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The Hindu scriptures have two major divisions: shruti (“heard”) wisdom and smriti (“remembered”) traditions. Shruti literature is revelation; it is “overheard” from the sacred realm. Smriti literature is not revealed and is not considered sacred (though it is to some degree authoritative).

The shruti literature has four divisions.

The Vedas are largely hymns and magical formulas. There are four Vedas:

		the Rig Veda (1017 suktas [hymns])
		the Sama Veda (suktas from the Rig arranged for sacrifices)
		the Yajur Veda (a handbook for priests doing sacrifices)
		the Atharva Veda (a book of magical spells and rites).

The Brahmanas are directions for the performances of sacrifices.
The Aranyakas are figurative interpretations of the sacrifices.
The Upanishads are metaphysical speculations.

The smriti literature has eight divisions.

Vedangas are writings on rituals, morals, astronomy, phonetics, etymology, and grammar, especially the Dharma Shastras (law codes) of Manu and Yajñavalkya.
Darshanas are writings of the six orthodox philosophical schools.
Itihasas are legendary works, especially the two epics, the Mahabharata and Ramayana.
Puranas are eighteen collections of legends, often aboriginal.
Upavedas are appendices to the principal Vedas (e.g., the Ayurveda, added to the Atharva Veda).
Tantras are enormous collections on occult, sometimes erotic topics.
Agamas are the writings of Vaishnavism, Shaivism, and Shaktism.
Upangas are a broad term for logical and ritualistic writings.

The Upanishads

The word Upanishad combines upa (near), ni (down), and shad. It refers to revealed wisdom from a guru to a disciple when the disciple sits near enough that the teacher cannot be overheard.

The teachings of the Upanishads, when systematized, is called “Vedanta,” that is, the end of the Vedas. The term was used in the late Upanishads, but it usually refers to one of its forms, the advaita Vedanta (“non-dualistic Vedanta”) of Shankara. Shankara was Hinduism’s greatest intellectual, the “Aquinas” of India, c. AD 800s. He developed advaita Vedanta (absolute monism) and founded celibate monasticism within Hinduism (modeled, no doubt, on Buddhism).

The Upanishads were composed primarily between 800-300 BCE in the Indus and Ganges river valleys (northwest and northeast India, respectively). They arose in a period of reaction against the older Vedic religion; this period of experimentation gave rise also to Buddhism and Jainism.

There are over 200 Upanishads, but only 10 or 13 principal Upanishads. 

The 10 principal Upanishads are also the earliest. They are:

4 prose Upanishads (c. 600s-500s BCE):

Brihadaraṇyaka
Chandogya
Taittiriya
Aitareya

4 verse Upanishads (c. 500-1 BCE):

Kena
Isha
Katha
Mundaka

2 later prose Upanishads (c. 1-100 CE):

Prashna
Mandukya

Some speak of the 13 principal Upanishads by adding:

Kausitaki (prose) (c. 700s-400s BCE)
Svetashvatara (verse) (c. 500-200 BCE)
Maitrayaniya (Maitri) (prose, with verse) (c. 200-1 BCE)

Among the principal Upanishads, the first two (Brihadaranyaka and Chandogya) are the earliest and longest.

