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PREFACE

In the new age India of the 19gos, it has become popular, even fashionable,
to have the name of a tantrika, a kind of all-purpose sexologist, medicine
man, and shaman, in one’s little black book of phone numbers. This same
phenomenon has brought with it the appearance, preceding the title page
of books on magic and tantra, of “disclaimers” to the effect that said book
does not guarantee the results of the techniques it is treating and that its
editors are not responsible for unhappy side-effects of said techniques
when they are practiced in the privacy of one’s home. The present work
carries no such disclaimer because it in no way purports to be a “how-to”
book for realizing immortality. Nor is this a study in the history of Indian
medicine or science: a great number of Indian scholars and scientists as
well as a growing number of western authors have written excellent works
on the matters I will be treating from these perspectives, incorporating
into their writings comprehensive overviews of Indian chemistry, human
physiology, pharmacology, and therapeutics.

The present work is rather a history-of-religions study of the medieval
Siddha traditions of Hindu alchemy and hatha yoga, which formed two im-
portant fields of theory and practice within the vast current of Indian mys-
ticism known as tantra. It is the religious and, more specifically, tantric
features of these interpenetrating traditions that I will be treating in these
pages, from both a historical and a phenomenological perspective. In the
main, this will be a study of the lenguage of mystic experience and expres-
sion, and it will be from the standpoint of language that I will chart out
the theoretical, symbolic, and analogical parameters of the alchemical and
hathayogic disciplines within their broader tantric and Hindu contexts.
And, working from the semantic and symbolic fields of meaning that the
alchemical material generates, this study will also look at a much wider
array of Hindu and Indian phenomena through “alchemical eyes.”

This will furthermore be a scholarly work, nearly entirely divorced from
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any ground of personal mystical experience. Apart from a short period of
schooling in batha yoga undertaken in Benares in 1984-85, I have never
experienced anything that one could qualify as a genuine master-disciple
relationship. I have never levitated, read other people’s minds, or even seen
auras. This being the case, it may well be that I belong to the great mass
of those who “must go on blundering inside our front-brain faith in Kute
Korrespondences, hoping that for each psi-synthetic taken from Earth’s
soul there is a molecule, secular and more or less ordinary and named, over
here—kicking endlessly among the plastic trivia, finding in each Deeper
Significance and trying to string them all together like terms of a power
series hoping to zero in on the tremendous and secret Function whose
name, like the permuted names of God, cannot be spoken ... to make
sense out of, to find the meanest sharp sliver of truth in so much repli-
cation.”" ,

Ultimate reality is beyond my reach, either to experience or express. I
nonetheless hope that these pages may serve to bridge a certain gap be-
tween raw experience and synthetic description, and thereby contribute
to an ongoing tradition of cultural exchange that is at least as old as the
Silk Road.

In reading these pages, the reader may come to experience a sensation of
vertigo, as the horizon of one mystic landscape opens onto yet another
landscape, equally vast and troubling in its internal immensity. It may be
that these landscapes,” with their dizzying multitudinous levels of self-
interpretation, may inspire analysis by psychologists of both the armchair
and professional varieties.’ I believe, however, that the most useful western
companion to the present study is the work of the French philosopher Gas-
ton Bachelard entitled The Poetics of Space.* Bachelard’s work is a phenome-
nological study of literary depictions of the experience of space, from cellar
to attic, from Chinese boxes to the interiors of seashells. In these pages I
will endeavor to follow just such a phenomenological approach, pointing
out homologies where the sources would seem to indicate connections in-
ternal to the traditions themselves, without attempting to force the textual
data into any preconceived model.’

I treat alchemical and tantric discourse as self-referential, as part and
parcel of a self-enclosed network of specifically Indian symbols and signs,
my assumption being that the words and images of these traditions are
always referring, before all else, to other words and images.® Therefore,
the best way to formulate a theory concerning the nature of the experiences
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for which these words and images are so many signposts is to generate a
symbolic lexicon from the multitude of intersecting words and images the
sources offer.” Rather than exposing the doctrines of any single school,
movement, or exegetical tradition, this study seeks to lay bare the words,
images, and logic that a wide swath of the Hindu, and particularly Saiva
(and tantric), population always already assume to be the case prior to giv-
ing voice to their doctrines.

This is, in the main, a study of a pervasive Indian worldview from a
tantric and alchemical perspective. Now, if we follow Douglas Brooks
when he maintains that Hindu tantrism has been treated as “an unwanted
stepchild in the family of Hindu studies”;* and if, as Betty Dobbs has writ-
ten with regard to its rejection of alchemy as so much fuzzy mysticismn,
that “modern science, like adolescence, denies its parentage,”” then the
subject of this study has a troubled family life. Perhaps it is the stepparents’
and adolescents’ judgment that one ought to question here.

This book is the fruit of twelve years of research begun at the University
of Chicago, where I began to translate the banis, the mystic vernacular
poems of Gorakhnith, under the direction of Professor Kali Charan Bahl.
The use of metaphor and imagery in these poems reminded me of similar
language from an alchemical work entitled the Rasa#nava (The Flood of
Mercury), which I had attempted to translate (with mitigated success) for
a self-styled French mystic a few years earlier.

It was on the basis of these first tentative identifications that I embarked
in earnest on the present research, going to India in 1984-85 under the
auspices of a grant from the American Institute for Indian Studies. It had
been my intention, in undertaking my research tour, to find a living yogin-
alchemist and to sit at his feet until I had solved all the riddles the Rasar-
nava and the Gorakh Bani had posed for me. This endeavor was a total
failure. There were no alchemists to be found in the places in which I
sought them out (although I did meet a number of amateurs and charla-
tans), and the few Nith Siddhas who struck me as genuine practitioners of
the hatha yoga taught by Gorakhnath made it clear that they would be will-
ing to divulge their secrets to me only after a long period of discipleship.

Being a westerner in a hurry, I spurned this path, in spite of its many
attractions, for that of the textualist. First in India, under the guidance of
a number of professors of Ayurvedic studies, and later in Europe and the
United States, then in India and Nepal once again, under the auspices of a
grant from the Council for the International Exchange of Scholars, I fol-
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lowed the leads the texts offered me. In spite of my rush at the outset, it is
only now, after an additional ten years, that I feel myself capable of under-
standing these mystic disciplines sufficiently to be able to share certain of
my insights on them. Let the reader be forewarned, then, that my interpre-
tations of the language of the Hindu alchemical, hathayogic, and tantric
traditions bear no stamp of approval from any Indian guru of any sect
whatsoever. This is a textual study, one that is based, in any case, on a
number of texts for which the all-important chain of transmission of oral
tradition from teacher to disciple has long since been broken. In the ab-
sence of a teacher from the tradition itself, I have taken the difficult road
of letting the texts speak for themselves and even communicate among
themselves as the exemplars and followers of the medieval Siddha tradi-
tions under study here would have done. I hope they will speak to the
reader of this work as well. :

I feel somewhat justified in my textualist bias, however, since it is shared
by the alchemical tradition itself. We read in three major alchemical works
that “neither sequence (oral teachings) without written sources nor written
sources without sequence [are acceptable]. Knowing the written sources to
be conjoined with sequence, the person who then practices [alchemy] par-
takes of the siddbis”'* On still another score 1 also believe this to be an
authentic work. The twelve years’ preparation this book has required of
me corresponds to the standard period of preparation of a yogin in the
traditions under study here. Twelve years, the mystic homologue of a year
of twelve months in which the seasons and the dance of sun and moon are
brought full circle, seems to me to be an appropriate period for this schol-
arly exercise, which will have succeeded if its final transmutation of raw
data into food for thought pleases the reader’s palate.

Many are the people to whom I owe thanks for their help in the prepara-
tion of this book. A great number of these persons’ names will be found in
the text of this book itself or in the endnotes, under the rubric of “personal
communication.” This group includes several of the countless Nath Sid-
dhas who offered to share their chillums and knowledge with me (usually
in that order) as well as fellow academics from both India and the west. In
India, these include Bhambhulnath, the late abbot of the Hardwar monas-
tery; Avedyanath, abbot of the Gorakhpur monastery; and the great Nath
Siddha scholar Narharinath, abbot of the Caughera monastery in the Dang
region of southern Nepal; Sivaprasad Dabbaral, Dr. Laxini Chandra Sastri,
Dr. Surya Kumar Yogi, Dr. N. Sethu Raghunathan, Dr. Rajendra Kumar
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Agrawal of Gurukul Kangri University in Hardwar, Dr. Damodar Joshi
of Benares Hindu University, Dr. Siddhinandan Mishra of Sampurnanand
Sanskrit University (Benares), Dr. Hari Shankar Sharma of Gujarat Ay-
urved University (Jamnagar), Mahavir Prasad Gill of the Anup Sanskrit
Library in Bikaner, Vijaya Shrestha of the Nepal National Archives in
Kathmandu, and Thakur Nahar Singh Jasol, Director of the Mehrangar
Museum Trust in Jodhpur.

Back in the west, a number of students in my undergraduate and gradu-
ate courses have played a catalytic role in the writing of this book, forcing
me, through their stimulating discussions and questions, to shape and
sharpen my thinking on a number of issues: Bryan Cuevas, Than Garson,
Bill Gorvine, Paul Hackett, Chuck Jones, Spencer Leonard, Derek Maher,
Amir Muhammadi, David Need, Mark Siebold, Kerry Skora, Phil Stanley,
Dennis Swaim, and Steve Weinberger. I also wish to thank Bronwen
Bledsoe, Véronique Bouillier, Douglas Brooks, Mark Dyczkowski, Morten
and Jytta Madsen, Jan Meulenbeld, John Roberts, Bo Sax, Alain Wattelier,
and Dominik Wujastyk for the scholarly and material support they af-
forded me at various stages of this book’s development. I am especially
indebted to Dr. Arion Rosu, the greatest living western historian of Indian
medicine, for the fatherly guidance he has shown me over the past decade.
To Alexis Sanderson, without whom the sixth chapter of this work would
still be the shambles that it was when he first read it, I also owe special
thanks. Finally, I owe a great debt of gratitude to the late Mircea Eliade
—the greatest modern “midwife” of historians of religions—whose
groundbreaking studies inspired me to explore the field of Indian al-
chemy,'" and who helped me to publish my first article on the subject.'

Publication of this book was funded in part by the Office of the Vice
Provost for Research at the University of Virginia.






NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Unless otherwise noted, all transliterations from the Sanskrit follow stan-
dard lexicographical usage, with the following exceptions: (1) toponyms
still in use are transliterated without diacritics (thus Srisailam and not
Srisailam), except in the case of sites identified with deities (thus Kedar-
nath and not Kedarnath); (2) names of authors and editors from the colo-
nial and postcolonial periods are transliterated without diacriticals; (3) the
term Nith is transliterated in its modern Hindi form as opposed to the
Sanskritic Natha; (4) proper names of historical Nith Siddhas are translit-
erated with the -nath suffix, as opposed to the Sanskritic-natha (however,
see note 8 to chapter 1).
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ONE

Indian Paths to Immortality

The emperor Aurangzeb issued a firman to Anand Nath, the abbot of
Jakhbar, an obscure monastery in the Punjab, in 1661 or 1662:

The letter sent by Your Reverence has been received along with two
tolabs of quicksilver. However, it is not so good as Your Reverence
had given us to understand. It is desired that Your Reverence should
carefully treat some more quicksilver and have that sent, without un-
necessary delay. A piece of cloth for a cloak and a sum of twenty-five
rupees which have been sent as an offering will reach (Your Rever-
ence). Also, a few words have been written to the valiant Fateh Chand
to the effect that he should always afford protection.!

The greatest Mogul persecutor of Hinduism in history offers his pro-
tection to a Hindu abbot named Naith in exchange for twenty grams of
treated mercury. What is the story behind this curious missive?

1. Sexual Fluids in Medieval India

Some time around the sixth century A.D., a wave of genius began to sweep
over India, a wave that has yet to be stilled. This wave, which took the
form of a body of religious thought and practice, has been interpreted in a
number of different ways by Indians and westerners alike. What some have
called madness and abomination, others have deemed a path to ecstasy or
the sublime. Such have been the evaluations of this phenomenon, which
has, over some fourteen hundred years, never ceased to enthuse and con-
found.

The Indians who innovated this body of theory and practice called it
tantra, “the warp (of reality).” The word has a most ancient pedigree. Its
root, tan, means “to stretch,” as one would a thread on a loom (also called
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tantra) or, in Vedic parlance, a body (tanu) to be sacrificed on an altar
within the ritual framework (fantra).” Those persons who followed the way
of tantra were called rantrikas, and their written and orally transmitted
works the Tantras.

Indian tantrism,® in its Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain varieties, did not
emerge out of a void. It was on the one hand influenced by cultural inter-
actions with China, Tibet, central Asia, Persia, and Europe, interactions
which had the Silk Road and medieval maritime routes and ports as their
venue. Much more important, however, were the indigenous Indian roots
of tantrism, which was not so much a departure trom earlier forms of Hin-
duism as their continuation, albeit in sometimes tangential and heterodox
ways. This book explores the uniquely Indian foundation of tantrism.
More specifically, this book is an inquiry into those Hindu sectarian groups
that have come to be known as the Siddhas, which, appropriating traditions
that were more ancient than those of tantrism itself, did not in fact fully
flower until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. As a loosely structured
religious community identified with a particular body of practice, the Sid-
dhas have had greater staying power than the tantrikas and continue to
form a visible part of the Indian religious landscape.

As a common noun, siddha* means “realized, perfected one,” a term gen-
erally applied to a practitioner (sadhaka, sadbu) who has through his prac-
tice (sadhana) realized his dual goal of superhuman powers (siddbis, “real-
izations,”
noun, Siddha becomes a broad sectarian appellation, applying to devotees
of Siva in the Deccan (Mibesvara Siddbas),” alchemists in Tamil Nadu (Sit-
tars), a group of early Buddhist tantrikas from Bengal (Mabasiddbas, Sid-
dhaciryas), the alchemists of medieval India (Rasa Siddbas)® and, most espe-
cially, a mainly north Indian group known as the Nith Siddbas.”

These last two groups greatly overlapped one another, with many of the
most important Nath Siddhas—Gorakh, Matsyendra, Carpati, Dattatreya,
Nagnath, Adinath,* and others—being the authors (if only by attribution)
or transmitters of a wide array of revealed yogic and alchemical teachings.
The medieval Nath Siddhas and Rasa Siddhas further interacted with a
third group. This was the pascimamniya (Western Transmission), a Sakta
sect devoted to the worship of the goddess Kubjika which, based mainly

perfections”) and bodily immortality (jivanmukti). As a proper

in Nepal, also incorporated tantric,” yogic, and alchemical elements into
its doctrine and practice.

A muajor point of convergence between these three groups, within the
broader tantric matrix, was their cult of the Siddhas who were for them
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not historical figures but rather demigods and intermediaries between the
human and the divine. Cults of these semidivine Siddhas go back to at least
the beginning of the common era; they and their peers the Vidyadharas
(Wizards) are a standard fixture of Indian fantasy and adventure literature
throughout the medieval period.'” Central to these cults was their “popu-
lar” soteriology, which had little in common with the “authorized” soteri-
ologies of Vedic and classical Hinduism. The worlds of the Siddhas and
Vidyadharas were the closest homologue India has known to popular west-
ern notions of heaven as a place of sensual gratification and freedom from
the human condition. Those capable of acceding to these atmospheric lev-
els remained there, liberated from the fruits of their acts (karma) and for-
ever exempted from the lower worlds of rebirth (semzsara) but not divested
of their individuality as is the case with the impersonal workings of release
into the Absolute (#0ksa). A precursor of the Puranic notion of the “sev-
enth heaven” of brabmaloka or satyaloka, the world of the Siddhas was a
place that endured even beyond the cyclic dissolution (pralaya) at the close
of a cosmic eon (kalpa). This popular tradition, whose reflection is found
in the lower hierarchies of the Hindu and Buddhist pantheons, in adven-
ture and fantasy literature, and in humble shrines to these anonymous
demigods, lay beyond the pale of brahmanic control and legitimation. So
too would the medieval Siddha movements, which appropriated for them-
selves, with certain modifications, the preexisting Siddha soteriology.

The most important innovation of these medieval Siddha traditions (the
Nith and Rasa Siddhas in particular) was the concrete and coherent
method they proposed for the attainment of the Siddha world and Siddha
status. This is what had been lacking in the earlier Siddha cults: the belief
system was there, but the notions of how to reach that blessed abode were
vague at best. Certain traditions maintained that it could be reached
through travel,'" others through the miraculous intervention of the Sid-
dhas one propiated,' others through more serendipitous means. The later
medieval Siddha movements proposed the following working principle:
mere humans could, through their tantric, yogic, and alchemical practice,
climb the Jadder of being and accede to the ranks of the semidivine Sid-
dhas. In this new perspective one could, by perfecting oneself, transform
perfected role models into colleagues. A trace of the notion of a primordial
ontological difference between those born perfect and those who made
themselves perfect (not unlike the difference between old money and new)
remains in works which categorize the Siddhas into the three oghas
(streams)—the divine, the perfected, and the human—but the dividing line



between them was a dotted one that could be crossed through a systematic
body of esoteric practice.!?

Apart from this common heritage, a second point of convergence be-
tween the Nath Siddhas, Rasa Siddhas, and the Western Transmission lies
in their common body of mystic doctrines and practices involving sexual
fluids—male and female sexual fluids, to be sure, but ever so much more.
Since the time of the Vedas, rusa—the fluid element found in the universe,
sacrifice, and human beings—has been more or less identified by Indians
with the fount of life. All fluids, including vital fluids in humans, plant
resins, rain, the waters, and the sacrificial oblation, are so many manifesta-
tions of 7sa."* So too, since at least the dawn of the common era,'’ Indians
have known that the miracle of conception occurs through the union of
male and female vital fluids, semen and uterine blood. With early tantrism,
these procreative fluids came to be conceived as “power substances” for
the worship of and ultimately the identification with gods and goddesses
whose boundless energy was often portrayed as sexual in nature. Nearly
always, the god in question was some form of Siva, the god whose worship
in the form of a /inga (phallus) dates from at least the second century B.c.'
The way to becoming a “second Siva”—for this has nearly always been the
goal of tantric practice in its various forms—was, in early tantrism, real-
ized through the conduit of a horde of wild goddesses (which the tantrikas
identified with their human consorts), generally known as yoginis. These
“bliss-starved” goddesses, attracted by offerings ot mingled sexual fluids,
would converge into the consciousness of the practitioner, to transform
him, through their limitless libido, into a god on earth."”

Following the brilliant tenth- through eleventh-century reconfiguration
of Trika Kaulism by Abhinavagupta and others, most of the messy parts of
tantric practice (at least outward practice) were cleaned up, aestheticized,
and internalized in different ways." For the later “high” tantric schools,
the cult of the yoginis and the ritual production, offering, and consumption
of sexual fluids were continued, but only within the restricted context of
the “secret practice” of an inner circle of initiates. Outwardly, however,
ritual sexuality had undergone a paradigm shift. Sexual fluids themselves
were no longer the way to godhead; rather, it was in the bliss of sexual
orgasm that one realized god-consciousness for oneself."

In certain cases, all such transactions involving sexual fluids became
wholly internalized and incorporated into the so-called subtle body
(sitksma Sarira). Here, all humans were viewed as essentially androgynous
with sexual intercourse an affair between a female serpentine nexus of en-



Indian Paths to Immortality

ergy, generally called the kundalini, and a male principle, identified with
Siva, both of which were located within the subtle body. An intricate meta-
physics of the subtle body—its relationship to the brute matter of the gross
body as well as to the universal divine lite force within, the bipolar dynam-
ics of its male and female constituents, etc.—was developed in every tan-
tric school.””

It was especially within two tantric sects, the Western Transmission and
the Yogini Kaula (transmitted by Matsyendra), that a practical concomitant
to this speculative—and in some cases gnoseological or soteriological —
metaphysics came to be elaborated. This was batha yoga, the “method of
violent exertion,” whose system of the six cakrus (“wheels [or circles] of
transformation”) became the centerpiece of the doctrine and practice
of the Nith Siddhas—who claim their origins in the person and teachings
of Matsyendranith.?! For the Nith Siddhas, the siddbis and jrvanmukti were
the direct results of the internal combination and transformation of sexual
fluids into amrta, the divine nectar of immortality.

Matsyendranith and the founders of the Western Transmission were
not alone, however, in their persistent emphasis on the sexual fluids as
(generally internalized) power substances, rather than simply as by-
products of a transubstantiating experience of bliss. At about the same time
as their hathayogic systems were being elaborated, the matter of sexual
fluids was being broached from a novel and rather unexpected angle by a
third group. These were the Rasa Siddhas, the alchemists of medieval In-
dia, whose doctrines are best summed up in a classic aphorism from the
foundational Rasarnava: yatha lobe tatha debe, “as in metal, so in the body.

In a universe that was the ongoing procreation of the phallic god Siva
and his consort the Goddess,** a pair whose procreative activity was mir-
rored in the fluid transactions and transformations of human sexuality, in
a universe whose every facet reflected the fundamental complementarity
of the male and female principles, the mineral world too had its sexual
valences and fluids. In the case of the Goddess, her sexual emission, her
seed, took the form of mica, while her uterine or menstrual blood was
identified with sulfur. There are a number of reasons for these identifica-
tions, not the least of which are chemical: mica and sulfur are important

22

reagents in the purification and activation of the mineral homologue to
divine semen. This is mercury, and if there ever was an elective affinity to
be found at the interface between chemistry and theology, this is it. For
what a miraculous mineral mercury is! Mercury is a shining liquid, amaz-
ingly volatile, seemingly possessed of a life of its own: what better homol-



ogy could one hope to find for the semen of a phallic god? But this is not
all. Mercury’s chemical behavior as well is nothing short of miraculous,
and as such it stands, in the words of an early twentieth-century scholar
alchemist as the “central idea upon which the whole structure of the Hindu
Chemistry is erected: viz., the fact that mercury can be made to swallow,
by special processes, a considerable quantity of gold or other metals, with-
out any appreciable increase in the weight of the swallowing mercury.”**
Mercury, which when “swooned” drives away disease, “killed” revives
itself, and “bound” affords the power of flight,”* is the presence in the
mineral world of the sexual essence of the Absolute. As such, it is as
all-absorbing as Siva who, at the end of cyclic time, implodes the entire
universe into his yogic body, thereby transforming existence into essence.
This is precisely what occurs in alchemical reactions. A “seed” (bija) of
gold or silver is planted in mercury (whose powers of absorption have been
massively enhanced through a series of treatments in sulfur, mica, and
other mainly “female” elements), which then becomes possessed of a
“mouth” capable of “swallowing,” of absorbing into itself, according to
the alchemical scriptures, millions, even billions and trillions, of times its
mass in base metals. These are thereby transmuted into gold, and in a tra-
dition in which “gold is immortality,”** that’s saying a mouthful. All that
remains is for the alchemist to swallow the mercury in question to himself
become a second Siva, an immortal superman (Siddha) whose every bodily
secretion becomes transmutative and transubstantiating. In tandem with
his work in the laboratory, the Hindu alchemist also engages in the prac-
tice of hatha yoga, as well as a certain number of erotico-mystical tantric
operations involving the sexual fluids that he and his female laboratory
assistant generate in order to catalyze reactions between divine sexual
fluids in their mineral forms. In the end, all is a continuity of sexual

fluids.

2. Tantrikas, Siddhas, and Yogis

The sole surviving heirs to this medieval legacy are the Nith Siddhas, who
continue to be revered, on a popular level at least, as India’s masters of
yoga and wizards of alchemy, the last living guides along the secret paths
to supernatural power and bodily immortality. Theirs is a powerful legacy.
On the one hand, they are perfected immortals who have chosen to remain
in the world of men, moving through it even as they transcend its tran-
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sience and attendant sorrows. On the other, for persons still trapped in this
world, a good Siddha is hard to find.

Hindu tantrism disappeared as a major sectarian phenomenon a number
of centuries ago, a victim of its own excesses.’” These excesses were pri-
marily of two orders. The first and best documented is nonetheless less
important than the second. This excess was one of bad publicity. In seek-
ing to truly live out their principles of nondifference—between god and
creature, elite and preterite, squalor and grandeur, the exalted and the
demented—many tantrikas, openly indulging in cross-caste adultery, co-
prophagy, and all manner of other purity violations and antisocial behavior
(or at least openly claiming to do so), were simply revolting to the general
public. The second excess, which truly sounded the death knell of tantrism
as an important religious movement, came as the result of a sea change
in tantric theory and practice. Following Abhinavagupta, tantrism became
transformed into an elite mystic path that was all too complicated, refined,
and cerebralized for common people to grasp. The man on the street could
not recognize himself in its discourse. It bore too little resemblance to his
experience as a mortal being inhabiting a body doomed to age and die,
entangled in the meantime within a network of family and social relations;
wielding plowshares, hammers, and the like; living, loving, and dying on
the trampled earth of a village his people had inhabited for hundreds of
years. The thirty-six or thirty-seven metaphysical levels of being were in-
comprehensible to India’s masses and held few answers to their human
concerns and aspirations.

For the Nath Siddhas, whose institutionalized sectarian orders (sanipra-
dayas) mainly grew out of earlier and more heterodox Saiva orders (the
Pasupatas and Kapalikas in particular), the “brahmanization” of tantrism
and its departure from the realm of the concrete into that of the sublime
came as a boon of sorts. For whereas “high” tantrism was now mainly of-
fering transcendence of the world, the Nath Siddhas’ path continued to
offer concrete and relatively accessible power in the world. For the masses,
as well as for kings whose concerns were often more this-worldly than
those of brahman metaphysicians, the Naths and many of their fellow Sid-
dhas became the supernatural power brokers of medieval India. The Sid-
dhas, yogins and alchemists that they are, have always been technicians of
the concrete: specialists in the concrete transmutation of base metals into
gold and the concrete transformation of mortal, aging man into a per-
fected, immortal superman, masters of the natural processes rather than
mere victims of or bystanders to them. Theirs has always been a path to
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mastery and raw, unadulterated power—mastery over the forces of nature,
including the inexorable processes of aging and death, and dominion over
the temporal powers of even the greatest kings and armies.

In this context, the Nath Siddhas have often been cast in the role of
kingmakers, elevating untested boys to the thrones of kingdoms through-
out medieval south Asia, at times bringing down mighty tyrants in the pro-
cess.”® But India has also always been a country of villages, and the Nith
Siddhas, whose backgrounds have generally been humble, have long been
the special champions of village India. These are cowherd boys who, hav-
ing performed minor miracles at an early age, were initiated into a Siddha
order and grew up to be immortal, hail-stopping “god men.” Many are
the accounts I have heard, from traveling salesmen, university students,
monastic novices, and village plowboys alike, of these perfected beings
who have dotted and even defined the religious landscape of village India
with their awesome, death-defying presence.

The Nath Siddhas’ persistent popular success, coupled with their gen-
erally humble social backgrounds, the relative accessibility of their path,
and the this-worldly focus of their practices and goals, has long made them
the object of scorn and censure on the part of India’s social, cultural, and
religious elites—the upper castes, urban intelligentsia, and cosmopolitan
literati whose religious proclivities have tended more towards refined and
cosmeticized orthodoxy or cerebralized tantrism. Indeed, the Nath Sid-
dhas have long been accused of being charlatans or mere conjurers—an
accusation that India’s street magicians have long used to their advantage,
posing as yogins or tantrikas in their performances.?” It is in this context
that we must introduce yet another important term to our lexicon. This is
the term Yogi (Fogi, in vernacular parlance), which has to a certain extent
supplanted the terms “tintrika,” “Kapalika,” and “heretic” in orthodox
Hindu discourse. While yogi/n] is nothing more than an adjectival or pos-
sessive form of the term yoga, used to designate a practitioner of yoga, the
term came to take on a sectarian and often pejorative connotation in medi-
eval India, a connotation which has remained operative down to the pres-
ent day. “Yogi” or “jogi” has, for at least eight hundred years, been an all-
purpose term employed to designate those Saiva religious specialists whom
orthodox Hindus have considered suspect, heterodox, and even heretical
in their doctrine and practice. On the one hand, the Yogis are defined (like
the tantrikas of an earlier time) by their nonconformity to and exclusion
from orthodox categories: they are that troubling aggregate of sectarian
groups and individuals whose language and behavior subvert the canons of
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Vedic, devotional, and “high” tantric religion. On the other hand, they are
defined by certain features of their sectarian affiliations and practices: heirs
to the heterodox Pasupatas and Kapalikas of an earlier age, they are devo-
tees of terrible forms of Siva (usually Bhairava) who besmear themselves
with ashes, leave their hair uncut, and continue to adhere to the practices
of “primitive” tantrism. As such, their “yoga” is more closely identified, in
the jaundiced eyes of their critics, with black magic, sorcery, sexual perver-
sion, and the subversion of alimentary prohibitions than with the practice
of yoga in the conventional sense of the term. In recent times, “Yogi” has
been most specifically applied to the Nath Siddhas, who are widely known
as Kanphata (Split-eared, for the very visible earrings they wear in holes
bored through the thick of their ears, the hallmark of the order) Yogis or
Jogis—a term that they themselves eschew.

This book, then, is about those tantric movements and sects which
called themselves and continue to call themselves Siddhas, but which
were—following the “brahmanization” of the tantrism with which they
had interacted throughout their early development—branded as Yogis by
the Hindu orthodoxy. That these Yogis were alchemists is borne out by no
less a person than Marco Polo who, describing a group of ciugi (Jogis)
whom he had encountered on the Malabar coast of India at the close of the
thirteenth century, attributed their superhuman life spans of 150 to 200
years to their ingestion of an elixir composed of mercury and sulfur.®
Some five hundred years later, Marco Polo’s observations are seconded by
the French traveler Frangois Bernier, a Catholic man of letters, when he
notes that the Yogis “know how to make gold and to prepare mercury so
admirably that one or two grains taken every morning restore the body to
perfect health.”*!

What links these two accounts in a most startling way is that their
descriptions of Yogis both seem to define these figures as alchemists. Yogis
were healthy, had good digestion, and lived for hundreds of years because
they ingested mercury and sulfur as part of their daily regime. Here, let
us also recall that the firman Aurangzeb sent to the Nath Siddha abbot of
the Jakhbar monastery was a request for treated mercury. These data, set
against the backdrop of the vast wealth of yogic literature—as well as a
sprinkling of alchemical works—produced by such illustrious Nath Sid-
dhas as Gorakhnith and Matsyendranith, can lead to only one conclusion.
The Siddhas, the Yogis, of medieval India were both alchemists (Rasa Sidd-
has) and pioneers of hatha yoga (Nath Siddhas). Yoga and alchemy were
complementary, interpenetrating disciplines for the medieval Siddhas.
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The Rasa Siddhas and Naith Siddhas, if they were not one and the sam
people, were at least closely linked in their practice. The balance of thi
book is devoted to proving this thesis.

