What they found was amazing. The study reveals that the leprosy 
genome is similar to that of the tuberculosis bacterium but much smaller. 
Even with the difference in size, they share 93 percent of the same genes.  

Ancient Indians identified the efficacy of sunlight in the treatment of 
leprosy. Modern light- therapists found the utility of sunlight in the cure of 
tuberculosis and related symptoms. Genome study confirms the nexus. 
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Hence, we may hold that the reason behind the ancient practice of seeking 
sun-remedy for leprosy and other dermatological conditions was based on a 
keen observation of the effect of sunlight on such diseases.  
 
The primitive tribes may attribute leprosy to sun spirit and may seek sun 
remedy through propitiation; the Vedic tradition may talk of ‘withdrawal of 
sun light’ and seek sun remedy; the Puranic tradition may trace the origin of 
sun temples to sun -inspired leprosy cure. Whatever the case may be, the fact 
remains that the knowledge about the efficacy of sunlight on certain skin 
conditions existed in different forms in different societies.  
 
It may not be out of place to mention here that the early travelers, who lived 
among the native North American Indians and observed them, reported that 
they suffered from virtually no skin diseases. The observers further noticed 
that the natives wore very little clothing and spent much of their time in the 
open air. They gave credit to the abundance of sunlight for the skin-disease- 
free health condition of the native Indians. 
 
The prevalence or absence of disease corresponds to the amount and 
intensity of the sunshine. Sunshine is valuable as a catalytic agent, which 
creates certain changes in the chemistry of the blood, thus increasing the 
body's vital powers. The amount of calcium and phosphorus in the blood 
varies in direct proportion to the amount of sunshine, which the body is 
exposed to. It is considered highly probable that sunshine increases the 
secretion of certain hormones or ferments, which permit the body to use 
certain chemicals, which it otherwise would not be able to use.  
 
Though sunbathing is of much value, when used alone, it is of far more 
value when used in conjunction with other hygienic measures. Experts hold 
that sunbathing should be considered an adjunct or part of a general health-
building program rather than a therapeutic agent to be used alone in the 
treatment of certain specific diseases.  
 
In ancient Greece, music and medicine were the themes woven into the 
concept of sun worship. At Konarak too, dance and music are the dominant 
themes. The stylistic postures of the dancers and musicians have been 
graphically depicted in the sculptures of Konarak. The grand natyamandir 
bears evidence to the importance music and dance enjoyed in the overall 
scheme. True, Konarak temple is no longer a living shrine. But the tradition 
lives on. Chandrabhaga Mela and Konarak Festival provide windows to the 
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past. At the Natya Mandap of Guru Gangadhar Pradhan, the grand tradition 
of music and dance lingers. The sun temple of Konarak, the only World 
Heritage Monument of eastern India, reminds us of the  ‘great health temple’ 
to Aesculapius in Epidaurus.    
 
Heliotherapy is gaining popularity. Dr. Jacob Liberman hails light as the 
‘medicine of future’. It is high time the radiation levels at various locations 
in India known for sun shrines were scientifically documented and the 
ancient wisdom of sun cure was revived.  National Tourism Policy 2002 
aspires to ensure that the tourist to India gets physically invigorated, 
mentally rejuvenated, culturally enriched, spiritually elevated and “feel India 
from within”. Konarak, the Heliopolis of the East, holds the promise. 
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