3. The Quest for Immortality: The Vedic Legacy

The altogether human aspiration to be possessed of a body not subject to
the trammels of death finds its earliest Indian expression in the ca. 1200
B.C. Rg Veda, in which a poet pleads “Deliver me from death, not from
nondeath.”*? Here, the Vedic term ammrta is a polyvalent one, at once signi-
fying nondeath (¢-m17t4), immortality, the immortals (the gods), the world
of the immortals (heaven)—and nectar or ambrosia (which is the Greek
cognate of amrta), the draft of immortality, by which the gods remain im-
mortal. It is this final gloss that is the most pregnant with meaning for the
later traditions I treat in these pages. In the Vedic context, the gods win
and maintain their eternal life by offering soma, the miraculous herb of
immortality, as a sacrificial oblation among themselves.

Here, the rich Vedic (and Indo-European) mythology of the theft of
soma**—from either the atmospheric Gandharvas or the rival Asuras (anti-
gods)—is given a particularly sacrificial gloss in the priestly tradition of
the brahmanic literature. It is not enough to simply possess the soma—or
any sacrificial oblation for that matter—to benefit from it. Rather, as the
gods first discovered, it is by offering or surrendering the sacrifice to an-
other (god) that its benefits accrue to the sacrificer. The brutish Asuras,
unable to fathom this secret, each offered the oblation into his own mouth
and so failed to win (the benefits of) the world of the sacrifice.**

In the Vedic present, humans who have now learned the secret of sacri-
fice come to reap its benefits by offering the sacrificial oblation (idealized
as soma regardless of the oblatory material) to the gods. The oblation sus-
tains the gods and maintains their immortality; moreover, the fruit of the
sacrifice that accrues to the human sacrificer also takes the form of a certain
order of immortality.** In addition to fulfilling to the more or less mundane
aspirations of the brahmanic sacrificer—wealth in cows, faithful wives,
sons, etc.—the principal fruit of the sacrifice was a mitigated immortality
for a “full life span” (visvayus) of one hundred years. Therefore, in order to
live a full life, one had to sacrifice constantly, “for a hundred years is tanta-
mount to immortality.”
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There were two ways in which sacrifice saved one from death. The first
of these was the mechanism of sacrifice itself. According to brahmanic the-
ory, the body one inhabited in life was in fact a loan from the gods or, more
precisely, from Yama, the Lord of the Dead. As such, sacrifice was nothing
other than a payment on a loan; failure to pay (i.e., offer sacrifice) resulted
in repossession (i.e., death). In order that his debtors might keep up on
their payments, Yama, Vedic Hinduism’s cosmic “repo man,” threw in a
piece of land with the body he loaned: this was the parcel on which the
sacrificer installed his household (garbapatya) fire.’” In this context, the
English term “mortgage” (literally “dead pledge”) for “the conveyance of
real or personal property by a debtor to a creditor as security for a debt”*
to be repaid within a fixed period of time takes on a new fullness of mean-
ing. Under the terms of Yama’s and the gods’ contract, no human could
occupy a body for more than one hundred years, since such would have
been tantamount to (divine) immortality. Thus, once again, “a hundred
years is tantamount to immortality.

The second way in which the sacrifice saved humans from death lay in
the nature of the oblation itself. Soma, the divine nectar of immortality,
was, in the time of the Vedas, considered (or fantasized) to be accessible to
humans, whence such hymns as: “We have drunk the Soma; we have be-
come immortal; we have gone to the light; we have found the gods. . ..
Far-famed Soma, stretch out our lifespans so that we may live. ... The
drop that we have drunk has entered our hearts, an immortal inside
mortals”

Like fire (agni), soma is both a substance and the god identified with that
fluid oblation.* Early on, however, Soma the god became identified with
the moon (Indu, in Vedic parlance), which was considered to be a drop
(indu) of nectar (ammta), of soma, shining in the heavens.*' But the moon,
this drop of nectar, was nothing other than divine seed (retas),* which was
identified by analogy with vital fluids both animal and vegetable (asa),* as
well as with the vivifying rains and waters (ap), which were so many medi-
cines or remedies (bhesaja) for all that ails mortal man.*

It is the fluid element (vasa), then, that the Vedic theoreticians conceived
as the support of all life and indeed of nondeath for humans as well as gods.
As I have already noted, however, the potential of the fluid oblation could
not be activated or realized without the dynamic of sacrifice, which also
brought two other elements into play: these were fire (ugni), divinized as
Agni, the god of fire; and wind (vayu), the active element of exchange,
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which conveyed the essence of the sacrificial oblation from the world of
humans to the divine realm. This trinity of elements (and gods) was com-
plemented by another conceptual triad, which served and continues to
serve as the ground for the network of homologies and analogies that are
the framework of the entire sweep of Indian symbol systems. This is the
triad constituted by the human being (microcosm), the mediating mecha-
nism of the sacrifice (mesocosm), and the universe as a whole (macro-
cosm)—which is often conceived as the body of a universal man or god.#
A passage from the Satapatha Brabmana (9.5.1.11) plays on all of these
interrelations: “When he [the sacrificer] has offered in the fire, he drinks
[sornal; for that [fire altar] is his divine body, and this [the sacrificer’s body]
is his [the fire god Agni’s] human one.”

As I will show, this threefold structure, in combination with the triad of
fluid-fire-wind, comes to inform both medical and yogic models of diges-
tion, conception, metabolism, and bodily regeneration, as well as alchemi-
cal models of the chemical reactions between the fluid element mercury
(called 7asa) and the fiery element sulfur, transmutation in the laboratory,
and the transubstantiation of the human body.

Already in Vedic traditions we find embryonic notions of this interplay
between the human, divine, and sacrificial—and mineral—realms. In a
hymn of praise to odana, the sacrificial porridge, the Atharva Veda (11.3.1-
2,7-8) states that “of this porridge Brhaspati is the head, Brahman the
mouth, heaven and earth the ears, sun and moon the eyes, the seven seers
the in- and out-breaths . . . dark metal its flesh, red metal its blood, tin its
ash, gold its complexion.”+

Later, the Satapatha Brihmana (6.1.3.1~5) puts a mineral twist on one of
its many accounts of the creation of the universe through the self-sacrifice
of the cosmic god-man Prajapati:

Verily, Prajapati alone was here in the beginning. He desired “May 1
exist, may I reproduce myself.” He toiled, he heated himself with in-
ner heat. From his exhausted and overheated body the waters flowed
forth . . . from those heated waters foam arose; from the heated foam
there arose clay; from the heated clay, sand; from the heated sand,
grit; from the heated grit, rock; from the heated rock, metallic ore;
and from the smelted ore, gold arose.

The Vedic ritual in which the exhausted and decomposed body of the
creative self-sacrificer Prajapati was restored to wholeness was called the
agnicayana, the “piling of [the] Fire [altar],” of which an important moment
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was the installation of a golden image of a man (biranya-purusa) beneath a
corner of the altar emplacement. With this ritual, the adbvaryu priest in-
toned, “He is Prajapati, he is Agni, he is made of gold for gold is light and
fire is light; gold is immortality and fire is immortality. He is a man for
Prajapati is the Man”¥

Let us note here that the thermal energy that transforms the body of
Prajapati into gold (and in other myths of this sort, the entire created uni-
verse in all its parts) is an inner fire or heat that is kindled through religious
austerities. Within a few centuries of the composition of this Brahmana
text, a revolution in Indian thought would issue into the notion that hu-
mans too could internalize the sacrifice and thereby entirely bypass the
mechanism of external sacrifice. This inward turn, which would ground
the entire gnostic and nondualist project of the Upanisads, also sowed the
seeds for the innovation of a body of techniques for internal bodily trans-
formation—i.e., for the practice of hatha yoga. Here one’s bodily fluids, and
semen in particular, become identified with the oblation, the heat of inner
austerities with fire, and breath with the dynamic element of wind.*

It is in the Arharva Veda in particular that we find the most important
foundations for the later medical and alchemical traditions, which sought
to extend (indefinitely) the life span of human beings. Indeed, it is in this
text that one finds the greatest preponderance of healing hymns involving
the use of charms and herbal remedies to restore the ailing patient to
health. At the center of this practice stood the healer (bhisaj) who was also
a possessed “shaker” (vipra) and an inspired master of incantation (kavi).*’
Part physician, part shaman, part sorcerer, the atharvan priest was viewed
as both powerful and dangerous by Vedic society. For this very reason,
perhaps, his heir, the itinerant Ayurvedic physician (carana-vaidya) was also
regarded with suspicion by “good” brahmanic society.®

That the Hindu medical tradition (Ayurveda, the “science of longevity”)
is the self-conscious heir to the Atharvavedic synthesis is clearly evinced in
the Caraka Sarihitd, the textual cornerstone of this tradition: “The physi-
cian [vaidya) . . . should manifest his devotion to the Atharva Veda . . . be-
cause the Veda of the atharvans has discussed medicine [ckits@] by way of
prescribing donations, propitiatory rites, offerings, auspicious rites, obla-
tions, observance of rules, expiations, fasting, and mantras; and because it
indicates that medicine improves the quality of life.”*!

Within the Indian medical science of Ayurveda, the term employed for
the prestigious body of techniques devoted to rejuvenation therapy is ras-
@yana, the “path of 7asa,” of which an important component consists in the
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application of herbal remedies, inherited in part from the 4tharva Veda.
This same term, rasayana, is also used by the Rasa Siddhas to designate
their alchemical “Work in two parts,” with its dual emphasis on transmuta-
tion and bodily transubstantiation. In this alchemical context, 74sa is a term
for the fluid metal mercury, the mineral hierophany of the vital seed of the
phallic god Siva.



TWO

Categories of Indian Thought:
The Universe by Numbers

1. Microcosm, Macrocosm, and Mesocosm

Of all the conceptual constructs I treat in this book, the most pervasive and
persistent by far is that which treats of the multivalent relationships or
homologies obtaining between the individual and the world, or the micro-
cosm and the macrocosm. Spanning the history of ideas the world over,
three broad strategies for describing this relationship have predominated.
These are the monist (which maintains that creature, creation, and creator
are essentially one), the dualist (all is two), and the atomist (all is many)—
with a myriad of permutations, qualifications, and recombinations on these
three basic organizing principles.

Although the sacrificial worldview of the Vedas was a dualistic one, it
was one that nonetheless allowed for a breakthrough or transfer to occur
—via the sacrifice—between man in the world and the gods in heaven,
between the human world order and divine cosmic order (which together
formed a whole called 774). As a transfer mechanism or template between
the two orders of being, between the human (¢dhyitmman) and the divine
(adhidevata), the sacrifice became possessed of an ontological status of its
own. That which pertained to the sacrifice (yajiia), to that pivot between
the human and divine worlds without which neither could survive, was
termed adhbiyajiia.' This tripartite configuration, undoubtedly the most
pervasive structure to be found in the Indian world of ideas, has come to
be applied to a myriad of domains, across a wide array of religions, philoso-
phies, and scientific disciplines, including those of yoga and alchemy.
I term the three members of this configuration—of human + mediating
structure + divine—as mzicrocosm, mesocosm, and macrocosm.?

Over time, the mechanism of sacrifice itself came to take precedence
over both the humans who enacted it and the gods to whom it was offered,
and so we find, in the tenth- through eighth-century B.c. body of reve-

15
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lation known as the Brabmanas (Priestly Books), the notion that the sacri-
fice (or the ritual of sacrifice) is all that truly matters in the universe. Hu-
mans and gods become tributary to the sacrifice in this period, and the sole
gods granted any importance are precisely gods of sacrifice. These are (1)
Purusa/Prajapati, the “Man” or “Lord of Creatures” whose primal (self-)
sacrifice, which “created” the universe, stands as the model for every sacri-
fice that has followed; (2) Agni, “(Sacrificial) Fire,” and (3) Soma, the
“Fluid” god of the sacrificial oblation. In a sense, this brahmanic triad of
sacrificial gods is itself a reworking of the triune Vedic universe, with two
static elements (gods and humans, oblation and fire) being mediated by an
active third element (the enacted sacrifice).

Throughout the history of Indian thought, no set of concrete elements
has been as pervasive as this sacrificial triad—of fluid, fire, and air; of rasa,
agni, and vayu. Although the three members of this triad have, according
to their specific fields of application, taken the form of moon-sun-wind,
semen-blood-breath, or mercury-sulfur-air, they have always borne the
same valences as they did in their original Vedic context. Much of this
book will be devoted to describing the ways in which fluid, semen, moon,
and mercury on the one hand, and fire, blood, sun, and sulfur on the
other—always mediated by the active element of air, wind, and breath—
have interacted with one another through the “sacrificial” structure of
microcosm-mesocosm-macrocosm, across a dozen interpenetrating ritual
and belief systems and some three thousand years of cultural history.

Two other features of the Vedic synthesis which have persisted through
time need also to be mentioned here. The first of these is a fascination
with number. If, as the Brahmanic sources assert, the sacrifice in all its parts
is identical to the universe in all its parts, then it is necessary to enumerate
all of those parts, and “cross-list” them with other parts. More than this,
the number of parts in a given whole—for example, the 4 X 11 syllables
of the tristubb meter—has a significance which is independent of that ag-
gregate of parts for which it is the numerical index. Thus, it was not un-
common for the priestly commentators on the ritual to wax poetic on the
“eleven-ness” of the number eleven, and so on.* This Vedic fascination
becomes a veritable obsession in tantrism, in which we witness nothing
less than an explosion of numbers, categories, and numbers as categories.
In the tantric case, the hallucinating proliferation of number-based homol-
ogies—between microcosm, mesocosm, and macrocosm—appears, in the
final analysis, to serve to reassure the tantric practitioner of the efficacy of .
his ritual acts—something akin, perhaps, to the many numerical proofs for
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the existence of God that illuminated western savants have proferred over
the centuries. Number and proportion become the very foundation of the
good, the true, and the beautiful, in the petals of the lotus, just as they do
in their western reflection, the Secret Rose.

Mouch of this chapter will be devoted precisely to this matter of numeri-
cal progression, from duality to ternarity and thence to pentads, the num-
ber sixteen, and the staggering figures given in Hindu reckonings of the
duration of the cosmic eons (ka/pas). Out of all these dilations of number,
however, there emerges a single bipolar* dynamic that has played itself out
in the form of four interrelated temporal cycles that Hindus have em-
ployed, over the centuries, to situate the microcosmic individual within (or
without) the macrocosmic flow of time. A series of charts will illustrate
these interrelated cycles.

A second leitmotif concerns the dynamics of the sacrificial and later sys-
tems. The aggregate of microcosm-mesocosm-macrocosm would not be
an interesting or useful one were an exchange not possible among the three
levels. This is the exchange, nay the transformation, that is effected
through sacrifice, that most exalted of human activities, in which men “do
what the gods did in the beginning.”* As I have already indicated, the sacri-
ficial world order was dualistic: there was a sharp break between the human
order and the divine, cosmic order, which only sacrifice could bridge. This
it did as if magically: a pot broken in this world, that is, in the sacrificial
context, becomes a whole pot in that world of the gods.® The metaphysics
that flowed from this system therefore assumed the building blocks of real-
ity to be discrete and impermeable. Its dynamic was one of differentiation
and reintegration. This dualistic approach, which finds early expression in
the Rgvedic “Hymn of the Man” (10.90), is restated time and again in later
texts, sometimes taking on sexual valences (to describe a universe in which
all is ultimately two), such as in a Brhadaranyaka Upanisad myth which de-
picts Prajapati as splitting into male and female halves to incestuously rein-
tegrate “himself” through all manner of human and animal forms.” This is
the mythic foundation of Samkhya, literally the “enumerating” philosophy,
the earliest of the Indian philosophical systems.

Out of this dualist system, or perhaps in response to it, there emerged
another current of thought, this a mystic and monistic one which, on the
contrary, assumed a continuity of being, extending unbroken from the su-
preme absolute down to the lowest forms of inert matter. Because all being,
every being, was emanated from a primal and ultimate source, it thereby
participated in some way in the very Being of that Absolute. This gno-
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seological doctrine, first promulgated in the Aranyakas (the ca. seventh-
century B.c. “Forest Books”) and the classic Upanisads (the ca. sixth-
century B.c. traditions of “Placing in Equivalence”) maintained that all
bodies, but especially all souls (#tman), participated in the nature of the
absolute or universal soul (brdbman). It “atman is brdhman in a pot [the
body],” then one need merely break the pot to fully realize the primordial
unity of the individual soul with the plenitude of Being that was the Abso-
lute. To know it was to be it.* This early monism is known by the name of
Vedinta, because it is broached in the Upanisads, that corpus which con-
stitutes the “end (anta) of the Veda.” As we will see later in this chapter, it
was likely the concrete experience of yoga that gave rise to this mystical
and monistic vision. All apparent oppositions—between god and man, be-
tween male and female, etc.—here become consumed as it were in the fires
of yogic austerities (tapas) conceived as the internalization of the sacrifice.
The notion of transfer (from one plane to another) becomes metamor-
phosed into one of transformation (one plane primordially and ultimately
is—the same as—the other), with the human body itself becoming the seat
of the sacrifice and the human soul the indwelling Absolute. These two
dynamic systems, of dualist differentiation and reintegration and monist
emanation and participation, inform, singly or in combination, all of the
Indian traditions that pass in review in these pages. They are vital to an
understanding of any and every Indian metaphysical system.

If we are to understand the dynamics of these systems, two further no-
tions are absolutely essential here. The first concerns the nature of the
“body” that transmigrates from the corpse of a deceased person to a world
of intermediate afterlife, identified in Upanishadic Hinduism with the
moon. This body, termed the “body of enjoyment” (bboga-sarira), is an
elaboration on the subtle body (s@ksma sarira), i.e., the “living being” (jiva)
that, according to nondualist thought, mediates between the eternal but
wholly intangible soul and the gross body (sthitla sarira) composed of the
five elements: earth, water, air, fire, and ether. As I demonstrate, the subtle
body—especially when it is “clothed” in the body of enjoyment—becomes
lunar at certain points in its cyclic existence, filling out and diminishing, in
the unending course of births and deaths, around the “core” of the immor-
tal soul. Like the moon itself, this transmigrating body is also “fluid”; like
the moon, the subtle body is composed of incremental digits or members
(kalas)’ that come into being and pass away, to be renewed yet again.

The second basic notion concerns the five elements to which I referred
a moment ago. In the individual, it is via these elements that a correlation
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exists between the subtle and gross body. To the five gross elements that
are the building blocks of the gross body and the universe correspond the
five subtle elements (as well as the five senses of grasping and of percep-
tion). More than this, the universal macrocosm and the human microcosm
are essentially composed of a “layering” of the elements. Armed with the
knowledge that the body is nothing more than a series of overlays of the
five hierarchized elements, Indian mystic thought innovated a concrete
technique for the return of being into essence, for the resorption of the
human microcosm into its divine source. By first “imploding” the lower
gross elements into the higher, the practitioner could thence implode, via
the subtle ether, the gross into the subtle and by degrees telescope the sub-
tle back into its essential source, the individual soul (7tzzan) which, as the
Upanisadic gnosis never tired of reiterating, was identical to the universal
Soul, the absolute brdhman. Later, Hindu Tantra would carry this reason-
ing to its logical conclusion, conceptually imploding body, individual soul,
and divine Soul into One:

Ultimately the conscious bits of the universe, like stones, are also
God and hence consciousness, but a consciousness that has decided
to conceal itself (atmasamkoca) . . . The world of the Tantric, then, is
ultimately all God, but it contains a vast range of things, from things
as gross as stones to things as subtle as God . . . Looking from God
downwards, we have the range from conscious to unconscious, the
range from simple to complex, and the range from subtle to gross.
These three ranges are co-ordinate; in fact they are different aspects
of the same thing. Moreover, movement down the scale is precisely
what happens when God creates the universe."

2. Ternarity and Bipolarity in Veda and Ayurveda

"Two practical disciplines that grew out of the Vedic matrix to interact with
Hindu and Buddhist philosophical and mystic traditions well before the
beginnings of the tantric age were Ayurveda and the body of physical and
meditative techniques known as yoga. Both traditions have their origins in
the Vedas, both emerge as systems of thought and practice in or around
the sixth century B.c., and both continue to share common methods and
goals down to the present day. When we go back to the very first use of
term yoga, in the Rg Veda (7.86.8; 10.166.5), we find that it is part of a
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compound: yoga-ksezna means “harmonious adjustment.”'" As we will see,
the principal aim of Ayurvedic practice is also adjustment: sama-yoga is the
harmonious conjunction of microcosmic and macrocosmic “climates.” Also
growing out of the Vedic matrix is the metaphor of cooking for such trans-
formative processes as sacrifice, cremation, digestion, aging, and the yogic
austerities. As in Vedic sacrifice, so in yoga and Ayurveda: the body is to
be “cooked to a turn” (paripakva).'”

The extent to which the yogic and Ayurvedic perspectives interacted
with other nascent Indian traditions is incalculable. The organizing prin-
ciples of the sixth-century B.c. teachings of the Buddha on suffering and
its cessation were essentially medical;'* conversely, one finds Buddhist ter-
minology as well as an inductive method that is clearly Buddhistic' in the
most venerable textual pillar of Ayurveda, the Caraka Sasbita (compiled
between the third century B.c. and the fourth century a.p.)."* This same
source contains what is perhaps the earliest complete expression of Sam-
khya philosophy that has come down to us.' Towards the end of this same
period, such Upanisads as the Prasna (3.6), and Maitri (6.22, 30; 7.11.2—5)
were tentatively charting the yogic body and practicing yoga as a means to
concretely experiencing the absolute in ways that were deeper than reason
could know.'” It is not our intention here to trace a chain of transmission
of ideas from one tradition to another, but rather to present them as vari-
ations on a sensus communis that existed in India from a very early time,
even before the recorded teachings of the Buddha, the proto-Samkhya of
Caraka, and the dualist Samkhya and the monistic Vedanta of the early
Upanisads. Here, we follow the French physician and historian of Indian
medicine Jean Filliozat, when he states that “the Samkhyan concepts, like
those of Ayurveda, are part and parcel of the intellectual baggage common
to all Indian thinkers”'®

According to Ayurveda, the human being is composed of a triad of psy-
chic being (sattva), soul (atman), and body (sarira), which arises from yet is
distinct from purusa, the transcendent self. Ayurveda is thus a dualistic sys-
tem. Like all living creatures, the human being is possessed of natural char-
acteristics (prakrti), which are sixfold: the five gross elements (rmababhiitas)
presided over by the atman: “Earth is that which is solid in man, water is
that which is moist, fire is that which heats up, air is breath, ether the empty
spaces, brdbman is the inner soul (@tm1an)” ' As such, the human self is an
exact replica of the macrocosm: “Indeed, this world is the measure (sam-
mita) of the man. However much diversity of corporeal forms and sub-
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stances there is in the world, that much [diversity] there is in man; however
much there is in man, that much there is in the world.”*¢

When applied to the medical tradition proper, these concepts define the
physician’s craft: the treatment of imbalances between the bodily micro-
cosm and the universal macrocosm, i.e., of diseases. Critical to the Ayur-
vedic understanding of the body and its metabolic functions is its concep-
tualization of the process of digestion. This is a seven-step process, in
which the food one eats is serially “burned” or refined, over the seven “fires
of digestion” (dhatvagnis) into the seven bodily constituents (dhatus).”! In
order, these are chyle (rasa),** blood (rakta), flesh (mamsa), fat (medas), bone
(asthi), marrow (majja), and finally, in men, semen or sperm (sukra, retas).**
In women, the seventh dbatu is uterine or menstrual blood (sonita, artava),
or, after childbirth, breast milk.**

Ayurveda further conceives of bodily metabolism in terms of an inter-
action between the dosas, the three “morbid states”** or humors, of phlegm
(Slesma), bile (pitta), and wind (vata). While we may see in the humors a
reapplication of the Vedic rasa-agni-vayu triad, we should note that they
also anticipate one of India’s most important metaphysical constructs, that
of the three “strands” (gunas) of manifest being, the discussion of which is
first broached in the classic Upanisads. According to Samkhya, the three
strands—white sartva, red rajas, and black tamas—remain in a state of equi-
librium for so long as the universe persists in a nonmanifest state. It is an
unexplained disturbance in their equilibrium that triggers a gradual fall
into manifestation, which is cast as the self-reproduction of the original
materiality (prakrti).2

The Ayurvedic dogas are of the same order as the gunas in the sense that,
for so long as a human being is not exposed to the outside world (when in
the womb, for example), it enjoys a perfect balance of dosas.”” When, how-
ever, it becomes exposed to the outside world, the dosas fall out of balance
and the individual becomes subject to health disorders. It is in these cases
that the Ayurvedic physician must intervene to restore the lost equilibrium
between the bodily microcosm and the universal macrocosm, a macrocosm
whose climatic changes are governed by the interactions of moon (rusa),
sun (agni), and wind (vayu).** As we will show, the physician’s most power-
ful weapon against such humoral imbalances is the sequestering of his pa-
tient in an edifice identified with that womb within which his dosas had
originally been in perfect balance.

The identification of the three dosas with the three components of sacri-
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fice is also explicit in Ayurveda. The body’s inner fire (antaragni) is rep-
resented by the fiery liquid that is bile; phlegm is “lunar” (sausmya) fluid,
and the microcosmic wind bears the same name as it does in the macro-
cosm: vayu (or vata). Each of these three dosas is further subdivided into
five types. In the case of the windy humor, the five breaths are known as:
prana, the in-breath that enters the body via the nostrils and sustains the
body; udana, the out-breath that is the vehicle of speech; samana, the breath
that moves food through the digestive organs and kindles the fires of diges-
tion; apana, the breath that voids the lower body of excretions; and vyina,
the breath that circulates throughout the body, vehiculating the inner fluids
and producing bodily locomotion.*”

Similarly, there are five “lunar” phlegms and five “fiery” biles, the first
of which is the fire of digestion (pacaka). In the process of digestion, the
product of each cooking process is of a more refined nature, but also of a
lesser volume than that dhatu from which it is produced.*® This is perceived
as a long and even dangerous process. Over the period of twenty-eight
days required for the “raw” food one consumes to be fully transformed
into semen, the human microcosm is subject to a certain number of dan-
gers. These dangers are of two orders. The first of these concerns only
males directly. This is the sex drive, which inclines men to lose, in a single
stroke, all that a full month of digestion has provided them: I return to this
special problem at the end of this book. The second of these, of a more
general order, is the nature of the universal macrocosm or ecocosm, the
many climatic changes of which constitute so many threats to the human
microcosm and so many challenges to the Ayurvedic physician.

The wvaidya is armed with two powerful weapons for battling the hu-
moral imbalances that so threaten the harmonious functioning of the di-
gestive and metabolic processes. First, he may calm (s#zzana) the overac-
cumulation of a given dosa internally, through dietary regimen and the use
of pharmaceutical preparations, the scientific development of which owes
much to the alchemical tradition in India. Should this fail, he may take
recourse to external purifications (sodhana) through clinical therapy which
in an unexpected way constitutes an adaptation of a number of yogic prin-
ciples and techniques. We now turn to the conceptual foundations that
undergird these two Ayurvedic techniques.

In a groundbreaking study written twenty years ago,*' Francis Zimmer-
mann set forth the Ayurvedic principles for adjusting the human micro-
cosm to the universal macroclimate or ecocosm. Here, he outlined the
ways in which the Ayurvedic physician, by employing dietary regimens,
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medicines, and clinical techniques appropriate to a specific locus in time
and space (1tu-satmya), is able to ensure the continuity of the good life.
Ultimately, one may conceive of the physician’s practice as one of con-
fronting time—both the time that ages mortals and saps them of life (time
as death) and the time that takes the form of seasonal or temporal changes
which have more immediate effects on the human organism. In Vedic sac-
rifice, “articulating activity” (rtu) is the foundation of a universe that is
well-ordered, regulated, or “articulated” (+t4). Thus the Vedic god of sacri-
fice Prajapati, who is also the year, is reordered, rearticulated, and recon-
structed through the human activity of sacrifice.

With the last of the Brahmanas, the Gopatha Brabmana, these notions
become applied to the treatment of disease: “It is at the turning points
between seasons that afflictions arise; therefore, sacrifices are performed at
the turning points between seasons.”*? In Ayurveda, however, the situation
becomes altered if not reversed: time is of two orders, both “objective” and
“subjective,” with the physician able to act on the latter alone, i.e., the in-
ternal evolution of the patient’s disease, his imbalance of the three humors.
External time takes the form of the changing of the seasons, which, when
they are excessively unbalanced, constitute an excessive conjunction (ati-
yoga) or insufficient conjunction (4-yoga) of time (kala). Kala, that all-
conquering deity of the Atharva Veda (19.53.1-9), is capable of destroying
life in this way; the physician pits himself against Time’s excessive or insuf-
ficient conjunctions by adjusting the microcosm to the macrocosm: this is
called sama-yoga.**

In Ayurveda, the excessive manifestations of time that the physician
must most often combat are the three “extreme” seasons of the Indian year,
seasons that correspond to the three dosas. To winter correspond accumula-
tions and disturbances in the phlegm; the hot season is identified with ex-
cesses of wind; and the rainy season with excessive bile.** More important
for our concerns than this tripartite division, however, is the bipolar struc-
ture underlying it. In models that were being developed simultaneously in
Upanishadic and Ayurvedic circles, the round of the seasons and the cycles
of life and death were ultimately reducible to a single dynamic: this was an
ongoing tug-of-war, between sun and moon, in which the prize was mois-
ture, in the especial form of vital fluids. So the year was divided into two
semesters: the fiery (#gneya), in which a blazing sun, which rose higher in
the sky with every passing day, drained (4dana, “captation”) the fluid life
principle out of all living creatures, and the lunar (saumya), during which
the moon, relatively higher in the sky than the lowering sun, poured (vi-
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sarga, “release”) more moisture into the world (through the rains of which
it is the presumed source) than the sun was able to draw out.*

The first of these two semesters roughly corresponds to the period be-
tween the winter and summer solstices, during which the sun’s angle of
elevation increases and the point of sunrise moves northward along the
horizon with each passing day; the second approximates the period be-
tween the summer and winter solstices, when the sun’s angle of elevation
decreases and its apparent movement along the horizon follows a southerly
course. In India, these are known as the northern course (uttarayana) and
southern course (daksinayana), respectively: their “turning points” (sam-
kranti) fall on 14 January and (approximately) 14 July, respectively.* The
northern course is, throughout much of the Indian subcontinent, a long
period of increasing dessication, culminating in the blazing dry heat of
the hot season; the southern course begins with the torrential rains of the
summer monsoon and ends with the gentler winter monsoon. The latter
is a life-giving season in which creatures thrive; the former—in which
wind and heat are combined—can prove deadly to all. The latter is a time
of life, even immortality; the former a time of death.”

It is precisely with the culmination of the northern course that the “on-
tological disease” of rdjayaksma, “royal consumption,” is said to occur in
humans. According to both medical** and literary*” convention, the king
who allows himself to become debauched in the clutches of too many pas-
sionate women also falls prey to “royal consumption”: as a result, his king-
dom, sapped of all its 7asa, withers and dies. In Hindu mythology, the pro-
totypical king to suffer from royal consumption is the moon itself, the
same moon that is responsible for revivifying a dessicated world at the end
of each hot season, the same moon whose substance, whose fluid 74s4, has
been identified, since at least the time of the Taittiriya Sarhita (2.3.5.2)
with semen. In his mythic loss and recovery of his 7asa, Candra, King
Moon, is married to the twenty-seven (or twenty-eight) daughters of
Daksa, who are the stars that make up the naksatras, the lunar mansions
through which the moon passes in its waxing and waning phases. On each
night, he dallies and makes love to his wives, but it is in the embrace of his
favorite, Rohini, that he passes the most time. It is here that Candra, at
that point at which he is “closest to the sun,” spends himself completely in
the clutches of his starry wife, and the moon disappears. His 7asa, his vigor,
his semen completely dried up, the moon must perform a sozza (which is
both a name for and the stuff of the moon, the rasa par excellence) sacrifice
in order to recover his lost rasa, and so the cycle begins anew.*
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The importance of this myth, and of the conjunction of the disease of
royal consumption and the height of the hot season, lies in the dire effects
of sun and fire (agni) on moon and fluid (r#s7). Here the parallel, between
the fiery (agneya) and lunar (saumya) semesters of the year on the one hand,
and the waning and waxing fortnights of the lunar month on the other, is
transparently evident. In both cases, that half of a temporal cycle character-
ized by dessication (of the ecosystem, of the moon’s rusa) is associated with
the heat of the sun and death. Royal consumption is most likely to occur
at the end of the solar semester, just as the disappearance of King Moon
occurs at the end of a dark fortnight during which he has dissipated himself
by exposing himself to the draining heat of the sexual embrace of the starry
woman Rohini. King Moon’s loss of 7asa is manifested in the latter half of
his monthly cycle, by the waning of the moon, by its diminution, by one
digit (kald) on each succeeding night. And, at the end of its dark fortnight,
the moon, completely dissipated, disappears.*!

The moon can and does, however, return to wholeness, over the fifteen
days of the waxing fortnight; and versions of the myth of King Moon found
in Ayurvedic sources demonstrate his rehabilitation (as well as that of hu-
mans smitten with the same ailment) through elixir therapy, rasdyana. In-
deed, one of the earliest medical references we have to the internal use of
mercury—also called 7454, the vital fluid of the god Siva—prescribes it as
a treatment for increasing the production of male semen (sukravrddhi). The
duration of the treatment is most significant: “like the moon (szsanka), the
bodily dhatus are replenished over fifteen days.”+

This connection, between the gradual replenishment, even rejuvena-
tion, of a dissipated moon and that of dissipated human bodies takes us to
the heart of the two crowning disciplines of the Indian medical tradition.
These are rasayana, elixir or rejuvenation therapy; and vajikarana, sexual
rehabilitation therapy. Both of these branches of Ayurveda assume that
youthful vigor is primarily a matter of good digestion which, when overly
troubled by “excessive manifestations of time,” must be restored through
more radical treatments than special dietary regimens or purification
techniques. As we have noted, the end product of digestion is, in males,
semen—semen that is homologized with the 7ass of the moon, soma,
the nectar of immortality. As such, semen is called seumya, lunar, like the
semester characterized by an outpouring of vitalizing moisture into the
ecosystem. As such, microcosmic semen is subject to many of the same
dangers as the macrocosmic moon. On the one hand, it takes either a lunar
fOrtnight (as indicated above) or a lunar month (the same time it takes a
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woman’s body to produce an ovum) for the food males ingest to become
fully transformed into semen. On the other, it requires a prodigious
quantity of food to produce a single gram of semen.* These perceived
dangers to the very survival of the male sexual fluid are compounded by an
Ayurvedic identification of female uterine blood with the fiery (7gneya) sun
that drains the ecocosm of all its vitalizing moisture in the first semester of
the year:* the “lunar” semen a male is capable of producing is but a drop
in the fiery maelstrom of his partner’s sexual fluid.

In this context, the venerable Ayurvedic treatments for the replen-
ishment of vital male fluids have come of late to enjoy a renaissance all
across India. Ayurvedic gupta rog (the “secret” or “hidden affliction”) clin-
ics, which specialize in the treatment of “sexual disorders” whose prime
symptom is the birth of daughters, have been mushrooming across India
for the past several decades. The techniques these modern clinics employ,
however, and the medicines they dispense are essentially the same as those
employed over the past two millennia for such ailing kings (royal patrons
of the medical and alchemical authors) as King Moon. In the classic Ay-
urvedic sources, rasiyana, the seventh branch of Ayurveda, is a holistic
approach to increasing bodily longevity through the use of plant- and
mineral-based elixirs in combination with clinical therapeutic techniques.
Intimately associated with rus@yana is the eighth and final branch of Indian
medical science. This is vajikarana, treatments for increasing male vigor
and virility,* which the fathers of Ayurveda quite sensibly placed after 74-
sdyana, reasoning that a long and healthy life was a necessary precondition
to a long and happy sex life. This near identification of virility with longev-
ity is a fundamental one in India, linking together the bodily processes of
digestion, semen production and retention, conception, and reproduction.

Here, the most elaborate and prestigious body of 7as@yana therapy once
again refers back to the myth of King Moon. This is the treatment known
as kutipravesa, “entering into the hut,” in which the patient is sequestered
within the triply enclosed (trigarbhi) innermost chamber of a hut called
the “womb of the womb” (garbha-garbbam). Any resemblance to the female
reproductive system is altogether intentional here, with the rebirth of the
patient being portrayed quite literally:

The soma plant brought into the kut7 . . . [is] cut with a gold imple-
ment, and [its] milk collected in golden cup. With one dose of soma
milk in the kuti, a person passes through several severe states of
cleansing in about ten days, and then begins to grow as quickly again.
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On successive days in the first week, he vomits, purges, and emits
fluids . . . His hair, nails, teeth, and skin fall off and are soon regener-
ated. But before the regeneration begins, he is a ghastly sight. ..

Very soon the skin of the man begins to grow normal . . . For some
time, the person thus has to be nursed through all the growing stages
of a new-born babe, oil smearing, bathing, feeding, and putting to
sleep in [a] soft bed. Before the close of the first month, the person
begins to develop a new set of teeth ... After some more time . . .
his old hair is removed and then he develops a luxuriant growth of
jet black hair. Later still . .. exposure is practised as in the case of a
child. [He is] carefully and gradually [taken] from the innermost
room of the kuti into the second enclosure, then into the third, and
finally into the open sun and air, all in the course of about thirty days.
After nearly three months or more . . . he may be in a fit condition
to go about in the world.*”

This Ayurvedic technique bears striking parallels to sacrificial diksa, in
which the initiate is sequestered in and reborn out of a closed initiation
hut. It also reminds us of the common perspective of early Ayurveda and
Samkhya, in which a fall into manifestation, triggered by a disturbance in
the equilibrium of the dosas or gunas, is reversed through a return to the
“womb” of nonmanifestation. Finally, it appears to work from the same
principles and assumptions as do a number of yogic techniques for the
generation of inner heat (tapas) and the production of a new transcendent
self.*

It is here, at the level of the replenishment and maintenance of vital
fluids, and most particularly the vital fluid that is semen, that the disci-
plines of Ayurveda and hatha yoga intersect: the same semen that the physi-
cian identifies with male virility and vitality is the sine qua non of yogic
practice: semen is the raw material and fuel of every psychochemical trans-
formation the yogin, alchemist, or tantric practitioner undergoes, transfor-
mations through which a new, superhuman and immortal body is “con-
ceived” out of the husk of the mortal, conditioned, biological body. In the
royal consumption myth, we saw that King Moon lost his 7asa, his semen,
through sexual contact with fiery women close to the sun. In the hatha-
yogic tradition, some of whose descriptions of the subtle body may be
traced as far back as the sixth-century s.c. Chandogya Upanisad (8.6.1-2, 6),
we find a similar homology, one that becomes a commonplace in later yo-
gic traditions. The yogin’s lower abdomen (the solar plexus) is the place of
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the female, sanguineous sun, which provides the heat necessary to trig-
gering the yogic process, but which can also, like Time (Maitri 6.15),
wholly consume the body, causing aging, disease, and death. The head, and
more specifically the cranial vault, is the locus of the sun’s counterpart, the
cooling moon, a moon whose 7asa is nothing other than semen that has
been carried upwards by the yogic process and so been transmuted into
nectar, amrta, which is equivalent to sorna, the draft of immortality.*

We should not conclude from these observations that an ideal world
would be one in which there were no sun, fire, women, or uterine blood at
all. Sacrifice, the medical year, and the rhythms of yoga are all bipolar sys-
tems in which two opposed principles interact, constructively and destruc-
tively, after the fashion of the up-and-down motion of a firing rod, piston,
or camshalft, to produce a cyc/e characterized by alternations between fluid
and fire, dry and rainy seasons, male and female offspring, and a death that
leads to immortality. Indeed, the genius of each of these three systems—
the sacrificial, Ayurvedic, and yogic—lies in the particular way with which
each comes to terms with this bipolar fact of life. Whereas the Vedic sacri-
ficer sought to regulate macrocosmic time as a means to ensuring cosmic
and social order and the Ayurvedic physician strives to adjust microcosmic
time to excesses in macrocosmic time in order to ensure bodily health, the
yogin claims to be capable of imploding these two temporal orders into
one another as a means to transcending both and freeing himself from time
(and every other natural and cultural constraint) altogether.

In this, the hathayogic synthesis appears to subscribe to the same basic
working principle as the erotico-mystic practices of Hindu tantrism, i.e.,
that one must, if he is to transcend the human condition, work through,
rather than against, the overwhelming energy of the feminine. In Tantra,
sexual intercourse, the abandonment of male semen (the sacrificial offer-
ing) into the fiery maw of the female sexual organ, is identified as a sacri-
fice, the benefits of which accrue to the sacrificer. During the act, the male
practitioner will therefore recite, “Om, thou the Goddess, resplendent by
the oblation of dharma and non-dharma, into the fire of the self, using the
mind as sacrificial ladle, along the path of the susummna, I who am engaging
in harnessing the sense organs, constantly offer this oblation.”*

Techniques for palliating or channeling the effects of this bipolar dy-
namic are by no means restricted to these elite traditions. In fact, the same
sorts of principles and techniques also ground the cycles of the ceremonial
year in modern-day popular Hinduism. This is particularly evident in the
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religious calendar of the hot season in north India, which is more or less
framed by the vernal equinox and the summer solstice. In rural Madhya
Pradesh, nearly all of the major religious festivals of this period are con-
cerned with ritually “cooling down” goddesses who are considered to be
malevolent, dangerous, bloodthirsty causes of disease. “Hot” diseases, with
their attendant fevers arise, for example, from the anger of the smallpox
goddess Sitala (whose name means “cooling,” a reference to her ideal na-
ture, which manifests itself when she has been appeased through ritual),
who is identified or associated with the “Seven Sisters,” seven varieties of
smallpox. The heat of these goddesses’ fury is ritually distributed into
wheat seedlings which, after eight days of sprouting, are carried in pots on
women’s heads before being immersed in water; it is also transformed into
types of possession (“which comes on like a fever”), whose “seizures” are
calmed by the imposition of cooling niz (margosa) leaves. These “hot”
goddesses are further appeased through songs of praise and the offering of
blood sacrifices.*!

All of these treatments—elite and popular, ritual, medical, yogic, erotic,
and mythological—are ultimately grounded in a body of metaphysical as-
sumptions that date back, in some cases, to the time of the classical Upani-
sads. Since at least the beginning of the common era, there have existed
two more or less parallel models for depicting the bipolar interaction of
fluid and fire in the microcosm and macrocosm. The first of these is the
Ayurvedic model of the seasons in their interactions with the dosas. The
second is a yogic model, which depicts yogic withdrawal from and return
to mundane consciousness in terms of the interaction between the sun lo-
cated in the lower abdomen and the moon located in the cranial vault of
the subtle body. This model, which respects the Ayurvedic seasonal para-
digms of solar captation and lunar release of vital fluids, can be effected
only through the “regressive practice” (ulata sadhana) that is the hallmark
of hathayogic practice. I return to this model later in this chapter: suffice
it to say here that it literally stands all other models “on their heads.” There
is also a third model which, dating from the earliest Upanisads, is chrono-
logically prior to those of both the Ayurvedic and yogic syntheses. This
model is based not on the dynamics of heat convection and fluid transfer,
but rather on a photic opposition between darkness and light. This is, in
fact, the earliest systematic statement of the doctrine of karma and re-
birth—or, alternatively, liberation from rebirth—to be found in all of In-
dian literature. Here, in describing the fate of the soul after death, these
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Figure 2.1. Upanisadic model of the year

sources state that those for whom liberation is promised go into the fire of
the funeral pyre and thence into the day, the bright lunar fortnight, and
the sun (along the path of the gods, the devayina). Those, however, who
must suffer rebirth go into the smoke of the funeral pyre and thence into
the night, the dark lunar fortnight, and the moon (along the path of the
ancestral fathers, the pitryina), where, after they have been “eaten” by the
gods, are “rained” down to earth again, and become part of the food cycle
and thereby the cycle of rebirth.*

+ In this last case, the notion arises that some portion of the transmigrat-
ing human body is basically fluid and /unar in nature. In his commentary
on this passage of the Chandogya Upanisad, Sankara, the great eight-century
A.D. synthesizer of nondualist Advaita Vedanta philosophy, coherently de-
lineates for the first time the relationship between the soul, the subtle body,
the body of enjoyment, and the moon.
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On the lunar orb, [the dead, in compensation for their accumulated
merits] obtain a body of aqueous nature for the enjoyment of plea-
sures. The liquid elements employed in the funerary rites combine
with other elements, and reach the heavenly regions. There, they
amalgamate with the structure of the moon and become the [new]
bodies of those who have performed sacrifices, etc. [during their
earthly existence]. When the final oblation [is] made into the funer-
ary fire, and when the body [is] entirely consumed, the humors that
arise from it fuse with the rising smoke and envelop the [subtle body
of the] sacrificer. Upon reaching the moon, they form the primary
matter of [his] new body, in the same way as straw and clay [serve to
construct the ephemeral “statue” of a divinity].”?

When this body of enjoyment has exhausted the merits that permitted
it to enjoy its temporary lunar sojourn, it “melts” to once again become a
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vehicle for the subtle body. Returning to its prior state of an amorphous
vapor, it fuses with the clouds, falls to earth with the rains, enters into the
sap of plants and thence into the blood and seed of the animals and humans
who eat those plants. Here, it enters, as it has done an infinite number of
times before, into an embryo formed of the mixture of blood and seed
produced in sexual intercourse to once again become a living creature.™

The “fluid” or “thermodynamic” and lunisolar Ayurvedic model of the
year together with its mirror image, the “photic” but nonetheless lunisolar
Upanisadic model are presented in chart form in figures 2.1 and 2.2. I pres-
ent the yogic model later in this chapter.™

3. Physical and Metaphysical Factors of Five

Like the fingers on the hand, the number five in India has long been “good
to think with” Even if its multiple pentads are expansions on the primal
sacrificial triad—of fire (agni), oblation (rasa), and the wind (vayu) that
conveyed the smoke and aroma of the offering to the gods—the Hindu
cosmos has been, for at least three thousand years, a fivefold one.™ It is the
Briahmanas that, even as they continue the Vedic discourse of the triune
universe, first elaborate the concept of the universe as fivefold. This they
do most especially in their speculations concerning the piling of the great
fire altar (agnicayana), which is composed of five layers of bricks. These five
layers, the Satapatha Brabmana tells us, are the five bodily constituents of
the god Prajapati, as well as the five seasons, the five directions, etc.”” The
brahmanic identification of this sacrificial god with the year and with food
would in turn give rise, in the early Tasttiriya Upanisad (2.1), to a hierarchi-
cal representation of the five elements in their relationship to the universal
and microcosmic man: “From this atman verily ether arose; from ether air;
from air fire; from fire, water; from water, earth; from earth, herbs; from
herbs, food; from food, semen; from semen, Man.”

This notion of the physical universe as an aggregate of the five elements
is one that informs, as we will see, not only the three great metaphysical
systems of ancient and classical India (Samkhya, Vedanta, and the Buddhist
Dhamma), but also permeates commonsense discourse on the nature of
life and death. The perennial expression paiicatvam gamana, “going to the
fiveness [the five elements],” is particularly disclosive of this worldview.
Indians have employed this term since at least the time of the epics as a
euphemism for death, the dissolution of bodily integrity.™
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This deconstruction of a perceived unity called “self” was a central con-
cern of Buddhism, for which the reality of this world was nothing more or
less than an ever-changing configuration of five “heaps” or “aggregates”
(kbandhas). Rather than there being bodies inhabited by individual souls
thirsting for reintegration into a universal soul, as the Upanisads taught,
the Buddha showed existence to be nothing other than a series of evanes-
cent recombinations of appearances, sensations, conceptions, mental for-
mations, and consciousness. The extinction (nirvana) of suffering con-
sisted in dissociating the five aggregates from any notion of “self,” for this
was what trapped one in existence.

Ultimately, however, the Buddha was working from the same basic
problematic as were proto-Samkhyan and proto-Vedantic thought in the
early Upanisads. Buddhism denied the reality of self in order to emphasize
an ethical attitude towards an impermanent world characterized by suffer-
ing born of ignorance. Samkhya affirmed the existence of a plurality of
selves and the reality of the world for so long as spirit (purusa) remained
confused with nature or original materiality (praksti). Vedinta asserted the
identity of the individual soul (#tman, jivatman) with the universal soul
(brabman, paramatman) while denying the reality of the phenomenal
world.* Yet underlying these divergent philosophies, there remained a
common ground that no subtlety of argumentation could efface. This was
the concrete experience of the human body—and, as we shall see, most
particularly the very concrete yogic experience of the body—in its relation
to the external world.”” Thus, despite the important points of divergence
between the metaphysics of these three schools, the identity of microcosm
and macrocosm—already evoked in Brahmanic speculations on the identi-
fication of the fire altar with the body of the cosmic man (Purusa-Prajapati)
and the universe—was constantly undermining the philosophical distinc-
tions drawn between them. In the end, “wet” experience would win out
over “dry” philosophical speculation.”’

In the early Upanisads, the cosmogonic metaphysics that was generated
to link the individual to the universe and its absolute source was nothing
other than a reverse account of the stages by which the yogin withdraws
from the external world to realize the absolute within.”* For the monistic
Vedantins, this was a process of resorption that was implied in the primal
cosmic emanation: yoga was a remounting of those stages through which
absolute poured itself out to form our manifold, manifest universe. This
Universe was a continuum, a single reverberation, out of the primal essence
that was brdbman, down into subtle (sitksma) and gross (sthiila) forms of life
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and matter. All was interconnected, both structurally and materially; and
because all being contained a trace of the absolute brdbman (in the form
of the individual soul, the atman) within, all was potentially, and thereby
virtually, one with the universal essence. Yogic practice, meditation and
insight (jiiana) were the means to realizing, in the gnoseological sense of
the word, this inner potential.

Although monist, Vedinta constructed its model of an emanated uni-
verse upon a Samkhyan prototype, which was dualist. According to Sam-
khya, the manifold universe in all its parts was essentially a mistake. That
is, Spirit (Purusa), deluded (for reasons that are never clearly explained)
into identifying itself with a rather scatterbrained Mother Nature (Prakrti),
moves her to undergo internal modifications that serially generate lower
and lower strata of being. Rather than a process of emanation, this is one
of differentiation: in spite of its temporary loss of discrimination, Purusa
is wholly spirit and therefore not of the same stuft as Prakrti or the lower
differentiates with which he identifies himself. Purusa, spirit, and Prakrti,
the world, are proximate, though never in actual contact. Thus the various
levels of metaphysical reality remain disconnected materially, with their
structural sequentiality being the result of Purusa’s “fall” into (identifying
itself with these ever-descending mutations of) Prakrti.*

In spite of the fundamental differences between them, the basic model
employed by these two metaphysical systems is one and the same. The
shape of reality is composed of five sets of five categories, headed by the
“preternatural” pentad of purusa, prakiti, buddhi (intellect), abamkara (ego),
and manas (mind). Below this pentad are four parallel pentads, which inter-
act with and interpenetrate one another. These are the five buddhindyiyas
(sense-capacities: hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting, smelling); the five kar-
mendriyas (action-capacities: speaking, grasping, walking, excreting, gen-
erating), the five tammatras (subtle elements: sound, touch, form, taste,
smell) and the five mababhitas (gross elements: ether, air, fire, water,
earth).” It is at the level of the twenty lower attvas that another constant
feature of the Indian worldview emerges. This is the pattern of corre-
sponding hierarchies that proliferates throughout a wide variety of differ-
ent yet parallel disciplines. In the case of the Samkhyan categories, there is
a point-for-point correspondence between the members of each level of
each of the four parallel groups. Thus, the buddbindriya of hearing corre-
sponds to the karmendriya of speaking, the tanmatra of sound, and the 7a-
habhiita of ether, and so on, down to the correspondence between olfactory
sensing, procreation, odor, and earth.”” The Samkhyan system thus com-
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prised twenty-five metaphysical categories, five hierarchical series of five.
This system was taken as given by Vedantic thought in its description of
emanated (as opposed to differentiated) reality and, as I now show, by tan-
tric Buddhism and Hinduism in their maps of a theistic universe, in which
the impersonal Purusa or bribman was replaced by personalized Buddhas,
or by forms of Siva and the Goddess.

In the Hindu case, the metaphysical categories or cosmic principles (tar-
tvas) of Samkhya were deified, early on, in the form of the twenty-five faces
of Mahasadasiva.®® Because its was an “exploded” metaphysics that denied
any primal essence, absolute or universal, Buddhism resisted the Samkhyan
model for several centuries; but here too, yogic experience eventually pre-
vailed. Already in As$vaghosa’s (a.p. 80) theory of “suchness” (tathata), the
unbridgeable gap that the Buddha taught between existence (sazzsara) and
its cessation (nirvana) was beginning to yield to the irresistible force of
yogic experience. A few centuries later, it would collapse completely with
the Mahiyina notion that the Dharmakiya—the “Buddha body” com-
posed of the body of the Buddha’s teachings—was an absolute or universal
soul, a Buddhist equivalent of the Vedantin’s brahman, with which the prac-
titioner entered into mystic union.”” Once the inviolate gap between sam-
sara and nirvana had been breached, the familiar corresponding hierarchies
of the Indian cosmos came rushing in through the back door, as it were.
Thus, while logicians like Santideva and Dinnaga were devising hair-
splitting arguments by which to interpret the world as a void entity,”* Bud-
dhist tantrikas were deifying and hypostasizing the Buddha into five
emanated Buddhas or Tathagatas: Amitabha, Vairocana, Amoghasiddhi,
Ratnasambhava, and Aksobhya.*” These five primal Buddhas were subse-
quently equated with the five elements,” the basic concept being that cos-
mic expansion, the multiplication of the absolute into fundamental forces,
could be represented by lineages of gods just as easily as by metaphysical
categories. Thus, each of the five primal Buddhas presided over five lin-
eages of five bodhisattvas which, added to the transcendent Dharmakaya,
generated a total of twenty-five divine beings, the same as the number of
Samkhyan categories. Thus we read in the Fianasiddbi: “Since they have
the nature of the five Buddhas, the five constituents of the human personal-
ity are called jinas (conquerers): and the five dhatus (elements) correspond
to the Buddha’s szktis . . . Therefore our body is a Buddha body.””!

This complete turnabout, effected before the seventh century, gave rise
to Buddhist tantra. Hindu tantrism as well came to generate clan or family
lineages (kulas) of divinities that were so many deifications of the Sam-
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khyan categories, adding, as had the Buddhists, transcendent categories
(totaling as many as thirty-seven in the Trika Kaula synthesis) to under-
score the superiority of its pantheon of supreme deities. In the Hindu case,
the supreme god Siva and his consort Sakti (or the Goddess by one of her
many other names) are transparent appropriations, but now with a sexual
reinterpretation, of the Samkhyan pair of Purusa and Prakrti.

These tantric reworkings of the Samkhyan categories would have a myr-
iad of practical applications in the fields of hatha yoga and alchemy, both of
which stressed the importance of the five elements. In the former system,
the five lower cakras were identified with the five elements, while in al-
chemy, mercury, the semen of Siva, was viewed as incorporating the five
elements in itself. T discuss these applications in detail in later chapters.

4. The Lunar Cipher of Sixteen in Veda, Yoga, and Tantra

In the royal consumption origin myth related above, the moon was revived
and replenished in its bright fortnight through the offering of a soma sacri-
fice. Soma is the fluid essence of the moon, which, in the sacrificial context,
must be bought. With what does King Moon buy back his vital fluids?
With a red cow, whose name, obini, is the same as that of the starry woman
who was the original cause of his woes.”? The Brahmanas offer another
explanation for the moon’s ability to wax anew, indeed, for its immortality.
Of the moon’s sixteen digits, the last is said to descend to earth to dwell in
animals and plants: “Now this King Soma, the food of the gods, is none
other than the moon. When he is not seen that night either in the east or
west, then he visits this world; and here he enters into the waters and the
plants. And since during that night he dwells (vasati) [here] at home (ar4d),
that is called the new moon (emdivasyd)” “Then, on the night of the new
moon, entering by means of its sixteenth digit (ke/7) into all that is pos-
sessed of breath, it [the moon] is reborn in the morning.””

What is this sixteenth, immortal digit of the moon? Clearly, it is to be
identified with the immortal soul, which persists through an infinite series
of rebirths and redeaths. Why the number sixteen? In all likelihood, the
intimate association of this figure with the moon is the result of the Indian
penchant for “rounding up” from a given set of aggregates to express the
notion of perfect wholeness. In this case, the fifteen observable nights of a
lunar fortnight are taken as fifteen separate units, to which is added an
additional unit (the whole lunar fortnight as the sum of its parts). Here,
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the fifteen nights are also taken to be the spokes of a wheel, with its felly,
the sixteenth, identified with the grznan. This transcendent sixteenth unit,
the amrta-kald, “fills out,” renders perfect, the fifteen units of the mundane
lunar fortnight.”* Let us dwell for a moment upon the Hindu concept of
the kald, the lunar digit, and most especially on the sixteenth, immortal
digit (amrta-kald) of the moon as it applies to the yogic body.

In Ayurvedic parlance, the term kala is used as a synonym for dbatu’™ or
for the invisible supports (dharas) of or divisions between each of the seven
dbatus.”® This usage probably originates from the original concept of sac-
rificial initiation (d7ks#) in the Vedic tradition. Here, when the sacrificer’s
body is made anew, the embryo of his sacrificial body is symbolically gen-
erated by adding layer upon layer of bodily constituent: semen, blood, caul,
placenta, etc.”” Indeed, the original sacrificial body—that of Purusa-
Prajapati who is reconstructed time and again in brahmanic speculation—
is said to be divided into sixteen kalas, which are each of his eight dbarus,
taken twice.” An Upanisadic identification of Prajapati’s body with the
moon would appear to reinforce this interpretation. Indeed, sixteen is also
a key figure in Indian reckonings of a woman’s menstrual cycle. In the
words of the Yajaavalkya Smiti, “sixteen nights are the season of a woman
... from the appearance of menses, sixteen nights is for a woman the sea-
son, i.e. the time for the conception of the fetus” As with the moon, which
fills out through an addition of layers (digits), so with the (re)constitution
of sacrificial and embryonic bodies, as well as the ovum.”™ Elsewhere, in
Saiva Siddhanta ritual, the body parts of God, which the devotee superim-
poses upon his own body through the recitation of mantras, are called kalas.*

A similar perspective appears to underlie a popular ritual observance
found throughout modern north India: the “sixteen Mondays vow,” during
which one fasts and offers coarse wheat-flour cakes to Siva on sixteen suc-
cessive Mondays. As in English, Monday means “moon-day” (soma-vara)
in the modern Indo-Aryan languages; this ritual observance may be inter-
preted as a practice by which to fill out the moon—through the intermedi-
ary of Siva, the god whose semen is identified with soma—in successive
phases, until it is sixteen kalzs full ¥

The original use of the term ka/z is found in the Rg Veda, where it was
used to signify “any single portion of a whole, especially a sixteenth part””*
It was somewhat later that the term came to be applied to each of the six-
teen digits of the moon, but by that time its meaning had already expanded
to encompass a wide array of other sets of sixteen.® The standard number
of priestly specialists (excluding the yajamana) in a brahmanic soma sacrifice
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was sixteen;* already in the Brahmanas, the number sixteen was identified
as the numerical attribute of brdbman, the absolute.*> When the identifi-
cation of the universal macrocosm, ruled by brdbman, and the corporeal
microcosm, ruled by arman, was made, the sixteen attributes of brdhman
translated into the aggregate of the five breaths, the five organs of action
(karmendyiyas), the five organs of sensation (jiianendriyas) and the mind,*
or into the sixteen components of the living being of which only one-
sixteenth is unmanifest (#vyakta) and transmigrates.”’

Nowhere, however, does the notion of wholeness and perfection trans-
late more fully, on both microcosmic and macrocosmic levels, than in the
dynamics of the waxing and waning of the moon, in the increase and dimi-
nution of lunar digits, the ka/s. The moon fills out with each lunar month
to become brimful of this nectar, which it pours into the world in the form
of vivifying rain, the fluid source of every creature’s vitality.*™ In this con-
text the invisible sixteenth k4/7, that digit that makes the moon fully whole,
takes on its fullness of meaning as the amrta-kali, the “digit of immor-
tality.”

The increase and diminution of the moon, both in its lunar fortnights
and in its relationship to the sun in the system of the solar and lunar semes-
ters of the year, is intimately tied into yogic theory and practice relative to
the subtle body. This is a bipolar body that is divided into two halves at the
level of the navel. Of these, the lower half is associated with femininity,
with male semen that is “prey” to blood and to the fire of the sun; and
the upper with masculinity, with semen that has been refined into nectar
identified with the moon. The lower half is further identified with mun-
dane existence, with the dispersal of the individual’s life into a myriad of
worldly concerns paralleled by the dispersal, in his lower body, of his seed:
this is pravrtti, extroversion. The upper half, on the contrary, is identified
with supermundane consciousness, with the reintegration of all that is nor-
mally dispersed in mundane existence: this is nivstti, introversion.

In this system, human life itself is seen as dependent upon the main-
tenance of the immortal digit of lunar nectar. Even at such times as an
individual is not practicing yoga, he remains alive by virtue of the sixteenth
digit of nectar that endures in the cranial vault, identified as the abode of
bribman or Siva (both of whom are identified with the number sixteen) in
the subtle body: this is the microcosmic homologue of the single immortal
lunar digit that dwells in the world on new-moon nights.* The realization
of supernatural powers and bodily immortality re(g:res that that same
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moon in the cranial vault be replenished to its fullness and shine with all
of its sixteen digits. It is, however, impossible for these sixteen digits to be
regenerated without the “seed” that is the immortal digit, also known, in
yogic parlance, as the nivrtti kald, the digit of yogic introversion.”

The subtle body is in fact composed of two sets of sixteen digits, the
one solar and fiery and the other lunar and fluid. In the body of a nonprac-
titioner, it is the former set that holds sway: the sun or fire of time in the
lower abdomen burns with all of its rwelve digits”' and thus consumes, ages
the body. In addition to these twelve solar digits, there are also said to be
four fiery digits in the body.”” These are located in the medial channel of
the subtle body, the susumna nadi or brabmamarga (the “path of brdbman™),
which runs up the spinal column from the lower abdomen to the cranial
vault. Yoga, and most especially hatha yoga, involves forcefully controlling,
even reversing the body’s natural tendencies through the combined tech-
niques of breath control, fixed postures, and meditation. What these tech-
niques aim to reverse is the aging process, which yogic traditions identify
with the predominance in the body of the solar and fiery digits. This yogic
battery of techniques for reversing the course of nature and time is vari-
ously called wlatd sadbana (regressive practice), kaya kalpa (bodily reinte-
gration), and paravitti (retroversion). Yogic practice reduces the influence
of the sixteen digits of the lower body while simultaneously increasing that
of the sixteen lunar digits of the moon located in the cranial vault. This it
does, in practical terms, by raising the yogins semen from his lower ab-
domen along the length of the medial channel until it fills out the moon in
his head. As it rises, this same semen is gradually transformed into ansta,
the stuff of the macrocosmic moon, the divine nectar of immortality which
pours itself into the world in the form of vivifying rain.

The way in which this transformation occurs lies at the heart of hatha-
yogic theory and practice. Hatha yoga is the forceful channeling and control
of the vital breaths (pranas) and of the thermal energy (tapas, yogagni) of
the subtle body. Yogic transformation begins when the yogin concentrates
all of his vital breaths at the base of his medial channel, in the region of the
subtle sun that is burning with all of its twelve digits. This concentration
of breaths opens the medial channel, the mouth of which had theretofore
remained closed, at which point the process of yogic reversal truly begins.
Through heroic efforts of mental concentration and physical exertion, the
yogin now initiates a controlled raising of his seed, the heat of his solar
fires, and his breath along the medial channel.” At each stage of this pro-
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cess, the fire of the sun in his abdomen decreases incrementally: what the
yogin is in fact doing is burning up the fire of death (kaligni) with the
immortalizing fire of yoga (kalagnirudra).”*

In its simplest terms, this channeling of vital fluid, breath, and heat en-
ergy is a six-stage process. These six stages are described as the piercing
(bbeda) by these vital elements of six energy centers or circles of transfor-
mation called the cakras. The six cakras,” strung along the length of the
spinal column in the subtle body, are, in order, the maladhira (at the level
of the anus), svadhisthana (at the level of the genitals), manipura (navel),
anahbata (heart), visuddhbi (throat), and ajiia (between the eyebrows).

The prodigious heat generated with the piercing of each cakra, coupled
with the fact that upward movement is here equated with absorption,
allows for a homologization of each circle of transformation with a crema-
tion ground, the place of the final sacrifice, and a pralaya, a-casmic dissolu-
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tion.” This heat, concentrated within the infinitesimal space of the medial
channel, effects the gradual transformation of “raw” semen into “cooked”
‘and even perfected nectar, amrta; it is this nectar that gradually fills out the
moon in the cranial vault such that, at the conclusion of this process, the
lunar orb, now brimming with nectar, is possessed of its full complement
of sixteen digits. The brimming downturned moon in the cranial vault is
also identified as a thousand-petaled lotus: this is the so-called “seventh”
cakra, the sabasrara. This transformation of semen into nectar wholly
transforms the body, rendering it immortal.

Because the yogin reverses all natural tendencies (inertia, being-
towards-death, extroversion) through his practice, he quite literally re-
verses the flow of time; because his is a “regressive practice,” it stands the
conventional models of the temporal cycles on their heads. Here, we il-
lustrate with a chart these reversals—between the interplay of the macro-
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cosmic sun and moon in the visarga and adana semesters of the Ayurvedic
year on the one hand and the cyclic interplay of lunar and solar ka/as in
the subtle body of hatha yoga on the other (figs. 2.3 and 2.4).

The application of the hathayogic model—of a full, male, immortaliz-
ing moon in the upper body and a blazing, female, deadly sun in the lower
body—becomes greatly expanded in the Puranic reckoning of the great
cosmic time cycles, the kalpas or eons. Here, a divine, cosmic yogin trig-
gers the creation or dissolution of the universe through his cycles of yogic
withdrawal from (which corresponds to cosmic dissolution) and return to
(which corresponds to cosmic emission) mundane consciousness.”” Here
as well, the phases into which eons are divided, i.e., of nonmanifestation
and manifestation, are termed Hi{kﬂ/ﬁ and sakala, with kalds and without
kalas, respectively.”

In fact, time (kala) is always lurking in the background of any discussion
of the kalds, because to each kali there corresponds a lunar day (tithi):”
with each passing ka/d, another day goes by. Normally, man is the victim
of this relentless passing of the kalis, the march of time, which, just as it
diminishes the moon in its waning fortnight, wears down the human body
and brings man a day closer to his death. Only the yogin, through his re-
gressive practice, can effect a return to a primordial plenitude, thereby en-
abling himself to stave off and even reverse and gain back “lost time.” So it
is that as he enters deeper and deeper into his practice, the yogin turns
back the hands of time, moving backwards through his earlier life and prior
existences and thereby annulling the karma, the effects of the accumulated
fruits of past acts, attached to them. Still deeper into his yogic trance, when
he has remounted the emanated order of creation back to its very source—
a source prior to sameness and difference, life and death, male and female,
ego and other—he realizes a state of being that is unconditioned even
by Time itself. The yogin then becomes a kala-vaiicaka, a “tricker” or
“skewer” of Time,'"" and many are the myths of Siddhas who harrow hell
and give Death a thrashing for his having presumed to hold sway over one
of their fold. For the Indian yogin, following the example of the yogic god
whose withdrawal from and return to mundane consciousness synchronize
the arising and passing away of the cosmic ages, time need not merely
move forward: there are also the options of fast forward and reverse. It is
in this way that the yogin, even though he employs the same bipolar system
for time reckoning as do all other Indians, relates to time in his own unique
way. Rather than being a slave to time, he is its master. He becomes a “sec-
ond Siva,” the master of a universe he knows to be of his own making.
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Following their supreme fusion in hatha yoga, the lunar digits and the
number sixteen seem to pursue separate careers in later Hindu traditions.
On the one hand, the number sixteen becomes expanded, through an in-
flationary tendency quite endemic to Hinduism, into eighteen. On the
other, kald becomes a tantric metaphysical category more or less divorced
from its prior associations with the waxing and waning moon. It is espe-
cially in the context of the phonematic emanation of the tantric universe,
in which the self-manifestation of the absolute is effected through the
garland of the fifty-one ordered phonemes (varna-mald) of the Sanskrit
alphabet—which are at once acoustic matrices and mother goddesses
(matrkas)'"' —that the term kala is most broadly employed in nondualist
tantra. Here, through the “particularizing energy” of the kald, the un-
manifest acoustic nature of the absolute, called nida, “resonance,” becomes
condensed into the differentiated phonemes of manifest speech.'® It is
here that tantrism coopts, in its own way, the notion of the ka/as as lunar
digits: the fifteen vocalic phonemes of the Sanskrit language, together with
a nasalization called the bindu, are identified with the first fifteen digits of
the moon. The sixteenth ka/d, the invisible and immortal digit that is pres-
ent in all that flows from it, becomes the turning point between vowels and
consonants in the order of the emanated phonemes: this is the visarga, the
surd aspirate often found at the end of Sanskrit words. As such, the six-
teenth phonemic kald, the visarga is pictured as the point of intersection
or union between utterance and meaning, between language and event,
signifiant and signifié.'""* These sixteen phonemic kalis, while identified
with Siva, are only enlivened through his interaction with his manifest as-
pect, the goddess Sakti.'** As such, this group of sixteen may also be identi-
fied as sixteen divine mothers.'"

In addition to its extended applications of the full complement of lunar
digits in its theory and practice, tantrism also expands on the number of
digits in the full moon, raising it to eighteen. This is a process that was
already under way prior to the time of the tantras themselves. The numeri-
cal attribute of the absolute bridbman is raised, in the Mababbarata, from
sixteen to eighteen.!" Likewise, in the writings of the Mahayana philoso-
pher Asanga, as well as of certain Nath Siddhas, the number of inner
“voids” (sanyas) alternates between sixteen and eighteen.'”” Finally, in
Hindu tantra, the number of kalas is raised from sixteen to eighteen, to
accomodate for additional metaphysical categories.!*

There is yet another important sphere of Hindu life in which the num-
ber sixteen plays an important role. These are the samskaras, the Hindu
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Figure 2.5. Yogic model of the cosmic year (Kalpa)

“sacraments” or “life-cycle rites,” which, extending from conception to
cremation, respect the numerical determinism of the number sixteen.'"
Over the millennia, this term has come to take on a wide range of applica-
tions, one of which is an alchemical one: the series of 16 + 2 processes
which lead to the transformation of mercury, the “lunar” semen of Siva,
into a transmuting agent, are called the samskaras.'"” The alchemical sam-
skaras moreover retain a number of the “lunar” elements intrinsic to the
number sixteen. Thus, the alchemical Bbatiprakarana, in a clear reference
to the myth of the origin of royal consumption, states that the mineral 7asas
arose from the union of Bhairava and Rohinyi, the erstwhile spouse of King
Moon. The same source goes on to state that it is only under a waxing or
full moon that alchemical operations leading to bodily rejuvenation will
succeed.'"" We will return to a detailed discussion of the alchemical saz:-
skaras in chapter nine.
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5. Yogic and Cosmic Cycles

In hatha yoga, the principal motor behind the transformations of mundane
semen into divine nectar of immortality—and of mundane mind (zanas)
to a state beyond mind (unmana)—is a pneumatic one. It is wind, the dy-
namic element in the ancient Vedic triad, which here, taking the form of
controlled breathing, plays a crucial transformative role in the hathayogic
system. When the breath is stable, mind and semen are stabilized; but more
important, when through breath control (pranayima) the base of the me-
dial channel is opened, that same breath causes the reversal of mundane
polarities. Rather than descending, semen, energy, and mind are now
forced upwards into the cranial vault, effecting total yogic integration (sa-
madhi), a reversal of the flow of time, immortality and transcendence over
the entire created universe.
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The importance of yogic pranayama is underscored in Indian systems of
time reckoning, especially as concerns two extreme units of measurement.
It is here that we find not a mere dilation of number—as has been the case
with two, three, five, and sixteen—Dbut a veritable explosion thereof, with

numerical progressions raising these figures to powers of fourteen or fac-
tors of trillions. Yet, as always, the same phenomena, of bipolarity and ho-
mology, lie at the root of such mathematical exultation.

We have already outlined the correspondences between the semesters
of the solar year and the fortnights of the lunar month. Moving down the
scale from these temporal units, we find that each of the days in a lunar
month is divided into bright (day) and dark (night) halves and so on until
one arrives at the basic “bipolar time unit” of human, or more particularly
yogic, respiration. This is the marra (“measure”),'” or the elapsed time of
a yogic inhalation (homologized with the day, the bright lunar fortnight,
and the northern path) and exhalation (homologized with night, the dark
lunar fortnight, and the southern path). Ninety-six zzatras constitute one
ghata; sixty ghatas one day and night; thirty days one month (a day of the
ancestors); twelve months one year (a day of the gods); 12 X 360 X 1000
years a mahayuga (a day of the god Brahma); and one thousand mabayugas
a kalpa (a day of the cosmic yogin Visnu). According to nearly every yogic
and tantric tradition, Siva is an even greater yogin than Visnu. As such, a
kalpa of Visnu is but a single mtra, a divine inbreath and an outbreath for
Siva—the proof of this being the garlands of skulls, of Brahmas and Visnus
of innumerable past creations that he wears around his neck. In the words
of the twelfth-century Virasaiva poet Basavanna,

When the ghosts read the writing on the skulls
Siva wears around his neck,

they know, “This one is Brahma, this one is Visnu,
this one is Indra, this is Death,”

as they play happily with them,

Siva smiles, he laughs, our god.'"

In the monistic or pneumatic perspective of the yoga-based Indian gno-
seologies, it is ultimately breath, breathing in and breathing out, that unites
the microcosm to the macrocosm (indeed, dtman can be translated as
“spirit” or “breath, re-spir-ation”).""* The lunar months, solar years, etc.
are so many temporal mesocosms, so many levels at which the human be-
comes joined to the absolute, through the bipolar dynamic of breathing in
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and breathing out. It is for this reason in particular that breath control
plays such a paramount role in the entire yogic enterprise.

With these remarks, I present two final charts which compare the basic
bipolar model of yogic withdrawal and return on the one hand and the
kalpic cycle of divine withdrawal (dissolution, pralaya) and return (emis-
sion, s7sti) on the other (figs. 2.5 and 2.6).



The Prehistory of Tantric Alchemy

1. Six Alchemical Accounts

a. The Zawgyis or Weikzas, the alchemist-monks of Burma whose eso-
teric alchemical tradition dates from the fifth century a.p., are indebted at
least in part to India for their knowledge of the mercurials with which they
are expert in “pickling” their bodies. A Burmese legend set in the time of
the eleventh-century king Anawrahta also betrays an Indian connection:'

[A monk, having saved two boys from drowning] discovered that they
were . . . Indians by race. He took them to his monastery and, nam-
ing them Byat-wi and Byat-ta, he brought them up as his pupils. Years
passed and the boys became fully grown young men. One day the
monk found on the hill-side the body of an alchemist who had died
during the final stages of his experiments, and he instructed his pupils
to carry it to the monastery and roast it. After the body had been
roasted, the monk said, “Look here, pupils, the roasted flesh of the
alchemist is to be eaten only by the Great King of Thaton, so that he
will become a mighty man of endeavour and protect our country
from its enemies. So I must go to the city to invite the King to din-
ner” . .. In the darkness, the roasted body of the alchemist shone like
gold, and it gave out such a sweet flavour that the two youths yearned
to taste the strange flesh . .. “Let us just take a bite each,” and they
cut off a tiny part of the roasted body and ate it, but as the flesh
tasted so good they greedily went on eating until the whole body was
finished ... The elder brother [said] “... let us enjoy ourselves.
Then, feeling gay and strong, he lifted the monastery from its foun-
dations and turned it upside down. “Is that all you can do?” mocked
the younger brother, and he lifted a huge rock and placed it on the

48
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path ... The monk saw the huge rock and the upside-down monas-
tery and realized that the worst had happened. “Alas, Lord King,” he
exclaimed, “. . . I fear that my boys have eaten the roasted alchemist,
and unless they are quickly apprehended they will rebel against you.”

b. The seventh-century Indian author and playwright Banabhatta pro-
vides the earliest literary account we have of an Indian tantrika in the comic
description he gives of a south Indian (Dravida) ascetic who superintended
a temple of the goddess Candiki on the road to Ujjain:?

He had a tumor growing on his forehead that was blackened by con-
stantly falling at the feet of the mother Goddess . . . and was blind in
one eye from a batch of invisibility salve [siddbasijana] given him by
a quack ... He had brought a premature fever on himself with an
improperly prepared mercurial elixir [rasayana) used as a vermifuge
... He had a collection of palm-leaf manuscripts containing material
on conjuring, tantra, and mantra, which were written in letters of
smoky-red lacquer. He had written the doctrine of Mahikaila as such
had been taught to him by an old Maha-pasupata. He was afflicted
with the condition of babbling about buried treasure and had become
very windy on the subject of transmutational alchemy [dhatuvada] . . .
He had increased his grasp on the mantra-sidhana for becoming in-
visible, and knew thousands of wonderful stories about Sriparvata.

c. Alberuni, the Muslim savant who accompanied Mahmud of Ghazni
in his conquest of western India between a.p. 998 and 1030, relates a num-
ber of Indian alchemical legends, including the following:*

In the city of Dhira,* the capital of Malava, which is in our days ruled
by Bhojadeva [1000-55], there lies in the door of the Government
house an oblong piece of pure silver, in which the outlines of the
limbs of a man are visible. Its origin is accounted for by the following
story:—Once in olden times a man went to a king of theirs, bringing
him a Rasayana, the use of which would make him immortal, victori-
ous, invincible, and capable of doing everything he desired. He asked
the king to come alone to the place of their meeting, and the king
gave orders to keep in readiness all the man required.

The man began to boil the oil for several days, until at last it ac-
quired consistency. Then he spoke to the king: “Spring into it and I
shall finish the process” But the king, terrified at what he saw, had
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not the courage to dive into it. The man, on perceiving his coward-
ice, spoke to him: “If you have not sufficient courage, and will not
do it for yourself, will you allow me myself to do it?” Whereupon the
king answered, “Do as you like.” Now he produced several packets of
drugs, and instructed him that when such and such symptoms should
appear, he should throw upon him this or that packet. Then the man
stepped forward to the cauldron and threw himself into it, and at
once he was dissolved and reduced into pulp. Now the king pro-
ceeded according to his instruction, but when he had nearly finished
the process, and there remained only one packet that was not yet
thrown into the mass, he began to be anxious, and to think what
might happen to his realm, in case the man should return to life as an
immortal, victorious, invincible person, as has above been mentioned.
And so he thought it preferable not to throw the last packet into the
mass. The consequence was that the caldron became cold, and the
dissolved man became consolidated in the shape of the said piece of
silver.

d. In the account he gives of his travels in India in the last years of the
thirteenth century, Marco Polo offers the following description of a group
of persons he encountered on the Malabar Coast of India:*

Here these Braaman live more than any other people in the
world. . .. Moreover they have among them regulars and orders of
monks . . . who are called ciugi [Yogis, Jogis] who certainly live more
than all the others in the world, for they commonly live from 150 to
200 years . .. And again I tell you that these c/ugi who live so long
... eatalso what I 'shall explain . . . I tell you that they take quicksilver
and sulphur and mix them together with water and make a drink out
of them; and they drink it and say it increases their life . . . They do it
twice on the week, and sometimes twice each month . . . and without
mistake those who live so long use this drink of sulphur and quick-
silver.

e. At the close of the seventeenth century, the French traveler Francois
Bernier, a Catholic man of letters, gives a more nuanced account of the
religious practices he observed in Mogul India. While he either ridicules
or shows disgust or contempt for nearly all that he sees of Hindu religious
life, one group, whom he calls, as had Marco Polo, Yogis, seems to com-
mand his respect:*
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There are others quite different from these [other Hindu sectarian
groups]; strange fellows these, almost constantly travelling hither and
thither; these are people who scoff at everything, and whom nothing
troubles. They are people with secrets who, it is said, even know how
to make gold and to prepare mercury so admirably that one or two
grains taken every morning restore the body to perfect health and so
fortify the stomach that it digests very well, such that it is nearly
impossible for them to eat their fill.

f. Two hundred years after Bernier, John Campbell Oman, a relatively
open-minded’ subject of the British Empire—for whom, however, western
superiority and the propriety, even the necessity of the colonial and mis-
sionary enterprise were never open to question—gives a report of an
Indian alchemist that is less flattering than those of his two western prede-
cessors:®

A learned Sikh told me of an . . . unfruitful experience he had with a
gold-making Nirmali sadhu. This man made friends with the Sikh,
and insinuated himself into his confidence. He . .. revealed, under
the seal of secret, that he was acquainted with the occult art of
transmuting metals. The Sikh ... was much excited at finding that
his new friend was a potent alchemist . . . The transmuter of metals
seemed to live very well, yet occasionally borrowed money, showing
special favour to the Sikh in this matter ... One day the sadbu
showed the Sikh a common bronze . . . coin, and then in his presence
put it into a small furnace along with various leaves and roots he had
collected. After an hour or so he produced from his crucible a golden
fac-simile of the [coin]. The Sikh, not to be taken in even by his dear
friend, asked to be allowed to have it tested by a goldsmith. Permis-
sion was given and acted upon, with the result that the experts in the
bazaar pronounced it gold of the purest quality. The Sikh was now
agog to learn the important secret of gold-making, and many were
the rupees he willingly lent the sadbu, in the hope that he would ac-
cept him as a pupil. But the saintly man of science suddenly and un-
expectedly decamped. “Alas,” said the Sikh after he had narrated these
circumstances to me, “I lost more than sixty rupees through that
imposter. I have since learned how he fooled me, but never a Nirmali
sadbu has, since those days, had so much as a drop of water from
my hand!”
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2. Religious Alchemy in India: Three Typologies

The six accounts presented here epitomize the historical evolution and de-
volution of #eligious alcherny in India. The Burmese folktale and Bana-
bhatta’s seventh-century caricature typify magical alchemy, which held the
field from the second to the tenth century a.p. Al-Biruni’s eleventh-
century account is a legendary portrayal of an operation proper to tantric
alchemny, which enjoyed its golden age from the tenth to the fourteenth
century. Marco Polo’s and Frangois Bernier’s descriptions of Yogis docu-
ment the tradition of Siddba alchemny, which thrived from the thirteenth to
the seventeenth century. The decline of Siddha alchemy, already hinted at
in the Aurangzebian firman with which this book opened, is chronicled in
Oman’s nineteenth-century account.

We may begin to generate a working definition of religious alchemy by
distinguishing it from what it is not. Throughout the three phases I have
evoked, religious alchemy interacted with, and was at times even indistin-
guishable from, other theoretical and applied sciences in which mercurial
and mineral-based preparations played a central role. The most important
of these (though perhaps not the earliest)’ was Ayurveda, whose two foun-
dational works, the Caraka Sambita (ca. A.D. 100)"° and the Susruta Sawhita
(ca. fourth century a.p.),!" contain references to external, therapeutic uses
of mercury. Following these, the sixth- to seventh-century a.p. Astanga
Samgraba of Vigbhatta the Elder contains the earliest Indian reference to
the internal use of mercury for therapeutic ends."

In spite of the fact, however, that Ayurvedic uses of mercury predate
those of the tantric and Siddha alchemical traditions that will concern us,
and although Ayurveda later incorporated many of the technical discover-
ies made by tantric alchemy (especially following the decline of the latter
in the fourteenth century), its use of mercurial and mineral-based prepara-
tions falls, for the most part, outside the purview of this study. The reason
for this is that the goals of the Ayurvedic “mercurial science” (rasa sistra)—
i.e., mineral-based pharmacy—are essentially therapeutic (rogavada),"
whereas the hallmark of religious alchemy is its dual emphasis on transmu-
tational (lohavada) alchemy and elixir (debavida) alchemy, on the bodily
transformation of the living practitioner into a perfected immortal, a Sid-
dha, Vidyadhara, or a “second Siva” The Ayurvedic tradition has no such
pretensions. The Ayurvedic physician’s goal is to heal the man and not to
create a superman. Because, however, a vast wealth of religious alchemical
doctrine has remained fossilized as it were within the canons of Ayurveda
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and rasa sastra, we will have the occasion to refer to a wide array of medical
and pharmacological sources throughout this study.

I have chosen the term magical alchemy to designate the earliest phase of
religious alchemy for a simple reason: it is, for all intents and purposes, the
" stuff of fairy tales. Transmutation and bodily immortality are its stated
goals, but the means to these ends are a matter of serendipity throughout
this period. Its watchword is the term rasa-rasiyana—a mercurial elixir
cum philosopher’s stone and one of the eight magical siddbis of Mahayana
Buddhism,'* as well as medieval Hinduism!* and Jainism'¢*—but this is a
power or object to be won or wrested from gods, demigods, or demons
rather than produced in the laboratory. While most of the alchemical lore
of this period is found in Buddhist sources, the secular literature of the
time (of which Bana’s Kadambari is a prime example) also contains its share
of accounts of Hindu alchemical heroes and buffoons. Indeed, the Gupta
age was a period of great syncretism between Hinduism and Buddhism.
Both the Burmese folktale and Bana’s account also square with a number
of other features of the alchemy of this period, not the least salient of which
is that it rarely seems to work. Also, as Bana’s account intimates, alchemy
appears to be a mainly south Indian phenomenon in this period, as evi-
denced in frequent mentions of Srisailam-Sriparvata in period sources.
Since India’s original fascination with alchemy most probably arose out of
early contacts with a China (India was exporting Buddhism to China in
this period) whose Taoist speculative alchemical tradition had been devel-
oping since the second century A.D., one might conclude that such tradi-
tions reached south India via a maritime route."’

While Bana’s seventh-century description of the hydrargyriasic Dravida
ascetic also contains India’s earliest literary reference to tantric manu-
scripts, it would not be until some three centuries later that tantric alchemy,
as I define it, actually emerged. Here, Alberuni’s eleventh-century legend
proves to be nothing other than the narrativization of an actual alchemical
operation, as described in the final verses of the Rasirnava (RA).'® Albe-
runi’s legend is entirely faithful to the tantric spirit of the R4 and other
texts of this period. The goal of tantric alchemy is bodily immortality,
invincibility, and transcendence of the human condition. The tantric al-
chemist, like most of his brother tantrikas, seeks through his practice to
render himself godlike, a second Siva.

The means to this end also distinguishes tantric alchemy from magical
alchemy as well as from the therapeutic uses of mercurials proper to the
Ayurvedic tradition. In the procedure of which Alberuni’s text is a mytho-
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logization, the alchemist is instructed to first “test out” his mercury on
metals before throwing himself into his alchemical cauldron. Only mer-
cury that has proven itself capable of transmuting ten million times its
mass of base metals into gold will suffice here.!” This dual focus is indeed
the watchword of the tantric alchemical method, which the R4 summarizes
with the pithy formula: yatha lobe tatha debe — “as in metal, so in the body
... first test [mercury] on a metal, then use it on the body.”?° Moreover,
the two elements placed in relation here, metals (Jobz) and bodies (deba),
define the two branches of the tantric alchemical synthesis: these are /o-
havada, “transmutational alchemy” and debavada, “elixir alchemy.” As this
verse makes clear, however, the transmutation of base metals into gold is
not an end in itself, but rather the necessary means to the ultimate end of
bodily immortality.

Not only are the goals of tantric alchemy consistent with those of the
broader Hindu tantric tradition, but so are its means to attaining those
goals. The alchemical Tantras abound in references to tantric formulae
(mantras) and diagrams (mandalas), as well as in descriptions of divine hier-
archies, yogic and meditative techniques, sexual and ritual practices, and
the Sakta-Saiva devotionalism that are the hallmarks of the tantric tradition
as a whole. Many of the major alchemical works of the period call them-
selves Tantras and are cast as the revealed teachings of Siva (often in his
tantric Bhairava form) to some tantric form of the Goddess. For reasons
that will be made clear shortly, tantric alchemy was, in the main, a Hindu
rather than a Buddhist occult science. Alberuni’s account is set in Dhara,
the capital of the great king Bhoja of the Paramara dynasty, located in west-
ern Madhya Pradesh—and it was indeed in western India that the greatest
flowering of tantric alchemy occurred.

What truly sets tantric alchemy apart from magical alchemy is the rigor
of its method and the remarkable breadth of the botanical, mineralogical,
chemical, geographical, religious, and technical knowledge it mobilizes in
the pursuit of its ambitious ends. Seemingly out of nowhere, the alchemical
science burst upon the Indian scene in the tenth century with a laboratory
full of specialized equipment and mineral and botanical raw materials in
its theoretical inventory which magical alchemy had in no way anticipated.
While Chinese (Taoist alchemy) and Persian (the Shi’a Jabirian school)
traditions no doubt interacted with tantric alchemy, the Indian material is
so specifically Indian—as much in the subcontinental provenance of its
materiae primae as in its nearly exclusively Hindu religious and metaphysi-
cal presuppositions—as to preclude any possibility of this being a matter
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of wholesale borrowing. The roots of the revolution that was tantric al-
chemy may be traced back to the powerful impact of tantrism on Indian
mystic and metaphysical speculation on the one hand and to developments
within the medical schools on the other. In this latter context, a gradual
phasing out of the practice of surgery (sa/yatantra)—a development some
attribute to the pervasive influence of the Buddhist ideal of noninjury
(abimsa)—seems to have been counterbalanced by discoveries and inno-
vations in the field of mercurial and mineral-based medicines.?' Tantric
alchemy would have inherited some portion of its science from these new
developments, which begin to appear both in Ayurvedic works and such
tantric alchemical classics as the Rasabrdaya Tantra (RHT) and RA in the
tenth to eleventh centuries.

Sometime in the fourteenth century, we witness the gradual disappear-
ance of tantric alchemy and the appropriation of its techniques and goals
of transmutation and transubstantiation by other Indian systems of
thought and practice, both old and new. As already noted, many of the
techniques of tantric alchemy were churned back into the Ayurvedic tradi-
tion from which they had, at least in part, originated. Here the legacy of
tantric alchemy is rusa $astra, Ayurvedic pharmacy, a sine qua non of Ay-
urvedic practice and a discipline that continues to be taught in Ayurvedic
universities and colleges in India down to the present day.”

I have already qualified this reapplication of transmutational and elixir
alchemy to therapeutic ends as rogavada, the “medical alchemy” specific to
north Indian Ayurveda. Another development of the same order is rasaci-
kitsa, “mercurial medicine.” Although this school retains certain of the reli-
gious elements of tantric alchemy (its devotional cult of mercury, for
example), it nonetheless shifts the emphasis of the latter away from
transmutation and bodily immortality towards therapeutic ends. The rasa-
ctkitsa school continued, for centuries, to thrive—and even to rival classical
Ayurveda—in south India, the eastern states, and the Sind and was ex-
ported along with classical Ayurveda to Tibet, China, southeast Asia, and
Sri Lanka.** Yet another spin-off of the decline of tantric alchemy was the
emergence of transmutational alchemy as an independent pursuit. Here,
aurifaction, the production of alchemical gold, became an end in itself,
rather than a means to the tantric end of bodily transubstantiation and
immortality. Kings interested in increasing the royal treasury are known to
have taken a lively interest in this discipline.>*

The fourth evolute of tantric alchemy was the tradition I will call Siddba
alchemy, which is most readily identified by its emphasis on the combined
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use of mercurial preparations with techniques of hatha yogu for the attain-
ment of immortality and a mode of being on a par with that of the divine
Siddhas and Vidyadharas. In this, it bears certain similarities with the
physiological alchemy (nei-tan) of Taoist traditions.>* The complementar-
ity of these two modes of practice is intimated in the accounts of Marco
Polo and Francois Bernier, inasmuch as both present figures they call “Yo-
gis” (yogins, practitioners of yoga) who are long-lived and healthy because
they eat mercury. An important Indian witness to this complementary em-
phasis is the fourteenth-century Madhavacarya, who devotes chapter nine
of his Sarvadarsana Samgraba to the “Rasesvara Darsana,” the “revealed
system of the Lord of Mercury.”** What is significant in Madhava’s syn-
thesis is that, while he mainly draws on the tantric alchemical classics (the
RA, etc.) to expound the basic principles of the alchemical doctrine, the
inferences he draws from them relate specifically to the characteristically
dual emphasis of Siddha alchemy, and to its emphasis on stabilizing and
immortalizing the body through yoga.*’

The south Indian ciugi alchemists were, in the words of Marco Polo, an
“order of monks,” while those whom Bernier chronicles in the north were
a itinerant order “almost constantly travelling hither and thither” Now,
while there were many monastic orders and even many orders of itinerant
monks circulating in medieval India, there was only one such order whose
highly mobile members enjoyed a reputation as alchemists in this period,
and these were the Nath Siddhas, also known as Nath Yogis. The Siddha
alchemists were, by and large, Nath Siddhas; and because the Nath Siddhas
were itinerant, they made Siddha alchemy a pan-Indian phenomenon.

A significant number of alchemical works from this period are attrib-
uted to Nath Siddhas, although it must be said that none—with perhaps
two important exceptions®*—are as weighty or innovative as the tantric
alchemical classics. Two reasons may be adduced to explain this phenome-
non. The first of these is that the Nath Siddhas were, for the most part,
not members of the Indian literati. Sons of the people—if not the salt of
the earth—they simply practiced their alchemy, and when they wrote about
it, it was more often in compact, even elliptical, poetry cribbed down in
the vernaculars of the day than in Sanskrit. Had the Nath Siddhas written
in Sanskrit, more of their alchemical works would perhaps be extant today.
However, their forte was not writing Sanskrit, but rather living and speak-
ing in the popular speech of their time. The second reason for the relative
paucity of Siddha alchemical works is that the old tantric alchemical clas-
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sics contained all that needed to be known to carry out the alchemical
complement to the hathayogic practices proper to a two-pronged approach
to bodily immortality. This is clearly the purport of the R4 (1.18b) when
it states: “Mercury and breath [control] are known as the Work in two
parts.” It was the complementary discipline of hatha yoga that required fur-
ther explanation, and in this field of expertise the Nath Siddhas simply had
no rivals. Nearly all of India’s hathayogic classics are the works of Nath
Siddhas (with the most important of these being attributed to Goraksana-
tha, i.e., Gorakhnith), and all date from the period of Siddha alchemy. Fur-
thermore, as we will demonstrate, the language of the Nath Siddhas’ hatha
yoga is often nothing other than a projection of alchemical discourse upon
the human body. The human body is an alchemical body.

3. Magical Alchemy

The term “Siddha” is an ambiguous one, given that a great number of
Hindu and Buddhist schools, sects, and traditions have been so identi-
fied—either by themselves or (retrospectively) by others—since the Gupta
period. The original referent of the term was a class of demigods: in Bud-
dhist and Hindu traditions alike, the Siddhas shared the interface between
earth and sky—mountaintops and the atmospheric region—with a horde
(gana) of semidivine beings. In the words of the fifth-century Amarakosa,
“The Wizards (Vidyadhbaras), Nymphs, Dryads, Protectors, Celestial Mu-
sicians, Centaurs, Ghouls, Hidden Ones, Perfecti (Siddhas), and Beings:
these constitute the class of the demigods.”** Gradually, however, the no-
tion arose that the world or level of the Siddhas and Vidyadharas was one
to which humans too could accede, and so it was that throughout the
Indian middle ages, a growing pool of such Siddhas came to be shared,
together with an expanding body of legend on their subject, by Hindus,
Buddhists, and Jains alike.*

Vyasa, a fifth-century commentator on Pataijali’s Yoga Sitras, provides
us, albeit in an apophatic way, with what may be called the “Siddha char-
ter”; that is, a comprehensive account of the goals of the human who as-
pires to Siddha-hood. This he does in his commentary on Yoga Satra 3.51,
which states: “When invited by the celestial beings, that invitation should
not be accepted nor should it cause vanity because it involves the possibil-
ity of undesirable consequences.” Vyasa’s commentary reads:
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The celestial beings residing in high regions noticing the purity of
the intellect of those who have attained unalloyed truth ... try to
invite them by tempting them with enjoyments available in their re-
gions in the following manner: “O Great Soul, come and sit here and
enjoy yourself. It is lovely here. Here is a lovely lady. This elixir pre-
vents death and decay. Here is a vehicle which can take you to the
skies. The tree which fulfils all wishes is here . . . here are the per-
fected Siddhas and the great seers. Beautiful and obedient nympbhs,
supernormal eyes and ears, a body of adamantine strength, all are

here.” !

In his Fatakamali, Aryasura refers to experts in demonology or “de-
monic medicine” for the exorcism of demons (bhiitavidya, the fourth limb
of Ayurveda), as Siddhavidyas, persons versed in the occult knowledge of
the Siddhas.*? At first blush, there appears to be no connection between
these two fields of expertise. Yet, upon closer inspection, we in fact find a
number of uncanny correspondences, of which many are specifically south
Indian, between the two. To begin, the classic work on Ayurvedic demon-
ology, the Kumara Tantra, is attributed to the great arch-demon of the
south and villain of the Sanskrit Ramdiyana, Ravana.*’ In the ca. twelfth-
century Tamil Irdmavataram of Kampan, the daughters of Ravana are said
to be the wives of the Sittars, the Tamil equivalent of the Siddhas.** In his
commentary on Yoga Satra 4.1, Vyasa glosses ausadbi, “botanicals”—which
Patanjali designates as one of the four means to obtaining siddhis—with
rasayana, which he says may be found “in the dwellings of Asuras [‘anti-
gods, ‘demons’]).” ¥

Vyisa’s association of botanicals with Asuras is echoed in later com-
mentaries, including that of the ninth-century Vacaspati Misra, who also
glosses ausadhi as rasayana into which, he says, a man may be initiated “by
alluring Asura maidens.”*¢ A similar reading is found in the Bhagavata Pur-
ana (5.24.13), which employs the term rasa-rasayana to refer to the medici-
nal herbs employed by the many denizens of the subterranean regions to
ensure eternal youth and good health.”” Even today, the Sittar physicians
of south India qualify one class of treatment as raksasa.**

The great wealth of the subterannean Asuras* is also enjoyed, according
to epic and Puranic traditions, by the Yaksas (the Dryads of India, whose
leader Kubera is the god of wealth in both Hindu and Buddhist traditions),
and the Nagas, Serpent deities, subterranean plutocrats as well, and India’s
version of the archetypal dragon who lies atop hoards of buried treasure.
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The Asuras and the subterranean locus of their wealth seem to be con-
nected to an obscure passage from the eleventh-century R4, which de-
scribes the types of persons best adapted for “Treasure Practice” (nidhi-
sadbana), and “Hole in the Ground Practice” (bila-sadhana): the former are
identified by the digging tools they carry, and the latter by their resem-
blance to male Asuras (who are ugly and terrible, in contradistinction to
their female counterparts).* With regard to the Serpents as custodians
of fabulous underground treasures, a living tradition among the self-
proclaimed “Jogis” of the Sind province of Pakistan, who claim descent
from the great magician and serpent master Giiga Chauhan, is highly illus-
trative:*'

Jogi tradition has it that seven jogis are required to catch a single
cobra because although the cobra strikes only two and a half times,
it spits out a substantial amount of venom that can be lethal even
from a distance. The seven jogis make seven dunghills, dig seven
ditches behind them, fill these with water and climb inside with only
their heads visible on the surface. Then they start playing their en-
chanting tunes on their beens to lure the cobra, silently reciting magi-
cal mantars [Sanskrit: mantras) at the same time . . .

Explains Punoo Jogi, “When the sheesh nang [“king cobra”: San-
skrit sesa nagal is provoked, he strikes at the first dung heap and sets
it aflame. While he strikes, the jogi submerges himself in water so
that no harm comes to him. Then he lunges again, and yet again but
with less force. Once he has disgorged all his poison, he can no
longer fight. You should see his rage then. In one final blow, he
strikes at the treasure he has been guarding for years and destroys it
before finally succumbing to the seven jogis.** That is why the jogis
have never found the treasure that the sheesh nang guards.”

The Dryads and Serpents, perhaps the most archaic divinities of India,
were gradually absorbed, quite literally, as “props” for the high gods of
Hinduism and Buddhism when these became the great religions of the
subcontinent. In classical Hinduism, it is a Serpent that serves to support
the entire universe atop his bejeweled hood; at times when the universe is
nonexistent (exactly half the time), he supports the sleeping god Visnu, in
whom the universe is contained in a nonmanifest state, serving as his
couch.* Like Visnu, the Buddha too is sheltered by the hood of a Serpent,
and the earliest iconographic depiction of such is in fact Buddhist rather
than Hindu. This is the third-century A.p. sculpted image of the Buddha,
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on a Serpent couch, from Nagarjunikonda (Andhra Pradesh) in south In-
dia. It is precisely in this region that the ca. third-century a.p. Buddhist
Gandavyiiha locates the seat of the bodhisattva Mafjusri, whom it says
converted many indigenous Serpents to Buddhism.** This region is also
one that produces a great number of figures with names containing Niga
(serpent): the most illustrious of these is Nagirjuna, whom a number of
later traditions identify as a Siddha alchemist hailing from Sriparvata.
The ca. first-century a.p. south Indian play, the Myechakatiki (The
Little Clay Cart), the first literary source to make mention of what is ap-
parently a human Siddha, is the work of an author from Andhra Pradesh,
who very likely would have hailed from Sriparvata (also mentioned in the
text).* This Siddha reminds us once more of Banabhatta’s hapless south
Indian Saiva ascetic who had lost his sight in one eye due to an invisibility
salve called siddbaiijana (“pertected, super ointment”), and who knew myri-
ads of stories concerning Sriparvata. Slightly prior to Banabhatta, the
south Indian author Subandhu provides an early mention of mercury (par-
ada), as well as of Sriparvata, in his comic play, the Vasavadatta.* Now,
sriparvata (or srisailan’)—generally identified with a holy peak located in
the central Deccan plateau (Kurnool district, Andhra Pradesh) of south
India*”—is a highly generic term for a mountain or hilltop in the Sanskrit
and Hindi languages: both simply mean “splendid, auspicious, or excellent
peak” Therefore, while the greatest wealth of Siddha lore, both Hindu and
Buddhist, is attached to this toponym, we cannot be certain that it is always
the Srisailam or Sriparvata of the east central Deccan that is being evoked.
The earliest Hindu mention of Srisailam is found in the Mababbirata
which, precisely, identifies it as a place at which to attain siddhbis, the stuff
that Siddhas are made of** It is the Buddhist religious literature, how-
ever, that contains the greatest wealth of early references to Sriparvata-
Srisailam. Located in the heart of the Andhra country, a south Indian
“Buddhist fief” in the first centuries of the common era, this site was
a launching point for missionaries to Kashmir, China, Bengal, and Sri
Lanka.* There are, however, no mentions of siddbis (rddhis in Pali) or Sid-
dhas in Buddhist evocations of Sriparvata, unless one chooses to see in
the name of the third-century a.p. heretical “Siddhithaka” school of that
region a forerunner of the term Siddha.’' Buddhism was fast losing ground
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to Saivism in the region by the seventh century, with temples to Siva Sid-
dhesvara (“Lord of the Siddhas”) beginning to appear at Srisailam at that
time.*

It is a figure from Tamil Nadu, some distance to the south of the Andhra
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country, who first talks about the Siddhas in an informed way. This is the
seventh-century Tirumilar who, while he is generally held to be the first
of the eighteen Sittars (i.e., the Siddhas of Tamil tradition) and the founder
of the Sittar school, speaks of the Siddhas—although it is unclear whether
he means the semidivine or the human variety—as if they were already an
established institution. In his Tirumantiram, Tirumular defines the Siddhas
as those “who have experienced divine light and divine energy [szk#/] from
within and through yogic integration [samadhi]”** Sittar tradition main-
tains that Tirumalar was the disciple of the alchemist Nandi(kesvara);

while a certain alchemist by the same name is cited in a number of post-
twelfth-century sources, these never attribute any alchemical texts to him,
nor are there any extant works of his to prove he was ever anything more
than a legendary human or a god of alchemists.™

The discipline of Siddha medicine, butressed by a Siddha alchemy that
is in fact a synthesis of hathayogic and alchemical practice, is the present-
day legacy of the Sittars in Tamil Nadu. While the extant alchemical works
of the eighteen Sittars,™ the storied founders of these traditions, turn out
to be quite recent,’ the body of legend attached to these figures carries us
back, once again, to the lore of magical alchemy.

A limited number of documents indicate that a historical figure named
Nandi may have lived in the same century as Tirumalar. This Nandi, a
Buddhist monk from central India, left India in the middle of the seventh
century, traveling by sea to Sri Lanka and southeast Asia before arriving
in China in a.p. 655. A year later, the emperor of China shipped him off
to sea again to collect medicinal herbs. He returned to China in 663.%
Prior even to Nandi, according to Sittar tradition, was the alchemist Bogar
(or Pokar or Bhoga), whose links with China are also remarkable. The Sit-
tar Bogar, who is said to have lived in the third to fifth centuries a.p., is
today worshipped at that site in the Palani Hills of Tamil Nadu where he
is said to have practiced and taught alchemy.** Traditions concerning Bogar
cast him either as a Chinese philosopher who came to India for the study
of medicine, traveling first to Patna and Bodhgaya before taking up resi-
dence in Madras; or as a south Indian Sittar, who traveled to China and
taught alchemy to a ruler named Kong (his disciple Konganar,™ according
to Sittar tradition) before returning to south India.®

The greatest historical value of these accounts of Bogar and Nandi lies
in their references to early maritime exchanges between India and China.
The sea trade between India’s southeast coast and Han China (via the en-
trep6t of Hanoi), already well under way by the beginning of the common
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era, especially thrived during the golden age of Sino-Indian exchange—of
religious ideas as well as goods—of the third to eighth centuries a.p. This
was, of course, the period that first saw the export of Buddhism from India
to China and, slightly later, the introduction of certain elements of Taoism
into Indian religion and culture. (Overland trade along the Silk Road—
which brushed India’s northwest frontier at Taksasila and Peshawar, and
slightly above the Jhelum River in the Punjab—and its spurs, which ran
down into the subcontinent’s great trading hubs at the port of Bhrgukaccha
(Broach), Ujjain, and Patna (via Kathmandu), had already been flourishing
since about 110 B.C.)."!

We have already seen that Taoist alchemical speculation and experi-
mentation had already reached an appreciable level of sophistication by the
time of these exchanges.®? Here let us also note the important fact that
nearly all the mercury the Indian alchemists would later use came from
China: given the fact that there exist no mercurial deposits on the subcon-
tinent, China was India’s nearest and obvious supplier.®* It is therefore
rather curious that the majority of historical notices from this period in-
dicate that it was China that was looking to India for alchemical drugs and
data. When the Han emperors first asked for instruction in the Buddhist
taith, they also requested a “drug of immortality” they supposed India to
possess.**

While the Chinese have no record of having been visited by an Indian
alchemist named Nandi, they do mention an Indian scholar named Naray-
anasvamin, who was captured and held in the Chinese court in about a.p.
649 because he knew of an elixir of life; later, in 664, an Indian physician
named Lokaditya would be summoned there to serve as an alchemist-
in-residence.®® Slightly earlier, in about A.p. 646, the Chinese offered a
Sanskrit translation of the Tao te ching to the king of Kamarapa (Assam),
purportedly in exchange for information concerning transmutational and
elixir alchemy.®®

In charge of that translation was the great seventh-century Chinese
pilgrim Hsuan-tsang who would, in his Su yu chi (Buddhist Records of the
Western World), record accounts he had heard in the court of King Harsa
concerning the famed Indian alchemist Nagarjuna.®” Yet this was the same
royal patron for whom Banabhatta wrote his description of the hydrargyr-
iasic south Indian ascetic, in his Kadambari;** and the same seventh-century
India in which the Chinese pilgrim I-Ching reported, in the account he
gave of his travels there between a.p. 671 and 695, cases of grave misuse
of mercuric ores as elixirs.®” It was also an India in which a sixth-century
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Indian king (of Udyina, in the Swat region of present-day Pakistan)
quizzed two Chinese Buddhist visitors to his court on the “Taoist matters”
of medicine and science and the silver and golden palaces of the Im-
mortals.”

The picture that emerges from this period is one of an ongoing ex-
change between India and China regarding matters alchemical, matters in
which China, even if it appears always to have been ahead of India in inno-
vations throughout this period, nonetheless looked to India for inspira-
tion.”! Such is perhaps understandable, given the incredible impact Indian
Buddhism was having on China.

If, however, Indian religion and science were in vogue in China, so too
were Chinese traditions in India. More than this, whatever India exported
over the mountains to China seemed to come back, in altered form, to be
reappropriated by the Indians a few centuries later. A prime example is the
Indian yogic tradition, which China received, in a fairly unsophisticated
state, along with Buddhism, in the third century a.p. But the Taoist China
of the time was already experimenting with what it termed “embryonic
respiration” and the “feeding of the vital principle”—practices that were
more or less equivalent to Indian yogic techniques, but which, in the Chi-
nese context, already bore a veneer of alchemical symbolism. A yogic tech-
nique of apparent Chinese origin, called huan-ching or “making the Yellow
River flow backwards,” identified with either the practice of urethral suc-
tion or that of internally raising semen along the spinal column, would first
make its appearance in Indian Mahayina sources’™ and later reappear as an
erotico-yogic technique of the Nath Siddhas.” Indeed, Indian tantra first
appeared at points of contact with Taoist China and, in the words of Joseph
Needham, upon whose masterful Science and Civilisation in Ancient China 1
have been relying throughout this section, “the Taoist department of Bud-
dhism was Tantrism.” So it was that when Indian tantrism was first intro-
duced into China in the eighth century by the Buddhist monks Subhakara-
simha, Vajrabodhi, and Amoghavajra, a certain number of its techniques
were merely “returning” to their country of origin, from which they had
been exported but a few centuries earlier.”

The principal Sino-Indian points of contact in this period of exchange
were (1) the mountain passes located in the northwestern region of the
subcontinent (Himalayan Pakistan and Afghanistan) and (2) Assam to the
east—these being the two regions through which the Indian spurs of
the Silk Road passed—as well as (3) the major seaports on the coastlines
of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat, which linked India to China and the west via
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the maritime routes of the day. According to the evidence at our disposal,
two illustrious travelers along these trade routes in this period would have
been the “Chinese goddess” Tara and the element mercury (parada),”™
whose entrances into the subcontinent appear to have been curiously
linked. Both are said to be sixth-century imports from “greater China”
(mahbacina, a blanket Sanskrit term applied to both China and Tibet) into a
nascent Indian Buddhist tantric tradition, and both are purported to have
been brought to India by none other than Nigirjuna.™

The question then arises: Did “Nagarjuna” bring T4ara and mercury to
India by land or by sea? Both mercury and Tara are mentioned in the
sixth-to seventh-century south Indian Vasevadatta,”” which would indicate
a maritime link with eastern China; but both are also mentioned in the
sixth-century Astdnga Samgraba,™ which was probably composed in Ujjain,
in western Madhya Pradesh. The earliest recorded case of Tara worship in
India comes to us from seventh-century Nalanda, the great Buddhist com-
plex located in modern-day Bihar (whose main links to China were over-
land, via Patna to the north);™ a century later, we read of a temple built to
the “Chinese goddess” in Kifici, on the coast of Tamil Nadu.*

This coastal location reminds us of what may have been Tiara’s original
role: she was a goddess of navigation, of sea crossings—1417 is generated
from the verb 17, to cross over the sea.® A fanciful eighteenth-century Ti-
betan source, the dPag-bsam-ljon-bzan, brings these elements together in
a unique way. Saying that Nagarjuna was born in Karici, it goes on to dé-
scribe how he sailed across the sea on a craft made of two fig leaves, until
he came to an intermediate continent, from which he brought a gold-
making elixir back to his monastery at Nalanda.*

Now, Tibet’s source of mercury has long been Yunnan, in southeastern
China,* which shares a border with Annam (Vietnam), of which Hanoi
was the major port for maritime commerce with India and southeast Asia.
That the back country of Annam was rich in mercurial ores is demon-
strated by a historical anecdote from China: the great mercurial alchemist
Ko Hung (ca. A.p. 300) requested and received a transfer to that province,
into an administrative position unworthy of his rank in the imperial bu-
reaucracy, in order that he might have ready access to the cinnabar (red
mercuric sulfide) he needed to conduct his experiments!* We further know
that mercury was carried in the cargo holds of the ships that plied these
Sino-Indian trade routes in later centuries. On the one hand, we find a
report of over a ton of the stuff being warehoused in the Malaysian port of
Malacca;* and on the other, we know that the Indian port cities of Surat
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(Guijarat), Murshidabad (Bengal), Calcutta, and Madras have long been
centers for the fabrication of synthetic cinnabar and calomel (mercurous
chloride), using native Indian minerals and imported mercury, since at
least the sixteenth century a.p.* Also supporting a direct Sino-south In-
dian maritime link in matters alchemical is the fact that Sittar alchemy and
medicine have always been more mineral based and “Taoist” than the more
herb-based northern traditions.””

Against a maritime link, and in favor of an overland connection in the
mercury and Tiara trade, we can marshal the following evidence. The Ti-
betans themselves have historically purchased their mercury from Chinese
traders who transported it to Tibet; here, the obvious link would have been
an overland one.™ So too, the mercury that reached Varahamihira (author
of the Brbat Sanihitd) and Vigbhatta the Elder in northwest India quite
certainly traveled overland, via the Silk Road or one of its spurs. What of
Tara? On the strength of two passages from the third- to eleventh-century
A.D. Sadhanamala (The Garland of Practice), Tard is generally considered
to have been brought to Nalanda, directly from Bhota (Tibet) by Nagar-
juna. Yet, in fact, the passages in question concern two different forms of
Tara, named Vajra (“Diamond”) Tara and Ekajata (“One Lock of Hair”).®
Now, Ekajata is also known as Mahicinatarg, as if to emphasize her Ti-
betan roots. In the Tibetan Buddhism of the Dragon Kaju sect, Ekajata
is in fact the consort of an “ancient” Nyingma divinity named Quicksilver
(i.e., mercury), identified with Bhairava Yamantaka (“Terrible Slayer of
Death”). In the Padmaist literature of the same Nyingma school, she is the
consort of the god Amrtakundali, who is also known by the epithet “King
of Elixirs””

With this, we perhaps arrive at the source of the tradition that Nagir-
juna brought “mercury,” together with Tara, from Tibet in this period. Yet
if Nagarjuna did indeed bring Tara and mercury to India from Tibet, it is
curious that the sixth- to seventh-century Astanga Samgraba, which men-
tions both Tara and mercury, should make no mention of Nagarjuna.
More than this, Tibetan tradition itself maintains that the worship of Tara
was introduced into that country from Nepal—in the seventh century, i.e.,
later than the earliest mentions of her in Indian sources!”' This would
make the claim that Nagarjuna introduced Tara to India “from Tibet” an
untenable one, unless it is the two specifically Tibetan forms (Vajratara and
Ekajata) of the goddess that are intended. As we will shortly see, the alche-
mist Nagarjuna manages to elude the historian at nearly every turn.

I have already noted that there are no mercurial ores native to the Indian
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subcontinent. The same, in fact, holds true for Tibet, which means that if
Nigarjuna brought mercury to India from Tibet at the end of the Gupta
age, then it was very likely Chinese mercury that he brought from there;
for it is from Yunnan in southeastern China that the Tibetan supply
came.” This Chinese source likely lies at the origin of one of the many
Sanskrit terms employed for cinnabar, the most commonly occurring mer-
curial ore in the world. This is the word cinapista, “Chinese powder” Many
of the other terms for mercury or its ores also indicate regions to the
northwest of India (and west of Tibet) as its region of provenance. Pirada,
the most common alchemical term for mercury, refers to Pirada-desa, the
land of the Parthians or Paradas of Transoxiania or the Baluchistan region;
davada, red cinnabar, to Darada-desa, the modern Dardistan, in northern
Kashmir; hingula, cinnabar, to Hinglaj (-Devi) in Baluchistan or to a coun-
try called Hingula. The term mleccha, “(proper to) the (central Asian) bar-
barian (races)” would have been a more blanket term.”* Cinnabar and other
mercurial ores occur naturally throughout the trans-Himalayan regions of
central Asia, as well as in Chitral (Pakistan), Garmshir (Afghanistan), and
Yunnan, and it was from these regions that India’s supply of mercury would
likely have come.**

4. Desperately Seeking Nagarjuna: The Buddhist Evidence

The origins of Indian alchemy are closely linked to the figure of Nagar-
juna, who, whenever one attempts to pin him down as a historical person-
age, proves to be quite as protean and mercurial as quicksilver itself. One
has the feeling that if it were only possible to extract Nagarjuna the al-
chemist out of the welter of the Nigarjunas who dot the mythology and
history of Indian religions and medicine, one would be well on the way to
generating a coherent history of Indian alchemy.” Yet, there are so many
Nagirjunas to choose from. In addition to the Nagarjunas I have already
mentioned to this point (the Nagirjuna who purportedly brought mercury
and Tiara to India, and the Nagarjuna who sailed to the intermediate conti-
nent on a fig-leaf boat to recover a “gold-making elixir”) there are perhaps
a dozen other figures with the same name—who may or may not have been
the same person, and who, all told, would have authored over a hundred
works on a wide array of subjects”>—connected in some way with the In-
dian alchemical tradition. These include Nagarjuna the Madhyamika phi-
losopher, Nagarjuna the tantric Buddhist author and commentator, Nigar-
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juna the Hindu tantric sorcerer, Nagarjuna the Nath Siddha, Nagarjuna
the north Indian medical author, Nagirjuna the south Indian medical au-
thor,”” Niagirjuna the Buddhist alchemist, Nagarjuna the Jain alchemist,
Nagarjuna the northern Hindu alchemist, Nagarjuna the southern Hindu
alchemist,” Nagirjuna the eye doctor, Nigarjuna the sexologist, Nagir-
juna the parfumenr—so many Nagarjunas, so little time! Whereas Albert
Griinwedel called him the “Faust of Buddhism,””” Max Walleser, the west-
ern scholar who probably toiled the longest at attempting to identify the
historical Nagarjuna, concluded that no Nigarjuna ever existed!'® Tibetan
historians have had it both ways, simply allowing that a single figure named
Nagiarjuna alchemically prolonged his life for 529 to rooo years, during
which he found the time to dabble in or master all of the fields men-
tioned above.

Nigarjuna bursts upon the stage of intellectual and religious history as
the south Indian founder (ca. second century a.p.) of the Madhyamika
school of philosophy within the then-nascent current of Buddhism called
Mahayina.'"! An extremely prolific writer, he was the author of the seminal
Mahiyana text, the Prajidparamitisistra, a commentary on the revealed
“Teachings of the Perfection of Wisdom” (Prajiaparamita Sitras). Ac-
cording to legend, these teachings had been preserved for millennia in the
netherworld of the Niagas, before being restored to the world by Nagar-
juna. Chinese sources relate that a great serpent (mabaniga) opened a
seven-jeweled chest for Nagarjuna, from which he recovered the Vaipulya
(Mahayana) teachings;'** according to later Tibetan legend, he was initi-
ated by the Nagas (whence his name) and received the Perfection of Wis-
dom texts directly from them.'"*

A number of sources, whose historical veracity is equally suspect, in-
dicate that the Madhyamika philosopher Nagirjuna was the protégé and
companion of a certain ruler of the Satavahana dynasty which ruled over
the Andhra country between the first century B.c. and the second century
A.p.""* Banabhatta speaks in his Harsacarita of “a monk named Nagarjuna”
who had presented Satavahana with an elixir in the form of a jewel called
“Pearl-Wreath Mandakini,” which had been given to him by the king of the
Nagas.!” According to Hsuan-tsang, the Chinese pilgrim who was Bana’s
contemporary at the court of Harsa, the “Bodhisattva Nagiarjuna” was so
skilled in the art of compounding medicines that he had produced a pill
with which he had extended his own life as well as that of his royal compan-
ion for many hundreds of years. Later, as Hsuan-tsang relates, it happened
that the king ran out of funds while building a monastery for Nagarjuna at
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Bhramaragiri, “Black Bee Hill.” At this point, “the Bodhisattva Nagarjuna
(Lung-Méng Phu-Sa) scattered some drops of a numinous and wonderful
pharmakon over certain large stones, whereupon they all turned to gold,”
thus resolving Satavihana’s problems and his own.!* While there is good
evidence that such a monastery was built in the Andhra country, we cannot
be sure that it was built prior to the fifth century a.p., at which time it is
mentioned by the Chinese pilgrim Fa-hsien (who identifies it with Sripar-
vata).'” Hsuan-tsang further describes a meeting he had, somewhere in
the northeastern Punjab, with a brahmin disciple of bodhisattva Nagarjuna
who, although he was seven hundred years old, looked to be only thirty.'™

Even in those Chinese, Tibetan, and Indian legends in which the phi-
losopher Nagirjuna is made out to be an alchemist of sorts—the possessor
of an elixir of long life and some rudiments of transmutational alchemy—
there is never any specific mention of the raw materials (such as mercury)
or techniques he employs in his craft. This omission is of a piece with the
magical alchemy of the period on the one hand and, on the other, with a
handful of vague references to aurifaction contained in a number of Ma-
hayana texts, of which at least two are attributed to the philosopher Nagar-
juna. These are the Mabaprajiaparamitasastra, which contains four refer-
ences to transmutational alchemy; and the Avatamsaka Sitra (attributed to
Nigarjuna by Fa-hsien and translated into Chinese in A.p. 699)."" In addi-
tion to these sources, references to magical alchemy are found in the
tourth- through sixth-century Mahayana Samgraba Bbisya (a commentary
on Asanga translated into Chinese in about a.p. 650 by Hsuan-tsang) and
the Abbidbarma Mabivibbisa (translated and considerably lengthened over
a fifth-century recension by Hsuan-tsang himself, in A.p. 659).'""

Given the paucity of alchemical references in writings attributed to the
second-century philosopher Nagirjuna, one wonders why this figure
should have been perceived, in the seventh-century sources I have heen
citing, to have been such a great alchemist. The most plausible explanation
would be that Banabhatta and Hsuan-tsang had heard of another Nagar-
juna, a near contemporary of themselves, and had conflated this later figure
with the renowned Midhyamika philosopher—a not-untenable proposi-
tion, given the tradition that he had produced an elixir of long life. A num-
ber of lineage lists identify a Nagarjuna who would have lived in the first
half of the seventh century as the disciple of Saraha at the great Buddhist
monastic university of Nalanda, where alchemy was reputedly part of the
curriculum.'"

It is just such an assumption that a number of Sanskrit, Chinese, and
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Tibetan sources make, mainly in the form of retrospective prophecies
concerning the Buddha. These prophecies, which begin to appear in the
fourth- through fifth-century Mahamegha Siitra, are the reef against which
every attempt to locate the historical Nagirjuna has foundered. The pivot
of these so-called prophecies—a figure whom tradition identifies as “Sid-
dha Nagirjuna”—would have been an important seventh- or eighth-
century teacher in the fledgling tantric Buddhist tradition. It is this Nagar-
juna who is said to have been Sariha’s disciple at Nalanda and to have
brought mercury and the goddess Tara from Tibet to India.

Before we proceed any further, two points need to be made clear con-
cerning “Siddha Nagarjuna” The first of these is that he is nowhere re-
ferred to as “Siddha” in the period (ca. seventh through eighth centuries)
in which he purportedly lived. He is either simply called Nagarjuna or has
the title Arya prefixed or the ending -pa (or —pida) suffixed to his name.'"?
The Siddha appellation is, as we will see, an ex post facto categorization
on the part of later tantric genealogists who, in the eleventh century, began
to refer to their founding gurus as the Siddhacaryas (“perfected teachers”),
Mahaisiddhas, or simply the eighty-four Siddhas. However, just as persons
living in Palestine prior to the birth of Jesus Christ did not refer to their
age as “B.c.,” so the Indian innovators of tantric Buddhism did not call
themselves “Siddhas.”

Second, the confusion of this seventh- to eighth-century figure (whom
later convention identifies as “Siddha Nagarjuna”) with the second-
century philosopher of the same name likely derives from the fact that each
was associated with a figure named Aryadeva. Nagarjuna the philosopher
was the teacher of Aryadeva, while “Siddha” Nagarjuna’s disciple Karnar-
ipd was also known as Aryadeva.'"’ Grafted to this composite Nagirjuna
are associations—which I have already noted in the writings of Hsuan-
tsang and others—with a king named Satavahana and the site of Sriparvata.
The most baroque concatenations of these data are the work of the Ti-
betans, whose “prophecies” concerning Nagarjuna maintain that he was
born in Saurashtra (Gujarat) 400 years after the Buddha’s parinirvana''*
and lived for over 500 years, passing the first 200 years of his life at Nal-
anda, the second 200 “in south India,”"'"" and the final 129 or 171 years at
Sriparvata, where he voluntarily gave up his life at the request of Satavaha-
na’s son. In nearly none of these prophecies—neither those of the Tibetans
nor the Indian or Chinese sources upon which they drew—is Nagarjuna
ever referred to as a Siddha; on the other hand, the name of this figure
alternates between Nagarjuna, Nagabodhi, Nagahvaya, and Nagaraja.!'
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His amazing longevity is a tenable proposition only if one is prepared to
accept the notion, as the Tibetans did, that Nagarjuna’s alchemy served to
dilate his life span.

It is only in the late Tibetan sources, moreover, that we find explicit
references to Siddha Nagarjuna as an alchemist. The fourteenth-century
historian Bu-ston states that Nagarjuna procured a gold-making elixir
from the intermediate continent and so saved Nalanda from the ravages of
famine. In the early seventeenth century, Taranitha expatiates on this
theme, stating that “with the help of the art of alchemy, he maintained for
many years five hundred teachers of the Mahayana doctrine at Sri Nal-
endra [sic]).” Later, he adds that “from the time he became a rasayana siddba,
his face shone like a gemstone” In a similar vein, another late Tibetan
source states that after Nagarjuna had received his tantric initiation from
his guru, the Siddhacarya Saraha-pa, he “attained success . . . especially in
rasayana” such that his body became as hard as a diamond (vajrakaya-
siddhi). This, however, runs against the teachings of his guru, given the
fact that Saraha-pa criticizes those who practice rasa-rasayana in one of his
vernacular songs.'"” Of the fifty-nine works attributed to Nigarjuna and
translated, in the twelfth through thirteenth centuries A.p. into Tibetan in
the Tanjur; none contains any alchemical material.'™ One would therefore
have to assume that if a seventh- through eight-century Nagarjuna did
practice alchemy at Nalanda, he left no written records of his work there.

Elsewhere, the Tibetan mythology of the eighty-four Siddhas casts
a number of “debates” between Buddhist and Hindu figures as so many
“siddhi-contests.” So we read that Lalitavajra had a contest of magic power
with the Hindus in the kingdom of Naravarma in the west. “The teacher
swallowed a quantity of poison and two wine-jars full of mercury. Still he
remained unaffected. The king was full of reverence.”'"” If, however, the
Buddhists won this particular battle, in the end they lost the Indian war: a
victim of the Muslim invasions that were overtaking the continent, as well
as of its own growing resemblance to Hindu Tantra, Buddhist Tantra and
Buddhism effectively disappeared from the Indian subcontinent by the
twelfth century. In a sense, the early alchemical tradition epitomized a syn-
cretistic trend that had been ongoing since the origins of Tantra, with man-
tras, clan lineages, and divinities converging with one another.'** The al-
chemists’ gods were precisely those divinities who had come to occupy the
no-man’s-land of the Hindu-Buddhist tantric divide: Tara and Aksobhya,
of whom Hindu forms would emerge in about the tenth century; Avalok-
itesvara, whom the Hindus would identify with Siva Lokanatha; Vajra-
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sattva-Adibuddha, whom they would identify with Adinatha; and Bhairava,
Bhairavi, and Mahakala, whom Buddhism borrowed from Hinduism. In
concrete terms, Indian Buddhism was losing its specificity, and thereby its
royal patronage, a situation which, in the face of the Muslim conquests,
proved fatal.

Of course, export Buddhism of a tantric stamp continues to flourish
in Tibet (into which it was introduced, from eastern India, perhaps from
Nalanda itself, in the eighth century) down to the present day; and it is
precisely in Tibet that we may glimpse what became of the Buddhist al-
chemical tradition. What is intriguing about the alchemy of Tibetan Bud-
dhism is that it more closely resembles earlier Taoist practices and contem-
porary Hindu erotico-mystical techniques than it does the procedures and
goals of transmutational and elixir alchemy. For all intents and purposes,
external alchemy disappears from Buddhism at about the same time as
Buddhism disappears from the Indian subcontinent. So it is that we find
very few Tibetan references, apart from those cited a moment ago, to the
practice of any sort of alchemy by the Siddhacaryas—i.e., by the teachers
who founded the tantric Buddhist path, between the seventh and twelfth
centuries A.p. Karnari-pa obtains an elixir from urine; Carpata-pa gains
the power to transmute as well as an elixir of immortality from a boy’s
penis and anus, respectively; and Vyadi-pa produces an alchemical elixir
with the aid of a prostitute; this last figure is also the author of two of only
four Indian alchemical works to be translated into Tibetan and included in
the Tanjur.'*!

The Kalacakra Tantra, with its early eleventh-century Viwalaprabba
commentary, offers us the most penetrating view we have of any specifi-
cally Buddhist alchemical system.'?? In contradistinction to the “external”
Hindu tantric alchemy that was emerging in the same century, Buddhist
alchemy was headed in an “internal” direction. This is precisely what we
find in the Kalacakra Tantra tradition: the external manipulation of metals
and mercurials, which it calls gold making (gser 'gyur), has been declared
“mundane” and inferior to the “transmundane” inner alchemy (rasayana)
of “channels and winds,” which can lead to direct enlightenment.!?* Those
passages of the Vimalaprabba which do, however, speak of external al-
chemy, are remarkable in their resemblance to portions of the eleventh-
century Hindu tantric alchemical classic, the RA4.!** But from a closer per-
spective—or at least from the perspective adopted by both the Padmaists
of the Nying-ma school ** and the encyclopedist Bo dong—inner alchemy
is tantamount to an “extraction of the essence” (bcud len) that is quite iden-
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tical to the Taoist, Mahiyina, and Hindu hathayogic techniques of urethral
suction and the “hydraulic” raising of the semen along the spinal column.

‘In Vajrayina parlance, “alchemy” consists of the fixing of the bodhicitta—
by combining the ambrosial essences (bdud rtsi) of Prajna (the goddess
“Wisdom”) and Upaya (the male “Skill in Means”)—and the cultivation
of a “rainbow body” (ja’ lus) or a “body of light” (od lus).'** In concrete
terms, the goal of tantric Buddhist alchemy is to produce the nectar of
immortality and wisdom through a combination of semen and uterine
blood that is at once yogic and sexual. Hindu alchemy employs the same
techniques, but complements these with the mineral-based elixirs of exter-
nal alchemy. Whereas the erotico-mystical practices of tantra (which
Hindu yogins would later term vajroli mudrid) become identified as “al-
chemy” in Tibetan Buddhism,'*” erotico-mystical practice and external al-
chemy remain two complementary yet distinct disciplines in Hindu tan-
tric alchemy.

It is apposite to note that the tenth-century twilight of magical alchemy
is also the dawning of no fewer than three distinct forms of tantric practice
from within and beyond the borders of India. On the one hand, we observe
the emergence of tantric alchemy, which combines an “external” transmu-
tational and elixir alchemy with the “internal,” but nonetheless concrete
(and explicitly hydraulic) practices of hatha yoga and tantric sexual tech-
niques. Its goal is the production of an immortal yet concrete diamond body
that transcends the laws of nature. Second, there is the Tibetan Buddhist
internalization of alchemy into a meditative and ritualized form of yoga,
whose goal is the acquisition of a spiritualized body of light.'** Third, there
is the Hindu Trika Kaula, which sublimates the same concrete hathayogic
and sexual techniques into a meditational and ritual system whose goal is
the acquisition of a divinized body of sound.'** All three of these emergent
systems were in fact refinements upon an original tantric synthesis, which
was based, to a great extent, on the worship of terrible, ravenous deities,
with the fluids produced in sexual intercourse. All three were, like the ma-
trix from which they arose, soteriologies, individual paths to salvation from
the trammels of human existence,'* and all three were unique and inno-
vative inasmuch as they professed self-divinization—of three different
types—as the means to such transcendence.

The India that Buddhism left behind was in many ways tantric, and a
number of Buddhist elements find their way into Hindu tantrism in this
period. These include a number of Buddhist deities, the four Buddhist
pithas,*! various elements of Buddhist discourse and practice and, as we
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shall see, a significant number of Buddhist teachers, in whose number Na-
garjuna figures prominently. Elsewhere, we may attribute uncanny paral-
lels between the Buddhist and Hindu tantrism of this pivotal period to the
simple fact that the two traditions were, in spite of their professed mutual
animousity, so close to one another.'** Most striking in this regard is the
resemblance between Tibetan alchemy’s “extraction of the [innate, divine]
essence [from the gross corporeal body]” and a Hindu tantric practice de-
scribed by Bhavabhati in his eighth-century play, Malati-Madbava. Here,
a female Kapilika tanfrika named Kundakapala attains the power of flight
by extracting the quintessence (pancamita) of her five bodily elements.
This same passage is also a Hindu watershed inasmuch as it constitutes the
earliest mention in Indian literature, sacred or secular, of the six energy
centers (cakias) of the subtle body in the practice of hatha yoga. It may be
herein that the original sense of the term rasayana lies: it is the “coming
forth” (ayana) of the fluid essence (rasa).'*

Now, the Hindu'** tantric schools in whose works the six cakras of ha-
thayogic practice make their earliest appearance are the pascimannaya or
Western Transmission and the Yogini Kaula founded by Matsyendranath,
which predate the Trika Kaula reformer Abhinavagupta, who makes veiled
allusions to both in his ca. A.n. 1000 Tantraloka.'* As we will show in some
detail, these two Kaula sects were closely related, mainly through the per-
son of Matsyendra, whom the Nith Siddhas would later claim as their
founding guru. Matsyendra’s classic work, the Kawlajnananirnaya (KJiN)
(Discussion of the Kaula Gnosis), revealed in Kamartipa (Assam) in the
ninth or tenth century, is important inasmuch as it constitutes the earliest
explicit account we have of Hindu India’s earliest Siddha clans or sects, the
Siddha and Yogini Kaulas.'* The revelations of the K7iN were “brought
down” (avatarita) at a site called Candradvipa (“Moon Island”), a toponym
which turther links Matsyendra’s Siddha and Yogini Kaulas to the Western
Transmission, whose textual canon was “brought down”—Dby a figure vari-
ously called Srinatha, Srikantha, Adinatha, or Siddhanatha—at a lunar
location called Candragiri, Candradvipa, Candrapuri, or Candrapitha.'*’
In one such canonical text, the Kubjikanityahnikatilaka, we find an account
that appears to dramatize the changes that were occuring on the Indian
tantric landscape in this period. Here, we are told that Srinatha—with the
aid of three Siddhas named Sun, Moon, and Fire—founded the tantric kula
tradition, “at the beginning of the Kali Yuga,” at a site called Candrapuri
(“Moon City”), located in Konkana, in coastal western India. The original
core of this new kula, the text continues, was composed of nine Naths who,
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originally Buddhist monks, had converted when, through a miracle pro-
duced by Srinitha, the roof of their monastery had collapsed!!*

This “conversion,” from Buddhism to Hinduism, carries much further
in this context. First of all, a lineage found in the Grub thob, a ca.
fourteenth-century Tibetan translation'®” of Abhayadatta’s eleventh- to
twelfth-century Caturasitisiddba Pravrtti (Acts of the Eighty-four Siddhas),
identifies two figures, Vyadi and Kubjika, as disciples of “Siddha Nagar-
juna.”'* As already noted, Vyadi is an alchemist (he is the last of the eighty-
four Siddhacaryas); as we will see, he is an alchemist who figures promi-
nently in Hindu lists of the Rasa Siddhas (the traditional founders of the
alchemical tradition), lists that appear in a number of the major alchemical
tantras. Such also appears to be the case with Kubjika: the same name is
applied to a zale Siddhicarya in Buddhist tantrism and to a female deity
(Kubyjika) in Hindu tantrism. Whether it was the Hindus or the Buddhists
who had the first claim to these figures is a moot question; what is im-
portant here is that both, like the Nagarjuna with whom they are associated
in this particular lineage, are pivotal figures in the Buddhist-Hindu tantric
syncretism. With the departure of Buddhism from the subcontinent, the
alchemist Vyadi, the goddess Kubjika, and the polymath Nagarjuna be-
come transformed, in medieval India, into exclusively Hindu figures—
figures who are closely linked, moreover, to the history and mythology of
tantric alchemy. They also become linked with figures—divine, symbolic,
or (super)human—identified as “Naths” or “Siddhas.”

But, just as was the case with tantric Buddhism and its Mahisiddhas or
Siddhacaryas, the Hindu application of the terms Nath, Siddha, and Nath
Siddha to semihistorical human figures is an ex post facto one. Once again,
itis not until the eleventh or twelfth century that we find these terms being
applied, retrospectively, to such historical and legendary figures as the
Hindu Nagarjuna, Vyidi, Goraksa, or Matsyendra. (While this last figure
defined the Siddha Kaula, and was retrospectively identified as the guru of
Gorakhnath, founder of the Nith Siddhas, he is nowhere referred to as
“Matsyendra Siddha” or “Siddha Matsyendranith” prior to the fourteenth
century). I by no means wish to imply that such figures did not live during
the period I have been chronicling. There can be no doubt that historical
figures named Nagirjuna, Matsyendra, Goraksa, etc., defined the religious
landscape of a certain Gupta and post-Gupta India. It must, however, be
allowed that these figures’ lives, acts, and words became fused, in the popu-
lar imagination, with those of gods and demigods, in whose number the
divine Siddhas and Vidyadharas must be counted.'!
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We can also argue that by the tenth century, human individuals or or-
ders known as Siddhas already existed in everything but name in India. In
the centuries that followed, these individuals and their real or alleged writ-
ings would come to be collated, anthologized, canonized, and institution-
alized into (1) Siddha lists, (2) a massive body of Siddha literature, and (3)
a loosely structured confederation of Siddha religious orders. All of these
post-tenth-century enumerations, canonizations, and institutionalizations
would look to the age of magical alchemy for their origins, and invariably
find them, in a name, a text, or a real or imagined lineage. The self-
proclaimed Siddhas of later history invented their past as a means of justi-
fying their own lives, works, and institutions: the “charismatic” super-
heroes of the past—fast on their way to becoming “divinized” through an
identification of them with the Siddhas and Vidyadharas of earlier cults—
were also becoming “institutionalized” into the sectarian founders they
never had been.'*

As I demonstrate in the next chapter, historiographers of the medieval
Siddha traditions have failed to come to terms with this fact, and have
therefore always found themselves struggling to bridge unaccountable gaps
of hundreds of years between the legendary “biographies” of many of these
Siddhas and their literary productions or institutional roles. Their efforts
have been in vain: just as new individuals named Nagarjuna or Matsyendra
appeared on the Indian religious landscape once every one to two hundred
years, so too entire founding lineages were created or reappropriated by self-
proclaimed Siddha traditions at several centuries’ remove from the time in
which their founders may have lived.™

Before turning to the Hindu side of the Siddha phenomenon, I must
attempt to account for the alchemical reputation of the Buddhist “Siddha
Nagarjuna” for the period just discussed, the seventh to tenth centuries.
As with the case of the philosopher Nagirjuna, there is little hard evidence
to go on, beyond the body of legend bequeathed to us by Hsuan-tsang and
others. In this light, it appears significant that the seventh-century Chinese
scholar-pilgrim claimed to have met an alchemical disciple of Nagarjuna
who looked to be only thirty, in spite of his seven hundred years. If he was
indeed thirty, or slightly older, then we have grounds to believe that a re-
puted alchemist named Nagirjuna did in fact live in the first half of the
seventh century.

The Yogasataka, datable to either the seventh or ninth century and the
work of an “Acarya Sri Nagarjuna,” is mainly devoted to herbal, rather than
mercurial, remedies, although some of its preparations are called “elixirs”
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(rasayanas) or “nectars” (azmrtas)." This same Nigarjuna may have been
(1) the editor of the Susruta Savithita responsible for the appendix entitled
“Uttara Sthana” (although this section contains no innovative data on mer-
curial medicines);'"** (2) the figure singled out by the ninth-century Vrnda
as having carved instructions for the ophthamological use of black mer-
curic sulfide

a preparation he calls nagarjuna-varta—into a pillar at Pa-
taliputra (Patna, the capital of modern-day Bihar);'* (3) an alchemist
whom the eleventh-century Alberuni mentions as having lived some one
hundred years prior to himself;'* and (4) the author of a work on metal-
lurgy referred to as the Lobasastra of Nagarjuna by Cakrapanidatta, in the
ca. A.D. 1075 Cikitsasamgraba, a commentary on the Caraka Santhita and
itself an Ayurvedic watershed in the use of mercurial medicines."* This
composite ninth-century Nagarjuna would therefore have had to have
been a figure distinct from the seventh-century Nalanda alchemist-monk,
if one ever existed.'*

To conclude, then, we can very tentatively identify three Nagirjunas
from what has been called the period of “magical” alchemy. These are (1)
the ca. second-century a.p. Madhyamika philosopher whose only alchemi-
cal feats were mythical; (2) the early seventh-century disciple of Sariha,
and resident of Nalanda and Sriparvata, whose alchemical reputation
reached the ears of Hsuan-tsang (who was himself the translator of two
Mahiyina texts containing references to magical alchemy), but who left
no alchemical works for posterity; and (3) the ninth-century author of the
Yogasataka and the appendix to the Susruta Sarirhita, about whom Alberuni
heard reports in the early eleventh century. It is only some two to three
centuries after Alberuni that we encounter an alchemical author named
either Siddha or Sriman Nagarjuna in chapter colophons. These are three
extant Hindu works, which shade in their content from tantric sorcery into
alchemy—the Kaksaputa Tiantra, the Yogaratnamaili (also called the
Ascaryaratnamali) and the Rasendra Masigala.

Finally, I close this chapter on the age of magical alchemy with a note
of caution to anyone who would attempt to interpret the general history of
this period. This I do mainly as a corrective to south Indian historians
of Siddha medicine who maintain that the Sittar alchemists had already
perfected their craft long before the time of the sixth- to seventh-century
Tirumalar and Nandi."” First, there is no evidence to show that any al-
chemy—even as practiced by persons who may already have been calling
themselves Siddhas—prior to the tenth century a.p. was anything but
“magical” Second, while most of our data concerning magical alchemy is
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of southern provenance, this in no way implies that it was of Tamil origin.
In fact, nearly all signs from this period point either to the Andhra country
(Sriparvata-Srisailam) or to western India as the cradle of the alchemical art
in India. It is, moreover, in these two regions that the so-called Miahesvara
Siddhas begin to appear in the tenth century and that magical alchemy
became transmuted, as it were, into tantric and Siddha alchemy.



Sources for the History of Tantric Alchemy in India

1. Medieval Lists of Rasa Siddhas and Nath Siddhas

Among the most valuable historical documents we have at our disposal
for charting the period in which (1) “outer alchemy” disappeared from
Buddhism, (2) Buddhism disappeared from India, and (3) Hindu Siddha
alchemy emerged out of a fusion of tantric alchemy with the discipline of
hatha yoga are retrospectively compiled lists of Siddhas (both Buddhist and
Hindu) and Niths (exclusively Hindu), that proliferated throughout the
Indo-Tibetan world between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. It is in
these sources that the appellation Siddha comes to be used extensively, as a
blanket term covering most of the figures—some historical, others legend-
ary, others divine, and still others clearly undecided—whose lives and acts
I review in these pages.

While we cannot be certain that such was the case, the ordering of the
names in the Siddha lists at times appears to correspond to guruparam-
paras, i.e., to the clan lineages' of teachers and disciples through which the
mystic Siddha doctrines were transmitted. Here, the Siddha lists would
constitute simplifications of an earlier set of models. These were the ca.
ninth-century a.p. idealized “post-scriptural systematizations”? of the ma-
jor tantric sects and texts. These records often took the form of mystic
diagrams (randalas), in which the clans (kulas) of the divinities and legend-
ary preceptors of the major sectarian divisions of Hindu tantrism were set
forth schematically. Such 7andalas or yantras were at once divine and hu-
man genealogies, ritual and meditational supports, and models of and for
microcosmic, mesocosmic, and macrocosmic reality, in which color, num-
ber, direction, divine name, vital breath, activity of consciousness, sensory
organ, etc., were so many simultaneous proofs for the coherence of the
world system they charted: structure and function were congruent.*

78
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In the absence of anything comparable to a systematic theology (for
which god would one choose?) or a religious anthropology, Puranic Hindu-
ism lent much attention to what one scholar has termed “systematic geogra-
phy,” the elaboration of a spatial grid of the great chain of being, from the
highest gods to the most abject demons, via the realms of humans, demigods,
sages, and all manner of other creatures.* In the tantric context, however, it
is perhaps more proper to speak of “systematic genealogy” rather than sys-
tematic geography or cosmology, given the fact that the cardinal directions
to which the major clans of the tantric mandalas were assigned appear to bear
no correlation whatsoever to the geographic locations of these sects or their
founders. Rather, these were, in a quite literal sense, organizational “flow
charts,” in which the flow in question was of sexual fluids emanating first
from the godhead and radiating outwards, through the biological transmis-
sion, via goddesses and yoginis, of the clan nectar (kuladravya), into the vari-
ous sectarian clans, orders, and sects. Through their systematic genealogies,
the tantrikas at once located themselves within the cosmic chain of being and
within a network of socioreligious institutions.

The major tantric classificatory systems that will concern us here—in-
asmuch as certain names found in them correspond to names found in the
Siddha lists detailed below—are those of the pithas and ammiyas. While
the former term is nearly always employed to denote a “footstool” or pil-
grimage site of the Goddess in Sakta devotionalism, there also emerged,
around the time of the Brabmayamala Tantra (ca. ninth century A.p.) a tra-
dition of four “literary” pithas. Here, the major texts (together with the
practices and methods they espoused) of earlier tantrism were classified,
purportedly on the basis of the principal subjects they treated—but in fact
rather artificially—under the headings of vidya, mantra, mudra, and man-
dala pithas. Most of the important texts of this classificatory system fell
under the rubrics of the vidyapitha® and mantrapitha.

Somewhat later,® the classificatory system of the ammnayas (“lines of
transmission”) was devised to classify Kaula sects and texts. While sectar-
ian cleavages based on the name of the major cult goddesses figure most
prominently here, the theoretical classifications are geographical. The four
amnayas are the eastern (Trika, whose cult centers on the three Para god-
desses), northern (Krama, which worships Kali), western (which worships
the goddess Kubjika, the “Contracted One,” an alloform of the hathayogic
kundalini), and southern (Sr1v1dya which worships the goddess Tripura-
sundari) transmissions.’
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While it is likely that the historical value of the Siddha lists is as limited
as that of the mandalas of tantric pitha and ammnaya classifications,* a com-
parative overview will offer insights into what the medieval mystics of In-
dia—Buddhists, Hindus, Jains (and later, Muslims), yogins and alchemists
alike, from Tibet to south India—considered to be their heritage. In the
words of Giuseppe Tucci, the “Siddhas are the most eminent personalities
of medieval India’s esoterism and represent the ideal link between Sivaism
and Vajrayana, indeed the expression of the same religious and mystical
endeavor, translated through analogous symbols.”” These figures were al-

ways first and foremost Siddhas, and it would be erroneous to maintain
that the inclusion of a figure’s name in a Buddhist Siddha list made him a
Buddhist, or that a name figuring in a Rasa Siddha list necessarily made
that person an alchemist. The Siddhas, a pool of wizards and demigods,
supermen and wonder-workers that all south Asians (and Tibetans) could
draw on to slake the thirst of their religious imagination, were the most
syncretistic landmarks on the religious landscape of medieval India."

Our presentation of the medieval Siddha lists will, with a single excep-
tion, be a chronological one: we will insert the list from the fifteenth-
century Hathayogapradipika (HYP) of Svatmarama before two fourteenth-
century lists (from the Farnaratnakara and the Anandakanda |AK]) because
its content corresponds more closely to that of earlier eleventh- to
thirteenth-century lists than do the latter. We will begin our survey with
the Indo-Tibetan lists of the eighty-four Mahasiddhas or Siddhiacaryas.
Two nearly identical lists are found in the Grub thob," a mid-fourteenth-
century Tibetan text based on a ca. eleventh- to twelfth-century Sanskrit
work attributed to the Indian Abhayadatta; and the A.p. 1275 Sa-skya-bka’-
‘bum,"* which purports to be a list of the gurus who taught at the Saskya
monastery between a.p. 1091 and 1275. In these lists, the -pa endings to
many names are shortenings of -pida: these endings, rather than the term
Siddba, are the authentic mark of the eastern Indian figures and lineages
that founded tantric Buddhism. Following what has become a scholarly
convention, we will assign numbers to these figures, in accordance with
their ordinal placement in these various lists:

1. Lui-pa/Matsyendra
8. Mina-pa

9. Goraksa-pa

1o0. Caurangi-pa
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12. Tanti-pa

16. Nagarjuna

17. Kariha-pa/Kanha-pa
18. Karnari-pa/Aryadeva
30. Kambala-pa/Kamari-pa
46. Jalandhara-pa

64. Carpata-pa

71. Kanthali-pa

72. Kapila-pa

76. Nagabodhi-pa

77. Darika-pa

84. Bhali-pa/Vyali-pa

In fact, the names of many of the figures in these lists are identical to
those of the authors of the earliest mystic poetry of “Buddhist” tantrism,
the so-called Caryapadas' (composed in Old Bengali in eastern India be-
fore the twelfth century), as well as of a number of authors whose writings
are found in the Sanskrit Sadhanamala, which dates from the same period.'*
Exceptions to this rule are (9) Goraksa, (10) Caurangi, (16) Nagarjuna, (64)
Carpata, (71) Kanthali, (72) Kapala, (76) Nigabodhi, and (84) Vyali, whose
“signatures” are found in neither the Caryapadas nor the Sadbanamali (Ni-
garjuna is the author of two sadbanas in this latter work). A later Tibetan
recension of the caryd songs, incorporated into the Tanjur; includes works
by Ghoraksa (sic), Caurangi, and Carpatid/Carpati not found in the origi-
nal anthology." .

Six of these names—Caurangi, Nagirjuna, Carpati, Kapala, Naga-
bodhi, and Vyili—figure in another enumeration of Siddhas. These are the
lists of the twenty-seven Rasa Siddbas, as such are found in three alchemical
works.' Two of these—a list found in the thirteenth- to fourteenth-
century Rasendra Mangala [RM] of Sriman Nagarjuna'” and a list in the
fourteenth-century Rasaratnasamucchaya [RRS] (1.2—4) [a] of Vigbhatta
II"*—are nearly identical; whereas a second list, found in both the
thirteenth-century Rasaratnakara [RRA] (3.1.66-69) of Nityanatha Sid-
dha' and the RRS (6.51-53) [b], differs slightly from the first. Further-
more, certain recensions of the RRS supply as many as forty additional
names (following 1.5) to the original list of twenty-seven: we will call this
supplementary list RRS [c].” Figures whose names have already appeared
above, in the Tibetan lists, are given here in italics.
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RM/RRS]a] RRA/RRS[b]
1. Adima/Aduma?’

2. Candrasena 2. Candrasena
3. Lankesa 3. Lankesa

4. Visarada 22. Sarada

5. Kapala/Kapali

6. Mata/Matta

7. Mandavya 10. Miandavya
8. Bhaskara

9. Surasena/Surasenaka

10.

Ratnaghosa/Ratnakosa
Sambhu

12. Sﬁrasena
6. Ratnaghosa
20. Sambhu[rloka]

II.
12. Ekaratna/Sattvika 19. Tattvika

13. Vihana 4. Naraviahana
14. Indra[da]

15. Gomukha

16. Kambali*

17. Vyadi 1. Vyalacarya
18. Nagarjuna 5. Nagarjuna
19. Suravida/Sarananda 7. Surananda
20. Nagabodhi 14. Niagabuddhi
21. Yasodhara/Yasodhana 8. Yasodhara
22. Khanda 15. Khanda

23. Kapalika 16. Kapilika

24. Brahma/Brahma

25. Govinda 25. Govinda

26. Lampaka 21. Lampata
27. Hari 17. Hara

Nine names included in the RRA/RRS [b] list do not accord with those
found in the RM/RRS [a] list. They are: (3) Subuddhi; (9) Indradyumna;
(r1) Carpati; (13) Vadava/Agama;** (18) Kamari/Kamali; (23) Banasura;
(24) Munisrestha; (26) Kapila; and (27) Bali. All of these names, however,
figure among the forty additional Rasa Siddhas listed in RRS [c]. We now
present the lists of these additional Rasa Siddhas as they occur in the
continuation of RRS [a] (1.5—7) and RRS [c], names which, as Vagbhatta II
explains, are “names of authors of other alchemical texts” To these, we
juxtapose data from another list, that of thirty mabasiddbas “who had bro-
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ken Time’s rod” found in the HYP (1.5-9). This list is nearly identical to a
list drawn up by Caturbhujamisra, a 15th- to 16th-century commentator
on the RHT, with the difference that the latter identifies the twenty-four
names on his list as Rasa Siddhas.** As before, names occurring in Tibetan
lists are italicized; those already noted in RRS [b] have their numbering
from that list shown in parentheses.

RRS 1.5-10 [(] RRS 1.5-7 [a] HYP 1.5—9

28. Rasankusa**
29. Bhairava

28. Rasankusa

29. Bhairava 4. Bhairava

30. Nandi 30. Nandi

31. Svacchandabhairava 31. Svacchandabhairava

32. Manthanabhairava 32. Manthanabhairava 10. Manthanabhairava

33. Kdkacandisvara
34. Mahadeva

35. Narendra

36. Ratnakara

37. Hari$vara

38. Korandaka

39. Siddhabuddha
40. Siddhapida

41. Kanthadi

42. Rsyasrnga

43. Visudeva

43. Kriyatantrasamucchayi
44. Rasendratilaka
45. Bhanukarmerita
46. Pujyapada

47. Kaneri

48. Nityanatha

49. Nirafijana

50. Carpati (11)

51. Bindunitha

52. Prabhudeva

53. Vallabha

54. Valakhilya-jna [Balakiryanja)

55. Ghodacoli
56. Tintani

33. Kakacandisvara 23. Kikacandisvara
40. Mahadeva
41. Narendra 28. Naradeva

43. Hari$vara
13. Korantaka
39. Maithila[hvaya] 11. Siddhirbuddha
15. Siddhipada
12. Kanthadi
35. Rsi Sriga
42. Visudeva
36. Kriyatantrasamucchayi
37. Rasendratilaka Yogi
38. Bhaluki 27. Bhaluka
18. Pajyapada
17. Kaneri
19. Nityanitha
20. Nirafijana
16. Carpati
22. Bindunitha
24.[Allama] Prabhu

25. Ghodacoli
26. Tintini



RRS 1.5-10 [c]

84
Chapter Four

RRS 1.5—7 [a]

HYP 1.5-9

57. Kailacarya

58. Subuddhi (3)
59. Ratnaghosa (6)

60. Susenaka

61. Indradyumna (9)

62. Agama (13)

63. Kamari (18)
64. Vanasura (23)
65. Munisrestha (24)

66. Kapila (26)
67. Vali(27)

Apart from its parallels with the RRS lists, the HIP list also appears to
borrow a number of its Siddhas from the Tibetan Grub thob. To these paral-
lel lists we also juxtapose data from yet another source, the ca. a.p. 1300

Varnaratnakara (VRA)* list of seventy-six Siddhas:

HYP 1.5—9

Grub thob

VRA 7

2. Matsyendra
3. Sabarananda
5. Caurangi

6. Minanitha
7. Gorakhnath
16. Carpati

21. Kapali
26. Tintini

1. Lui-pa/Matsyendra
5. Sabara-pa

10. Caurangi-pa

8. Mina-pa

9. Goraksa-pi

64. Carpata-pa

17. Kinha-pa

13. Tanti-pa

16. Nagarjuna
30. Kamari-pa
46.Jalandhara-pa
77. Darika

41. Mina

43. Savara

3. Cauranginitha
1. Minanitha

2. Goraksanitha
31. Carpati

13. Kanha

11. Kapali

5. Tant-pa

22. Nigarjuna
12. Kamari

19. Jalandhara
9. Diri-pa

The Varnaratnikara further accords with various Rasa Siddha lists in its
mention of Carpati, Kapali, Nagarjuna, Kamari—listed above—as well as
of (71) Govinda (no. 25 in three lists) and (73) Bhairava (no. 29 in two
lists). The (1) Adima of the RM/RRS [a] list is to be identified with the (1)
Adinatha of HYP 1.5: adi denotes origins; Adinatha is therefore the original
and divine Rasa Siddha or Mahasiddha: as such he is sometimes identified
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with Matsyendranath. The relationship here between Goraksanitha and
his guru Minanitha in the two Hindu works listed here is symmetrical to
that obtaining between the figures Goraksa-pa (9) and Mina-pa (8) in the
Tibetan Grub thob. This squares, moreover, with the statement made by
Goraksa in the second verse of his earliest work, the Goraksasataka, that his
guru was Minanitha. It is a later conflation (as in the 15th-century “Sidh
Vandanim,” below) that identifies Matsyendra (the second Siddha, listed
after Adinitha, in the HYP list) or Lui-pa (the first Siddha of the Grub thob
list) with Mina. The identification is a simple one: all three of these names
include the term fish. As I will demonstrate, the historical Goraksa or Gor-
akhnath was a 12th- to 13th-century figure, whereas Matsyendra, his pur-
ported guru, could not have lived later than the 1oth century; it is another
figure, named Mina, who was Gorakhnath’s guru.

The final two lists to be reproduced here also begin—both logically and
chronologically—with Adinatha, the Lord of Beginnings. The first of
these is the 14th-century Anandakanda [AK) (1.3.47-51),77 certainly the
longest extant alchemical text, and also the most convoluted in many ways.
Behind its complexity, however, we may glimpse a number of Siddha lin-
eages which it was attempting to decant into a single authoritative list. Of
exceptional interest is the fact that it divides its list of twenty-five names
into a set of “Nine Naths” and “Sixteen Siddhas.” In this, as well as in a
number of other unique hathayogic elements found in this, but no other
alchemical source, we find ourselves in the presence of a truly syncretic
Siddha alchemical tradition. The data it contains will also lead us, in a mo-
ment, into a second corpus, the myriad lists of the Nine Naths. The list we
will juxtapose here with the 4K is quite unusual, inasmuch as it purports
to constitute a list of the “eighty-four Siddhas”** and “nine yogesvaras
(Lords of Yoga)”—but which in fact only lists fifty-six names. This vernac-
ular work, entitled “Sidh Vandanam” [SV]* (Praise of the Siddhas) is rela-
tively late, given that it mentions the 15th-century Kabir as its fiftieth Sid-
dha. For purposes of comparison, we juxtapose elements from the HYP list
with those of the AK and the SV. We will list the Nine Naiths and sixteen
Siddhas of the AK list continuously, numbering from 1 to 25. Italics refer
to names that also appear in Rasa Siddha lists from earlier sources:

AK 1.3.90-93 SV 1-27 HYP 1.59
1. Adi-nitha 1. Adinath 1. Adinitha
2. Minanitha/Malanatha 2. Machindra 6. Minanatha

3. Goraksa 3. Goraksa 7. Goraksa



AK 1.3.00~03

86

Chapter Four

SV 1-27

HYP 1.5-9

4. Konkanegvara
5.Jalindhresa
6. Kanthanisa
_ 7. Uddisa
8. Cinc[h]inisvara
9. Caurangi
10. Caurangi®
11. Carpata
12. Ghodacali
13. Rimadvaya
14. Bhola/Bala
15. Govinda-siddha
16. Vyadi
17. Nagarjuna
18. Koranda
19. gﬁrpakama@ﬁrpadhuxpcjhi
20. Muktayi/Duktayi
21. Revana/Renava
22. Kukkurapada
23. Sarpapada
24. Kanairika
25. Kinkinika/Tintini

10. Jalandhari
28. Kanthad-pay

27. Caurangi

4. Carpata-ray

14. Balanath

23. Kaneri

26. Tantant

30. Kapali
32.Kag Cand
33. Kig Bhusand
34. Siranand

35. Bhaira Nand
36. Savara Nand

11. Kanthadi

5. Caurangi

16. Carpati
26. Ghodaicoli

16. Kodanda

17. Kanert
27. Tintini
21. Kapalt
23. Kakacandesvari

14. Sirananda
4. Bhairava
3. Sdvarananda

2. The Anandakanda List and Medieval Western Indian Saivism

A number of apparently incongruous names in the AK list may be shown
to correspond to names of Nath Siddhas found in southwestern Indian

sources. The names Sarpakarna (“Shovel Ears”) (19) and Surpapada
(“Shovel Feet”) (23) resemble that of Sarpaniath who—according to a

thirteenth-century inscription from the Nith Siddha monastery of Kadri,
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located on the northern outskirts of Mangalore (Karnataka)—would have
lived in the early part of that century.’' According to Maharashtran tradi-
tions dating from at least the final quarter of the thirteenth century, Revana
(21) is listed as one of the Nine Naths. Elsewhere, the Virasaivas, who
have always been concentrated in southwestern India, revere Revana (or
Renuka) Siddha as one of their five great founders.*? Uddisa (7) is the name
of a work on tantric sorcery*’; and Kukkura-pada (22) is a Mahasiddha (no.
34) from the Grub thob list.

Other names on this list are found to correspond to those of certain of
the eighteen Sittars, the alchemist-physicians of Tamil Nadu.* The Sittar
lists—of which there exist at least eighteen variant
erogeneous. No two are alike, and any one is likely to include names of
Vedic sages (Agastya, Loma Rsi), demons (Pulastya), and nymphs (Urvasi),
as well as classical Hindu gods (Rama, Daksinamarti, Subrahmanian), the
divine or semidivine founders of Ayurveda (Dhanvantari), yoga (Patan;ah),
Advaita Vedanta (Sankaracarya) and south Indian orthodox Saivism
(Idaikkadar, Pambatti, Auvai, Manika Vachagar, etc.),** and the odd Euro-
pean (Yacoppu, i.e., Jacob). In addition to these, however, we also en-
counter names found in the Anandakanda list: Tirumilar (whom the Nith
Siddhas call Milanatha [2a]), Macchendrar (= Matsyendranitha [2b]);
Korakkar Niadhar (= Gorakhnath [3]), and Konganar (Konkanesvara [4]).
One exemplary list of the eighteen Tamil Siddhas'*® enumerates the follow-
ing (names from earlier lists are italicized): Nandi (1), Milanatha (2), Ka-
langanatha (3), Bhoga (4), Kostkana (5), Agastya (6), Pulastya (7), Bbhusunda
(8), Romamuni (g9), Dhanvantari (10), Sattaimuni (11), Matsyamuni (12),
Kanva (13), Pidinakkisa (14), Goraksa (15), Terayar (16), Yahimuni (17),
and Idaikkadar (18).

The last chapter discussed alchemical lore on the subject of two other
recurring names from the Tamil lists, Bogar and Nandi; as was noted, Kon-
ganar was the disciple of one of these two alchemical gurus.’” Also worth
noting here are the Sittars named Kambali Siddhar (number 15 in the RM/
RRS [a] list); Navanadhar (navanitha, the “Nine Naths”), and Sattainathar
(Satyanatha). This last figure, whom Tamil traditions credit with having
authored twenty-one alchemical works, is identified by the Nath Siddhas
with the historical founder of one of its twelve (modern) subdivisions, as
well as with a yogic incarnation of the god Brahma.*

Adinath, Malanath, Konkanesvara (4), and Cificiniévara (8) belong to
another sectarian tradition that interacted with the Nith Siddhas and Rasa
Siddhas throughout this period. This is the pascimamnaya, the Western
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Transmission. To begin, we find lists in this tradition’s fourteenth-century
Kubjikaniryabnikatilaka and twelfth-century Mantbinabbairava Tantra that
are structurally identical to that of the AK: that is, they are subdivided into
a set of nine and a set of sixteen of teachers. Two consecutive chapters in
the §S§, itself an expansion on the Kubjikamata (KM), treat of the Kubjika
revelations that were brought down to earth by Adinath (1) and Malanath
(2). Thatthese sources are in some way related is further supported by
the fact that the Konkana in Konkan-e$vara—the “Lord of Konkana”—is
precisely the (western) coastal region in which the Western Transmission
claims to have been founded, through the agency of a group called the
“Nine Niths.”* In a list of the Nine Naths that probably originates from
the Deccan, one of the group is named Konkananath.*

The name Cificinisvara (8) evokes the title of another important West-
ern Transmission work: this is the Nepali Cisicinimatasirasamucchaya,
which states in its first verse that the cult of Cificini was founded by a figure
named Siddhanatha. Cifcin1 (“tamarind”) is moreover identified with
Kubjika, the goddess whose cult lies at the heart of the Western Transmis-
sion.*' Siddhanatha is, according to a number of texts, an alternative name
for Matsyendranath, whose name is also cited in the Kubjikanityabnikati-
laka as one of the appellations of its fifth teacher.*

Inasmuch as he stands as the prototypical Siddha, I return to the pivotal
figure of Matsyendra throughout this and the next chapter. In addition to
having a role within the Western Transmission, Matsyendra is also consid-
ered to have founded a number of other tantric clans. More than this, he
is at once revered as the superhuman intermediary who transmitted—or
“brought down” (avatarita) from the divine to the human plane—the orig-
inal tantric revelation and as the human reformer responsible for having
transformed the old Kula tradition into “reformed” Kaulism.* As such, his
principal teaching, the K7iN, is a watershed for all manner of tantric and
Siddha traditions. In this work, Matsyendra describes himself as an adher-
ent of the sectarian Siddha Kaula, the founder of the Yogini Kaula, and
revealer of the (hathayogic) doctrine of Matsyodara (“Fish Belly”). The
K7iN is, in fact, one of the earliest Indian texts to make wide and general
use of the term “Siddha”; moreover, it anticipates the hatha yoga of later
Nith Siddhas (who also claim Matsyendra as their founder) and contains a
wide array of original data on tantric theory and practice.

Abhinavagupta singles out “Macchanda Vibhu” (Matsyendra) for praise

in the opening lines of his monumental a.p. 1000 Tantraloka* and incorpo-
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rates Matsyendra’s Yogini Kaula cult into the secret ritual of the Trika
Kaula virtuosi.* Elsewhere, Abhinavagupta calls Macchanda the great
Kaula master of his age, the kali yuga; and, following earlier scriptural
tradition, places Macchanda, together with his consort Konkani, in the
northern quadrant of the Siddha Cakra.** In this way as well, Matsyendra
may be identified with Konkanesvara (4): he is the lord (#5vara) of his con-
sort Konkana.

Now, it happens that both the scriptures of the Western Transmission*’
and the early works of Matsyendranith have, for centuries, been extant in
Nepal alone. How is it that revelations transmitted at a “Moon Island”
(Candradvipa) or “Moon Hill” (Candragiri) either on the west (the West-
ern Transmission’s Konkana) or east (the Yogini Kaula’s Kamaripa) coast
of India should now find themselves in a landlocked Himalayan valley? An
abundance of local legends explain Matsyendra’s “transfer” from Kama-
riipa to Nepal.® As for the latter toponym, a geographical explanation is
possible: Candragiri is the name of a hill located at the western end of the
Kathmandu Valley which was, according to myth, originally flooded, prior
to being drained by Manjusri: this western Moon Mountain would origi-
nally have been a Moon Island.* Another probable explanation is of a his-
torical order. There exist significant medieval links between southwestern
and eastern India on the one hand, and Nepal on the other, by which the
transplantation of these cults can be explained. From the early twelfth cen-
tury onwards, the Kathmandu Valley was penetrated first by religious
proponents of south Indian Saivism and subsequently by kings from the
Deccan region. Following the fourteenth-century Malla restoration,
priests from Bengal and the Deccan officiated in temples in the city of
Bhaktapur, at the shrine of Pasupatinith, and elsewhere in the Kathmandu
Valley.*® A number of Nepali religious institutions and traditions reflect
this historical connection, down to the present day.’! A third, esoteric, ex-
planation for these toponyms will be discussed in chapter eight.

Nepal’s relative isolation has also fostered the preservation of forms of
Hindu tantrism that have long since disappeared from India itself. The
Kathmandu Valley remains a “living museum” of both Hindu and Buddhist
tantrism, in which czryi songs belonging to the same tradition as that of
the seventh- through twelfth-century Siddhacaryas continue to be sung at
religious performances, where the old Western Transmission cult of Kub-
jika continues to be observed,’ and where hordes of tantric Bhairavas and
Kalis continue to receive blood sacrifices on a massive scale.
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3. Excursus: The Nine Naths, the Twelve Pantbs,
and the Historical Gorakhnith

At this point, it becomes necessary, for historiographical reasons, that
we trace the origins of the Nath sampradiya or Nath panth, the institu-
tionalized religious order or sect of the Nath Siddhas. The reason for
this is simple. It is entirely impossible to make historical sense of the Nath
Siddhas if we fail to separate pre-thirteenth-century legend from post-
thirteenth-century historical fact. Armed with this interpretive tool, we
will be able to neatly bypass such burning nonissues as whether Gorakh-
nath was originally a Buddhist living in eastern India and at the same time
dovetail historical and geographical evidence for a western Indian origin
of the Nath Siddhas with data concerning the Rasa Siddhas, such as that
found in the AK list.

The point I wish to make here is that the Nath sampradiya, a great medi-
eval changing house for western Indian sectarian Saivism, could not have
emerged prior to the late twelfth to early thirteenth century a.p. I will
show that this was not a monolithic order, but rather a confederation of
groups claiming a similar body of Saiva and Siddha tradition, the basis for
whose unity was and remains (1) the identification of the twelfth- through
thirteenth-century historical Gorakhniath with earlier historical, legend-
ary, or divine figures named Gorakh or Goraksa; (2) the retrospective asso-
ciation of this or some earlier Gorakh—often in the role of guru or dis-
ciple—with founders of other Siddha or Saiva sects and clans, many of
which came to be absorbed into the Nath sampradiya, (3) the transforma-
tion of the abstract concept of the Nine Niths into a number of quasi-
historical lineages; and (4) the continued appropriation, in later centuries,
by groups outside the Nath sampradaya, of the names Gorakh and other of
the Nine Niths as a means to integrating themselves into that order.

* We begin our discussion by undertaking a conceptual archaeology of
the Nine Naths (navanitha). To date, no scholar has ever doubted that
these were ever anything but a group of legendary, if not historical figures.
But what we find when we look at the Nine Naths historically is that they
were, at least a century prior to their transformation into historical lin-
eages, an abstract or symbolic category belonging to the Western Trans-
mission. The earliest veiled reference that we find to this group is found
in the Kubjikamata which calls a (presumably divine) Nath the “lord of the
nine cakras” (natho navacakresvarab), “founder of all the Siddha [lineages]”
(sarvasiddhanam . . . samvyavasthitah), and “governer of the six cities [cak-
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ras?], lord of the Kaulas and leader of the Kula” (sadpuradbipatirnithab kau-
lisah kulandyakab).”* We have already mentioned a later text belonging
to the same tradition: this is the Kubjikanityahnikatilaka, which relates that
the clan was founded, in Konkana, by Srinatha, who was accompanied by
“twice nine Naths” He emanated into three Siddhas, who had nine sons
whom they made their disciples; from these originated the sixteen dis-
ciples.** Two later works place an equally allegorical gloss on the Nine
Niths: the Tantrardja Tantra correlates the Nine Niths with the nine
bodily orifices,’* while the Tantra Mabirnava identifies eight Nath Siddhas
with the eight cardinal directions. This latter list places Adinath at the
“center” of the Indian universe, in the land of Kuruksetra; a location that
would correspond to a widespread Kaula doctrine, which calls the central
pitha of its mystic universe the Adipitha.*® According to the Western Trans-
mission, the supreme goddess (Para, Kubjiki) dwells in a pitha of the same
name: radiating out from her are eight other such centers, at each of which
is found a Nith through whom she generates her empowering energy.”’
Here, the Nine Niths appear to be nothing other than a nonuplication
of Matsyendranith: they are the superhuman intermediaries who brought
the Western Transmission teachings down to earth.’® In the $SS and the
Samvartarthaprakasa, two other works of the Western Transmission, this
group of nine (abstract) Niths is doubled into a set of eighteen Naths or
Siddhas. In this light, it is noteworthy that Tamil tradition holds that there
were originally nine Sittars, before their number was doubled to eigh-
teen.” Finally, the abstract or symbolic becomes merged with the historical
in the vernacular Gorakh Upanisad, whose list of the Nine Niths begins
with seven stages in an emanatory schema, followed by a set of eight “his-
torical” Nath Siddhas, of which Matsyendra is the first and Gorakh the
last.®

When, however, the aggregate of the Nine Naths came to be identified,
some time in the twelfth to thirteenth century, with the legendary or his-
torical founders of the Nath sampradaya, the “historical” name that headed
most lists was that of Matsyendra. If, as many have done,*' we conflate
Matsyendra[-nath] with Mina[-nath] and Lui[-pa] (all three names can be
loosely taken to mean “Lord of Fishes”), we find that it is he whose name
figures the most frequently (together with Goraksa, Carpati, and Nagar-
juna) in the Siddha lists we have compared to this point (six times). Next
in frequency are Caurangi, Vyadi, Adinath, Tanti/ Tintini, Karnari/
Kaneri, and Bhairava (five times), followed by Jalandhara, Kanthadi, and
Govinda (four times). Of these, the following names appear in all three
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types of Siddha lists—i.e., of the Indo-Tibetan Siddhacaryas, Indian Ma-
hasiddha yogins, and Indian Rasa Siddhas: Matsyendra-Mina, Goraksa,
Naigiarjuna, Carpati, Caurangi, Tanti / Tintini, Karnari / Kaneri, and Kan-
thadi. In fact, many of these names correspond to most frequently ap-
pearing names in the myriad lists of the nine “historical” Nath Siddhas.
The most commonly occurring names in such lists are (1) Matsyendra,
(2) Gorakh, (3) Carpati, (4) Jalandhara, (5) Kaneri, and (6) Caurangi. Also
figuring in many lists are (7) Nagarjuna, (8) Bhartrhari, and (9) Gopicand
(Govinda-candra, who is never identified with Govinda the alchemist).

* There exist a seemingly infinite number of permutations on this set of
nine, with historical and subsectarian variants abounding. Adinath is often
added to head the list, in the role of creator god or demiurge: this is a
tradition that dates back at least to the Kularnava Tintra (6.63), which
places him at the head of the divine stream (divyaugha) in its enumeration
of the founding Kaula gurus.®’ Furthermore, there are regional variations
in the name employed for any given Nath Siddha: just as Matsyendra can
become Mina; so Nagarjuna can become Nagnath or Arjun Niga; Kaneri
either Karnari, Krsnapada, or Kianha; Gorakh Goraksa; Carpati either Kar-
pati or Carpata; Caurangi Paran Bhagat; and Jalandhara Hadi-pa. By way
of illustrating such variants, I offer four lists of the nine founding Naths,
all of which date from the thirteenth through sixteenth centuries. In Ben-
gal, two sources dating from the seventeenth century but harking back to
earlier traditions® provide the following data (in which the ninth Nath is
lacking): (1) Adinath (identified with Siva) is the founder of the order; his
two disciples are (2) Minanith (Matsyendranith) and (3) Jalandhari-pa
(Hadi Siddha); (4) Gorakhnath is the disciple of Minanath; (5) Queen
Mayanamati the disciple of Gorakhnith; (6) Kanha-pa and (7) Gopicand
the disciples of Jalandhari-pa; and Bail Bhadai (8) the disciple of Kanha-
pa. According to a thirteenth- to fourteenth-century Maharashtran
source,™ the divine founder of the clan is (Visnu-)Dattatreya, who is the
guru of (1) Matsyendranith and (2) Jvalendra (Jalandharanath). Matsyen-
dra is the guru of (3) Gorakhnath, (4) Carpati, and (5) Revana; while Jva-
lendra is the guru of (6) Karina-pa (Karnari-pa); (7) Bhartrhari and (8)
Gopicand. Gorakhnath is the guru of (9) Gahaninath. The third list is
found in a ca. A.D. 1400 Telugu text from Andhra Pradesh, the Navandtha-
caritra of Gaurana, which was written at the behest of the abbot of a Saiva
monastery at Srisailam.®® The fourth list is adapted from a ca. sixteenth-
century parampara recorded in the Punjab,* which gives the following suc-
cession: Sakti and Siva (1) initiated Ude (2), second of the Nine Niths and
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founder of the Jogi panth. His descendants were two demons, Rudragan
and Jalandhar. Descended from Jalandhar, the demon convert and initiate,
were Matsyendra (3) and Jalandhari-pa (3). Matsyendra was the guru of
Gorakh (5), Arjan Naga (6), and the father and guru of the two Jain
tirthankaras Nimnith and Parasnath (7). Jalandhari-pa’s disciples were
Bartrinath (Bhartrhari) (8) and Kanipa (Kanha-pa) (9).*

Bengal Maharashtra Andhra Punjab

1. Adi Matsyendra Sivanath Siva

2. Mina Jalandhara Mina Ude (Udaya)

3. Jalandhari Gorakh Sarangdhara®® Matsyendra

4. Gorakh Carpata Goraksa Jalandhari-pa

5. Mayanamati Revana Meghnid Gorakh

6. Kanha-pa Karina Naigirjuna Arjan Naga

7. Gopicand Bhartrhari Siddhabuddha Nim-/Piras-nith
8. Bail Bhadai Gopicand Virapiksa Bartrinath

9. Gahani Kanika Kanipa

Elsewhere, multiple lists of names of the founders of the twelve “offi-
cial” subdivisions of the Nath order (barab panth)—generally disciples of
either Matsyendra or Gorakh—often include Bhartrhari, Gopicand, Caur-
angi, Nagnath, and Satyanath (or Satnith).”” Once again, the lineages of
masters and disciples (guruparamparis) of these subdivisions are useful
in dating the origins of the Nath Siddhas as a structured religious order
(sampradiya), as opposed to an idealized list of names, a body of legend, or
a corpus of literature. All of these data point to a twelfth- to thirteenth-
century western Indian watershed, which witnessed a major realignment
of a number of preexisting Saiva religious orders, the creation of a number
of new orders, and the appearance of a “canon” of literature on the tech-
nical and experiential aspects of hatha yoga. This historical convergence
lends credence to the notion that a historical figure, named Gorakhnith,
actually founded a new religious order—the Nath sampradaya—in this
period.

By way of demonstration, let us look at the suborder of the Nath san-
pradaya known as the Vairag panth, which was, according to tradition,
tounded by Bhartrhari, a thirteenth-century disciple of Gorakhnath.” The
current head of this suborder is a householder Nath named Narayan Nath,
whose family compound, in a village named Padu Kala (Meerta City tehsil,
Nagaur district, Rajasthan) is attached to a temple containing a dozen



94
Chapter Four

extremely worn burial tumuli (sezzadhis). These are, according to Narayan
Nath, the tumuli of Bhartrhari’s immediate disciples, as well as of certain
of the twenty-six other Nath Siddhas—most of whom he could name from
memory—who had intervened between Bhartrhari and himself as titular
leaders of that subsect. If these samadhis do indeed contain the bodily re-
mains of seven centuries of Nith Siddhas (and they certainly appear to be
very ancient), they constitute stronger evidence for the actual institutional
existence of this sect than do the lists, legends, and even writings of its
purported founders that have come down to us.”

Another piece of archaeological evidence, also from the thirteenth cen-
tury, is an A.D. 1279 inscription from Karnataka (Jagalur taluka), which
records the donation of a village by a general of the Yadava king Ramacan-
dra to a “yogi world-conquerer” (yogi cakravarti) named Prasada Deva. In
this inscription, we find what appears to be an enumeration of Prasida
Deva’s lineage: “Adigadedunatha Caturaraginatha Gorakhanatha Vistara-
devi . . . natha Kahalinavi [Kanthadi?] Surppananatha Lonanatha Narana-
tha pantha” Although no one of the twelve modern subsects of the Nath
sampradaya appears to ever have been based in Karnataka, the ancient and
prestigious monastery of Kadri, located on “Jogi Hill” on the northern
outskirts of Mangalore, is a permanent fixture of Nathdom, and it is the
founding lineage of the abbots of this monastery that is recorded in this
inscription.”? Located in the monastery precincts at Kadri is a certain Maii-
junitha temple, whose principal image, of Lokanitha, was dedicated in
A.D. 968. In the inscription that records that dedication, it is stated that
“the image of the god Loke$vara [was placed] in the beautiful vibara of
Kadirika.” Now, vibara is a term that can refer only to a Buddhist mona-
stery; this, in conjunction with a number of other indices (Lokanatha-
Lokesvara’s three-faced image conforms with northern descriptions of the
Buddhist Avalokitesvara, etc.), indicates that coastal Karnataka and Kadri
were Buddhist until shortly before the end of the tenth century. All of this
is most interesting, in the context of the ca. twelfth-century Western
Transmission legend, related above, which stated that the “Nine Naths” of
Konkana converted from Buddhism to Hinduism after the collapse of their
monastery,” and in light of the fact that Nath Siddha traditions at Kadri
maintain that the Mafjunatha appeared, in the form of the three-faced im-
age of Lokanatha, to the three Jogi gurus Gorakhnath, Matsyendranath,
and Sarmganath. Shrines to these three founders enclose the vibara-temple
of Mafijunatha.” The Kadri monastery is also the venue for a number of
Nath legends, and is mentioned by the Italian traveler Pietro della Valle,
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who in 1624 visited “the famous hermitage of Cadiri” to see the “Batinate
(panthi nath?], called King of the Gioghi [Yogis].””* It was also on this coast
that Marco Polo encountered his “Ciugi” alchemists, in or around the
year 1295.

While we can be certain that a historical Matsyendranith lived and
wrote at least two centuries before the symbolic Nine Naths begin to ap-
pear in twelfth-century Western Transmission sources, the notion of nine
historical figures who, taken as an aggregate, constituted the Nine Naths
probably did not solidify until the foundation, by Gorakhnith, of the Nith
sampradaya as an institutionalized religious order, in the twelfth to thir-
teenth century. Additional datable evidence from this period includes the
Maharashtran Jiidne$vara’s ca. A.n. 1290 reference to Gorakhnith as his
guru’s guru’s guru;’® and a reference in Visobakhecara’s thirteenth-century
Ghatasthala to the founders of his lineage as Adinath, Minanath, and
Gorakhnith. This proof is also supported, apophatically, by further evi-
dence from Maharashtra. Less than a century prior to Jiianesvara, Mu-
kundarija, the first poet to write in the Marathi medium, gives an account
of his lineage in his Vivekasindbu. Adinatha, who founded the lineage, had
Harinatha (a.0. 1159-86) for his disciple. Harinatha’s disciples were
Surendranatha, Bharatinatha, Janardana, Nagnatha, Visvambharnatha, and
Raghunatha—with the last of these being Mukundaraja’s guru.”” Here, we
are presented with a lineage founded by Adinatha, and in which a large
number of individuals whose names end in -nitha are figured, but from
whose number Gorakhnith is conspicuously absent. Another early
Marathi-language work, the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Lila Caritra of
Cakradhara Svami, founder of the Mahanubhava sampradiya, also lists
number of familiar Nith Siddhas, with the significant omission of Gorakh-
nath.” Gorakhnith’s appearance, in Jiidnesvara’s A.n. 1290 Fianesvari, as
the disciple of a semidivine Matsyendra and as Jiianesvara’s guru’s guru’s
guru, indicates the appearance of the historical reformer Gorakhnith on
the western Indian scene in the late twelfth to early thirteenth century.

Additional evidence of the same order may be elicited from an a.p. 1030
inscription from Karnataka (Nelamangala taluka) which commemorates
the founding of a Siddhesvara (“Lord of the Siddhas”) temple there. While
this inscription names the Candrapuri (“Moon City”) of Western Trans-
mission tradition, a founding guru named Adinitha, and a number of other
figures with names ending in -natha, as well as the orthodox Saiva textual
corpus (szivagama), it makes no reference to Gorakh or any one of the
“authorized” nine founders the Nath Siddhas:™
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At the foot of a wonderful tree in Candrapuri, [which is] situated
in the Western Ocean, Adinatha is installed. By merely recalling his
excellent lotus feet, the residual effects of acts commited in past lives
are destroyed. His disciple . . . was Chayadhinatha [“Shadow Adina-
tha” His disciple was Stambhanitha] ... His son, versed in the
meaning of the Kilagama, was the yati Dvipanatha . . . His disciple
was born Mauninatha munipa. The bearer of the latter’s commands
was Ripasiva [the priest given charge of the temple] . .. devoted to
the sazivagama.

As is common practice, the founder of the Siddhesvara temple traces
the lineage of its priest back to the divine founder of his sectarian tradition.
As such the greatest historical interest of this guruparampari lies in the fact
that it does 7or mention the traditional “historical” founders of the Nath
Siddhas (who figure in the later A.p. 1279 Kadri inscription, from the same
region, mentioned above), even as it commemorates the founding of
a “Siddha” temple. In this, it supports the proof elicited from the Mahar-
ashtran data a moment ago. There were, prior to the thirteenth century, a
number of groups, mainly Saiva, who called themselves Siddhas, as well
as groups whose founding gurus had the suffix -natha appended to their
names. There were, however, no groups calling themselves Siddhas with
names ending in -ndtha who traced their lineage back to a founder named
Gorakhnath prior to this time. It is not until the thirteenth century that
such specifically “Gorakhnathi” lineages suddenly appear, in at least half a
dozen places in western India.

It is, moreover, to the same period that the major Sanskrit-language
hathayogic works of Gorakhnath, as well as a “canonical” body of vernacu-
lar mystic poetry—attributed to Gorakhnath and others and written in a
mixture of Old Rajasthani (Dingal), Old Punjabi, Khadi Boli, and Apa-
bhramsa—are dated.* We also find external references to Gorakhnath in
(1) the hatha yoga section of the Sarngadbara Paddbati, a work dating from
the thirteenth to fourteenth century;*' (2) the a.n. 1372 foundation of the
important Niath monastery at Dhinodara (Kacch district, Gujarat) by
Dharamnith;* and (3) two Kathmandu Valley inscriptions, dating from
A.D. 1382 and 1391, left by “a follower of the sect of Gorakha,” and by a
Yogi named Acintanith.® Prior to this surge of solid historical data, rein-
forced by the literary evidence of the thirteenth-century “canon” attrib-
uted to Gorakhnith, we have little but legend to go on.
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A significant volume of evidence, then—archaeological, literary, and in-
scriptional—points to the institutionalization of the Nath sampradaya, via
the recognition of Gorakhnath and other figures as its historical founders,
in the thirteenth century. What appears to have occurred was the “Gorakh-
ization” of disparate monasteries (Kadri), lineages (the Vairag panth), and
even entire religious orders (the Pasupatas and Kapalikas), which became
absorbed into this new institutional entity. In the case of the latter two old
Saiva orders, an .. 1287 inscription from Somnath (Junagadh district,
Guyjarat), the original homeland of the Pasupata sect, is significant, inas-
much as we find in it the name of Gorakh appearing together, for the first
time, with that of the “Lakulisas” (i.e., of Pasupatas).* In many ways, the
Nath Siddhas appear to be the direct heirs to the Pasupatas and Kapalikas.

Saiva sectarianism in fact begins, some eleven hundred years before
the advent of Gorakhnith, with this former order, whose teachings were
revealed by Srikantha or Nilakantha Siva himself to the sect’s founder
Lakulisa—the “Lord with the Stave”—who hailed from Kayavarohana
(the modern Karvan, Baruch district, Gujarat) in the first half of the second
century. The Pasupatas were the prototypes of the Saiva ascetic, whose
daily “bathing” in ashes, antisocial behavior, sectarian markings, goals of
siddbis and bodily immortality, and even an emphasis on “yoga”* have
been passed down to present day Saivites via such sects as the Kapalikas.
This latter group, which emerged in the beginning of the first millennium
of the common era, constituted the more heterodox, left wing of Saiva
sectarianism. Situated at the orthodox end of the Saiva spectrum in this
period were the Kalamukhas, mainly based in Karnataka, and the Saiva
Siddhantins, who were based in both south (Tamil Nadu in particular) and
north (Madhya Pradesh, Kashmir) India.

While the Pasupatas and Kapalikas were clearly the forerunners of the
Nith Siddhas, and whereas the disappearance of the Kalamukhas more or
less coincided with the appearance of the Virasaivas in the Deccan, it is the
Saiva Siddhantins who have defined mainstream Saiva ritual devotionalism
for the past twelve hundred years or more. Saiva Siddhanta was, by the ninth
century, the Saiva orthodoxy of both north and south India.* Following this
ninth-century watershed, however, a north-south rift developed, with much
of Kashmir Saiva metaphysics being propelled in the direction of a nondual-
istidealist gnoseology by such great theoreticians as Abhinavagupta and the
south remaining dualist and more concerned with external practice than in-
ner realization. Because, however, the Nath Siddhas have historically sub-
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scribed to none of the central tenets or canons of the Saiva Siddhanta ortho-
doxy—devotion to Siva, external worship, conventional behavior—this
important tradition need not concern us further.*’

A number of Nath Siddha traditions maintain that there originally ex-
isted twelve Saiva subgroups—the “Yogis” of the post-Gupta age; i.e. Pasu-
patas, Kapilikas, Kialamukhas, etc.—to which Gorakhnith added another
twelve of his own creation.®™ These figures are indirectly supported by a
list from the relatively recent Sabara Tantra (quoted in the ca. seventeenth-
century Goraksa Siddbanta Samgraba) of the “twelve Kapalika teachers” and
their twelve “disciples” The former list, which is headed by Adinitha, con-
tains names that hark back to the older Saiva orders: Kala, Karala, Maha-
kala, Kalabhairava-natha, Vatuka, Bhutanatha, Viranatha, Srikan;ha, etc.
In the latter list, of the twelve “disciples” of these teachers, we recognize
the names of the traditional founders of a number of the twelve panths of
institutionalized Nathdom: Nagnath (or Nigarjuna), Satyanath (or Sat-
nath), Goraksa, Carpata, Vairagya (Bhartrhari), Kanthadhari (Kanthadi),
Jalandhara, etc.*’

Nith Siddha tradition further maintains that the twelve Saivite orders
and the twelve Gorakhnithi orders battled one another, with all but six of
each of the two groups being destroyed. These twelve surviving orders
were confederated by Gorakhnith to form the twelve original panths of
the Nath sampradaya.* All of these twelve original subsects were based in
Saivism’s ancient heartland, i.e., the northwestern part of the Indian sub-
continent (Gujarat, Punjab, Sind, Rajasthan), with one group, the Rawals
or Nagnathis, having its base in Afghanistan.”’ This configuration or con-
federation has changed over the centuries: twentieth-century enumera-
tions of the twelve panths base two of these in Bengal, one in Orissa, one in
Nepal, and one (the important Gorakhpur monastery) in Uttar Pradesh.”

The emergence of the Nath Siddhas or Nath sampradiya was probably
of a less dramatic order than that described in this legend. Its coalescence,
both prior and subsequent to the institutional organization founded by
Gorakhnath, was more likely a gradual process, catalyzed by the itinerant
lifestyles of India’s sadhus and the oral communications network they have
always maintained at the many pan-Indian pilgrimage sites they have fre-
quented over the past seven centuries. The end result of this process was
the loose confederation of lineages that is today known as the barab panth,
a hydra-headed group with no single leader,”* which holds general assem-
blies of sorts on the occasions of major religious festivals (for example, at
the kumbba melas at Hardwar and Allahabad).”* The term panth, “path,” is
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a significant one here; one who belongs to a panth is a panthi, a “path-taker,”
and an itinerant lifestyle has long been the hallmark of the Nath order.

For our purposes, it is most important to note that the twelfth- to
thirteenth-century Gorakhnith, while he was a reformer, innovator, and sys-
tematizer, did not innovate either the techniques of hatha yoga or the Nith
sampradaya out of whole cloth. There was already something there: an em-
bryonic hathayogic tradition, a body of legend in which there already figured
a Siddha or Vidyadhara named Goraksa or Gorakh, and several religious or-
ders and sects, some of whose adherents were already calling themselves
“Nath” or “Siddha” before Gorakhnath appeared on the scene.”

While such may, at first blush, appear to be overly facile, we may quite
safely characterize the emergence of the Nath Siddhas as a marriage be-
tween Naths (i.e., Saiva groups— Pasupatas, Kapalikas, and Saktas—for
whom Siva had long been called Nath, “Lord”) and Siddhas (Mahesvara
and Rasa Siddhas and Sittars; as well as the Buddhist Siddhacaryas)* which
took the institutionalized form of the Naith sampradiya. Starting in this
period, all manner of preexisting Saivite and Siddha clans, lineages, or sects
would have funneled themselves into the Nith suborders or have been
identified as Nath Siddhas by outside sources. In addition to groups al-
ready mentioned, we also find the Vaisnava Avadhuta sempradaya (founded
by Dattatreya),”” Dasnami Nigas, Jains, Sufi Muslims, and a group of snake
charmers claiming allegiance, in the fourteenth and later centuries, to one
or another of the twelve subsects.” By claiming descent from Gorakh or
Matsyendra, or some other founding Nith Siddha, these various groups
grafted themselves onto what they considered to be a past with a future.”

It appears that, from the outset, there have always been more candidates
for the twelve “slots” than there have been panths, which has made for a
protean aggregate.'® Indeed, even the correct name for members of the
aggregate I have been blithely referring to as the Nath Siddhas is a matter
of disagreement. Other terms include: Yogi or Jogi, which is both too broad
a term, covering as it does all manner of itinerant sadhus, including certain
of the historical forerunners of the present order,'"! and too pejorative,
since fogi has long been the name of a scheduled caste in India;'** Kanphata
(“split-eared”) Yogi, which applies to the sectarian marking of some, but
not all, cenobitic members of this order, who wear great earrings (kundalas,
mudras, darsanas) through the thick of their ears, which are bored open
upon full initiation; Gorakbnathi, which evokes the name of the founder or
reformer of the institutional order (however, many suborders trace their
lineage back to Matsyendra or Jalandhara, and not Gorakh, and those who
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claim descent from Jalandhara generally eschew the kundala earrings, even
upon full initiation, and call themselves “Aughars,” rather than “Kanpha-
tas” or “Darsanis”);'"* and Nath Panthi or Nath Sampradayi, which appear
to be overly institutional in their emphasis.

If we are to judge from recent publications coming out of the important
Gorakhpur monastery, Nath Siddha, the term I employ, is the term most
favored by the leadership of the order itself.'** This is also a term that ac-
knowledges the historical Saiva and Siddha roots of the sect, roots evoked
in the Yogabija of Gorakhnith, which evokes both the siddha-mata (Siddha
doctrine), and the natha marga (Nath path).!** It also acknowledges the fact
that most adherents to this sect suffix their names with -z4th.'* Having
said this, we must allow that the reality of the situation cannot be decanted
into the neat typologies I have been attempting to generate here. So it is
that we find, under the umbrella heading of Nath Siddha, Nath sampra-
diaya—or any of the other alternatives enumerated—notions of both sect
and subcaste (especially among the large communities of householder
Naths found scattered throughout north India) and a wide array of lineage
claims, as well as variations in dress, vows, devotional worship, and forms
of behavior that appear to be both regional and sectarian in origin.'””

At this point, let us return to the AK list, which was the point of depar-
ture for this long excursus on the sectarian origins of the Siddhas. Our
hypothesis—that the Nath sampradiya emerged in the early thirteenth
century as a great medieval changing house of Saiva and Siddha sectarian-
ism—is supported by this source. Here, our thirteenth-century terminus
ante quem is clearly demonstrated by the fact that no alchemical source
prior to the fourteenth-century AK lists the “Nine Niths,” including Gor-
akh (whose name it sanskritizes to Goraksa), in its Rasa Siddha lists. In the
final analysis, the myriad Siddha lists of eleventh- to fifteenth-century In-
dia provide us with the pool of names, mystic disciplines, and sectarian
orientations that would come to funnel themselves into the Nath order,
confederated in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century by the western
Indian reformer Gorakhnith. This order, which inherited the techniques
of tantric alchemy from the Rasa Siddhas, would transform that discipline
into what we have termed Siddha alchemy, the melding of external alchemy
with internal hathayogic practice, as such was taught by the tenth-century
Matsyendra and systematized by the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Go-
rakh. It is in this sense that all manner of medieval Indian traditions have
been quite correct in their retrospective identifications of the Nath Siddhas
with the tantric alchemists, the semidivine revealers or transmitters of



101
Sources for the History of Tantric Alchemy
Saiva and Sakta traditions,'™ as well as with the seventh- to twelfth-century
founders of tantric Buddhism, known as the Mahisiddhas or Siddhacaryas.

4. Sorting Out the Siddhas

While the Nith Siddhas have left us burial tumuli and a living (though
perhaps not thriving) institutional order—in which disciples are initiated
by gurus, often in a monastic setting, within the barab panth structure—all
that the Rasa Siddhas have bequeathed us are lists of names and a corpus
of alchemical literature.. Just as there are no gurus initiating disciples into
alchemical orders or lineages today,!* we can be quite certain—in spite of
the Rasa Siddha lists and scattered references one finds to the Rase$vara
doctrine (darsana, mata), or to alchemical initiations of disciples by
gurus—that there never were institutionalized orders of alchemists in me-
dieval India.

This is supported in the classic R4, which, like a number of other al-
chemical sources, discusses alchemical gurus, disciples, and initiation, but
which simply states, on the subject of lineages, that the guru should be
“devoted to the kula-marga” and “the member of a true order (satsamipra-
dayin)” """ More significant is its contention (1.27) that “to those who say
this [alchemical] order (sampradaya) is not a ‘womb,’ it is maintained that
mercury is a ‘womb.”!"! In the context of tantric doctrines according to
which initiation into an order, i.e., a clan, consists in partaking of the “clan-
nectar” that streams from the womb of the Goddess, this statement is a
defense of the fact that the medieval alchemists were “biologically” linked
through initiation, even if theirs was not an institutionalized sect. Quick-
silver entrepreneurs, they took their initiation directly from Siva.

This squares with the rare autobiographical data the alchemical authors
offer in their own writings, which indicate that these figures were attached
to royal courts, rather than to any monastic or religious order. The
mercury-eating regular and secular orders about which Marco Polo and
Frangois Bernier wrote belonged to “Yogi” (i.e., Siddha alchemical), and
not Rasa (i.e., tantric alchemical) lineages.

At this point, we must clarify the position of yet another Siddha tradi-
tion, an aggregate that overlaps many of the other Siddha groups I have
been discussing. This is a group called the Mahesvara Siddhas. As their
name indicates, this group defines itself by its devotion to Siva, the Great
Lord (mabesvara); and in fact nearly every Saiva sect, school, or institu-
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tion—the Pasupatas, Kapalikas, Kilamukhas, Saiva Siddhantins, and Vira-
Saivas (or Lingayatas)—has called itself or been called Mahesvara.''? Ety-
mology and logic would then lead one to conclude that the term mabesvara
siddba ought to apply to any mystic devotee of Siva Mahesvara who has
perfected (siddba) himself through his practice. The specific use of the term
is more restricted, however, and relates directly to our subject. The
Mahesvara Siddhas were, generally, alchemists who did not seek bodily im-
mortality (jlvanmukti) as the final goal of their practice, but rather aspired
to another sort of liberation (paramukti). Rather than a perfected (siddba-
deba) or adamantine (vajradeba) physical body, the Mahesvara Siddhas’ goal
was a divine body (divyadeba) of a more ethereal, even incorporeal nature.
At times, one has the impression that the Mahesvara alchemists (the au-
thors of the Rasabrdaya Tantra [RHT] and Rasopanisat [RU] are examples)
were seeking the same sort of liberation (70ksa) that nearly all mainstream
Hindus aspire to—i.e., the absorption of the individual soul (a#7zan) into
the absolute (brdhman)—and that their alchemy was merely a means
to prolonging the lives of bodies within which their hearts and intel-
lects could discover their innate unity with the universal essence. Such is
also the purport of the “Rase$vara Darsana” chapter of Madhavacarya’s
fourteenth-century Sarvadarsana Samgraba, which opens with the state-
ment: “Other Miahesvaras there are who, while they hold to the identity of
self with Paramesvara, insist upon the principle that the liberation in this
life taught in all the systems depends upon the stability of the body, and
therefore celebrate the virtues of 7as4 . .. as a means for stability of the
body.” As minister to King Bukku I (a.p. 1356—77) of Vijayanagara (mod-
ern Hampi, Bellary district, Karnataka), Madhavacarya identified what he
termed the “revealed system of the Lord of Mercury” with the doctrines of
the Miahesvara Siddhas, who were active there in his time.!"* This emphasis
differs radically from that of both the Nath Siddhas and the RA, whose
powerful rhetoric regarding the this-worldly nature of bodily liberation
will be discussed in chapter six.'"*

In practical terms, the alchemy of the Mahesvara Siddhas was more
therapeutic than transmutational, for which reason it funneled directly
into south Indian Siddha medicine. In certain sources, the distinction be-
tween this group and the Rasa or Nath Siddhas is cast in more subtle terms,
with the distinction between visuddba-mayi and maba-mayi categories be-
ing emphasized. A legend from a Virasaiva source illustrates the difference
between the two sectarian and philosophical perspectives. Gorakhnith and
Allama Prabhu (also known as Prabhudeva, no. 52 in the RRS [c] list) have



103

Sources for the History of Tantric Alchenry

a siddhi contest. When Allama Prabhu takes a sword to Gorakh, its blade
shatters on his adamantine body; when Gorakh does the same to Allama
Prabhu, it passes through his body, which is wholly ethereal. Allama
Prabhu then chides Gorakh, saying that such bodily density is merely the
mark of a density of illusion.'* Another Virasaiva source maintains that it
was Allama Prabhu who initiated Gorakh and Nagirjuna into the alchemi-
cal arts at Srisailam. Yet the same Allama Prabhu (and he was not alone in
this) scorns Gorakh and the Nath Siddhas for the “this-bodily” emphasis
of their alchemy.!'® We may therefore conclude that while all or some of
the Mahesvara Siddhas may have been alchemists, and while certain of
the Virasaivas may have even been itinerant alchemists, they were not al-
chemists of the same stripe as the Nath Siddhas, the Siddha alchemists of
medieval India.

The Mihesvara Siddhas were concentrated in the Deccan and western
coastal region of India.""” As noted, a Siddhesvara temple was dedicated,
in A.D. 1030, in coastal Karnataka. Several centuries earlier, a number of
temples to Siva Siddhesvara were constructed in the Srisailam region of
Andhra Pradesh, in the Deccan.!"® Elsewhere, architectural or archaeologi-
cal data provide us with very few clues to the history of tantric alchemy.
The Visnudbharmottara Purina, a ca. eighth-century Kashmiri text that is
most attentive to the iconography and plastic reproduction of divine im-
ages, contains descriptions of mercurial preparations used to coat stone
sculptures and thereby increase their resistance to the elements.'” The al-
leged presence of mercury and other elements in a number of metal images
from the Buddhist monastic university complex at Nalanda (Bihar) would
indicate that alchemy was part of its curriculum prior to its destruction in
the twelfth century.'*® A ca. twelfth-century sculpted image, dominating
the southern facade of the sikhara of the Menial (Mahiniadakala) temple
in the Bhilwara district of southeastern Rajasthan is said to be a representa-
tion of Siva Rase$vara.’’! In Malaysia, the foundations of a twelfth- to
thirteenth-century Siva temple containing a mercurial /inga and other al-
chemically prepared elements are evidence for the spread of medieval
Hindu alchemy to greater India.'*

This paucity of hard evidence and a plethora of mythic references have
spawned a number of wild hypotheses concerning the origins and chronol-
ogy of Indian alchemy. A persistent theory has it that the Muslim conquests
drove the Buddhist alchemists in residence of such intellectual centers
as Nalanda (Nalanda district, Bihar) south into the Deccan or up into the
northern perimeter of the subcontinent, where they converted to Hindu-
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ism or took on Hindu disciples. According to this theory, the great works
of Hindu tantric alchemy would have issued from this diaspora, in such
far-flung places as Bhutan, Srisailam, Devagiri (the capital of the Yadavas,
in present-day Maharashtra), and Junagadh (Gujarat). A parallel theory,
dear to historians of medieval Hindu sectarianism, maintains that the Nath
Siddhas were originally a group of Buddhists who apostasized in the face
of the Muslim invasions in order to continue their tantric practices. Both
theories, attractive as they may appear as explanations for the medieval
emergence of the Rasa Siddhas and Nath Siddhas respectively, are seri-
ously flawed.

Through the compounding of a scholarly error, first promulgated by
Prafulla Candra Ray'** in 1903, and later amplified by Sylvain Lévi, Jean
Filliozat, and Mircea Eliade,'** it has been standard practice, in the histori-
ography of Indian alchemy, to identify a work, attributed to Nagirjuna and
entitled Rasaratnikara (RRA), as India’s primal and primordial alchemical
classic. However, in an article written in 1983, Dominik Wujastyk'
proved that the so-called RRA of Nagarjuna was a conflation of three sepa-
rate texts: the RRA of Nityanatha, and the RM and Kaksaputa Tantra (KPT),
both authored by Nagirjuna. The youngest of these three works, the RM, a
derivative source which borrows extensively from other Hindu alchemical
tantras, is a thirteenth- to fourteenth-century work. It is unique, however,
in its dramatic presentation of a portion of its data (most of its fourth chap-
ter, which it shamelessly cribs from the RA4)"** in the form of a dialogue,
atop Srisailam, between the Madhyamika philosopher Nagirjuna, the Bud-
dhist goddess Prajiiaparamita, King Salivahana,'?" a yaksini haunting a sa-
cred fig tree, and a host of mainly Buddhist luminaries, including Ratna-
ghosa, Sarasena, and Nagabodhi. A smattering of Buddhist terminology
completes the tableau, leaving the superficial impression that the Nagar-
juna who authored the RM was the same figure as the Nagarjuna who had
received the Perfection of Wisdom teachings a millennium earlier.

In spite of the fact that this text is in every other respect a straightfor-
ward Hindu alchemical Tantra, which terms mercury barabija (the seed of
Hara, i.e., Siva), and invokes Saiva gods, goddesses, and tantric practices,
Ray finds in its fourth chapter proof positive that “the Rasaratnikara [sic]
seems to us to be a typical production representing the Mahayanist period
of intellectual activity and we may not be wide of the mark if we put down
7th or 8th century a.p. as its latest date” From here, Ray passes from the
specific to the universal: “From the sth to the r1th century a.p. the col-
leges in connection with the monasteries of Pataliputra, Nalanda, Vikra-
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masila, Udandapura, etc., were the great seats of learning . . . and alchemy
was included in the curricula of studies” Therefore, Ray concludes, most
of the early alchemical tantras were Buddhist.'** Later, in a very ambigu-
ously worded passage, Ray notes that the (then) recently discovered Kubji-
kamata “presupposes the existence of other schools and we have the
distinct mention of the Mahayana”; then, vaguely citing Shastri’s Cata-
logue, he quotes a passage from this work in which “Siva himself speaks
of parada (mercury) as his generative principle and eulogises its efficacy
when it has been killed six times.”'*” The Sanskrit, which he gives in a
footnote, is nowhere to be found in Shastri’s description of the Kubjika-
mata, nor have I been able to locate it in the manuscript which Ray claims
was Shastri’s source (NNA MSS no. 1-285 k«). Yet, Ray’s confabulations
have been duly reiterated by scholars, including me, throughout the twen-
tieth century.!*

In addition to the western scholars cited above—who accepted the Bud-
dhist cachet of Nagarjuna’s “Rasaratnikara” as authentic, and who thereby
subscribed to the theory that the foundations of Hindu tantric alchemy
were Buddhist—P. V. Sharma, India’s most respected historian of Ay-
urveda, is clearly following Ray when he states that

when, due to the 12th century advance of [Muhammad] Bakhtyar
Khilji, the universities of Nalanda and Vikramasila were deserted,
their scholars and scientists fled, some to Nepal, Bhutan, and Tibet,
and others to south India—most especially to Devagiri, where they
took refuge in the courts of the Yadava kings . . . In south India, rusa
sastra continued to develop under the custodianship of the Siddhas
[Sittars]. The Siddhas are said to have been eighteen in number . . .
They have been dated to the 1oth century and after."*!

In spite of the fact that the Muslim scholar Alberuni himself maintained
that the invasions of his own patron, Mahmud of Ghazni, was the cause
for the flight from western India of “the Hindu sciences,”!*? a number of
data militate against this hypothesis. The first of these is the absence of any
extant medieval Buddhist alchemical works outside of the Kalacakra and
Tibetan Nying-ma traditions."** Once one allows that the RM and RHT
were not Buddhist works, and when one takes into account the fact that
the Tibetan Tanjur—which seemingly incorporated every extant Buddhist
text into its voluminous mass—contains only four alchemical works, of
which none bears a clearly Buddhistic stamp, one begins to wonder who
the armies of university-trained Buddhist alchemists were who flocked
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to the Himalayan kingdoms, the Deccan, and Tamil Nadu. Elsewhere,
Sharma musters ample evidence to prove that the Yadavas of Devagiri were
indeed great patrons of the alchemical arts.'** Yet, as he himself demon-
strates, on the basis of solid historical evidence, the Yadavas’ twelfth- and
thirteenth-century alchemist protégés were a highly mobile group. Bhas-
kara circulated between Kashmir, south India, and Devagiri; his son Sod-
hala between Devagiri and Gujarat (where Muslim penetration had begun
in the closing years of the tenth century); and so on.'**

One does not have the impression that the Hindu scholars of this period
were huddling in Hindu refuges from Islam; why would the Buddhists have
done so? Moreover, there is good evidence that Hindu physicians and al-
chemists were welcomed into the courts of Muslim princes whose thirst
for immortality, increased virility, and the philosopher’s stone would have
been stronger than their religious fervor.'** Finally, we know that Muslim
physicians, alchemists, and mystics were avid for the wisdom of their In-
dian counterparts, as evidenced by the translation, in the sixteenth century,
of a treatise on hatha yoga, attributed to Goraksa, entitled the Amrrtakunda
(The Pool of Nectar)."” Some time prior to the seventeenth century, it
may have been a Bengali Muslim, Sheikh Fayzulla, who glorified the ex-
ploits of Gorakh, Matsyendra, and other Nath Siddhas, in his Goraksa (or
Gorakba) Vijay."** Elsewhere, the venerable and powerful Nath monastery
at Goraksanath Tilla (Jhelum district, Punjab, Pakistan) has been a center
of Hindu-Muslim syncretism since a very early date.'** Finally, as we indi-
cated on the opening page of this book, at least one highly placed Mus-
lim—the fanatically anti-Hindu Mogul emperor Aurangzeb—was still
petitioning the Nath Siddhas for their alchemical expertise well into the
seventeenth century.

Theories concerning relations between the Nath Siddhas and Buddhists
in the period of the Muslim conquest bear a certain resemblance to those
I have reviewed on the subject of India’s alchemists, with a number of
scholars maintaining that certain of the founders of the Nath sampradiya
were originally Buddhists hailing from eastern India.'* Such theories gen-
erally take the Siddha lists as their starting point. Seven of the figures
whose names most frequently occur in enumerations of the nine “histori-
cal” Naths—Matsyendra (Lui-pa; Mina), Goraksa, Caurangi, Nagarjuna,
Kaneri (Kianha-p3; Kanipa; Karnari), Jalandhara (Hadi-pa), and Carpati
(Carpata)—figure in the Buddhist Siddhacarya lists. In addition, a number
of scholars evoke the “Buddhist” terminology (sinya, sabaja, etc.) employed
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in the poetry and technical works of the Nath Siddhas to indicate that the
“origins” of the Nath Siddhas were something other than Saiva.'!

Armed with this data, writers since at least the time of Tiaranatha, the
Tibetan author of the A.p. 1608 History of Buddbism in India,' have ad-
vanced all manner of argument to demonstrate the following thesis: that
due to the similarity between names of Siddhacaryas and many of the nine
founding Nith Siddhas beginning with Lui-pa (who was one of the found-
ers of the Siddhacarya lineage) and Matsyendra|nith]),'* and because Lui-
pa and other early Siddhacarya figures (including Kanha-pa and Jalandari-
pa) authored a number of the pre-twelfth-century Caryapadas, which were
written in Old Bengali, some or all of the Nath Siddhas, whose legendary
founding guru was named Matsyendra, were originally Buddhists based in
eastern India, who abandoned the faith as a means to escaping Muslim
persecution in the first half of the thirteenth century. Tiranatha does not
mince his words: “At that time, most of the Yogi followers of Gaurksa
[Goraksa] were fools; driven by the greed for money and the honour of-
fered by the tirthaka [Hindu] kings, they became the followers of I$vara.
They used to say ‘we are not opposed even to the Turuskas [Turks, i.e.,
the Muslims].’ "'+

To be sure, certain of the Siddhacarya guruparamparis, as preserved in
both the Caryipadas and Tibetan sources, parallel data on the original
Naith Siddhas found in pre-seventeenth-century Bengali sources.'* So, for
example, in caryd song no. 11, Kanha-pi calls himself a “Kapalika” disciple
of Jalandhari-p3, and mentions the unstruck sound (anibata) and the wear-
ing of earrings (kundala) that are hallmarks of Nath Siddha theory and
practice.' It is also significant that the Nath Siddha lineage (pantha)
founded by Jalandhara is the sole lineage in which initiates’ names are suf-
fixed with -pa or -pida, rather than -nath; and that the -p7 suffix is em-
ployed only by Naths or Siddhas in the eastern part of the subcontinent:
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Bengal, Nepal, and Tibet."¥” While there is no ex-
plicit legend on this subject in the Grub thob (which, it must be recalled, is
a mid-fourteenth-century translation of an eleventh- to twelfth-century
Sanskrit source), a legend concerning the Siddhacarya Caurangi (Siddha-
carya no. 1o)—who is dismembered after being falsely accused by an evil
stepmother—does bring a cowherd (go-raksa) into play, who is instrumen-
tal in restoring Caurangi’s limbs. The sole figure to be identified as a yogin
in this account is, however, Mina-pa (no. 8), and not Goraksa (no. g). Later,
in Taranatha’s seventeenth-century work, it is Goraksa rather than Cau-
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rangi who is the dismembered and restored yogin."* Finally, the existence
in eastern India of large “Jogi” and “Kapalika” subcastes is marshaled as
evidence for a mass apostasy, from Buddhism to Hinduism (and thence to
Islam!), that would have been led by “Gorakhnath” '+

However, just as Taranitha gets Goraksa’s legend wrong, so too he and
scholars who follow him are wrong when they attempt to make Nath Sid-
dhas out of those seventh- to twelfth-century a.p. Buddhist Siddhacaryas
who were based in eastern India. First, while there were indeed Vajrayana
figures named Goraksa, Lui-pa, Kanha-pa, Jalandhara-pa, and so on, their
writings, as preserved in the Tanjur, are either clearly Buddhist or heavily
indebted to Hindu sources." Second, it makes no sense that Goraksa—if
he lived, as the Grub thob says he did, in the time of the ninth-century king
Gopila"'—would have had to have led his mass conversion of Buddhist
Siddhas to Hinduism some four hundred years prior to the Muslim con-
quest (1256—60) of Bengal! In fact, there are no extant Bengali works by
anyone named Goraksa or Gorakh and no tradition whatsoever of there
ever having been a Bengali Siddha author named Goraksa. A very short
work on the physiology of the subtle body, attributed to Ghoraksa (or
Ghorakha, but not Goraksa, i.e., Siddhicirya no. 9), is included in volume
21 of the Tanjur'** This work, included in the “Tantra” section of the
Tanjur, may date from as late as the fourteenth century, as might a number
of carya songs attributed to the same author, found in the same source.
The Anmrtakunda, attributed to a certain Goraksa from Kamartpa (Assam),
cannot be dated prior to the late sixteenth century, '** and Bengali literary
versions of the Goraksa Vijay postdate fifteenth-century Nepali and Mai-
thili versions of the same by at least two centuries. If these data constitute
proofs for the existence of a pre-thirteenth-century “historical” Goraksa
in eastern India, it nonetheless remains the case that the contents of these
two works in no way resemble the hathayogic summa of Gorakhnith (even
if this figure’s name is sanskritized to “Goraksanitha” in these works). The
existence of a ninth- to eleventh-century eastern Indian Goraksa is un-
proven; a more likely scenario would have the works of the twelfth- to
thirteenth-century western Indian Gorakhnath being transmitted back to
Bengal and attributed to a Bengali Goraksa in the thirteenth through four-
teenth centuries.

Prior to this thirteenth-century watershed, the sole Goraksa in Bengal
or eastern India would have been a Siddha demigod worshipped by cow-
herds for the protection of their livestock, with no connection to the his-
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torical author and reformer Gorakh. Indeed, he is portrayed as a cowherd
in his Grub thob legend.'™* This figure may well have been “Buddhicized”
into a Vajrayina deity in the northeastern Indian subcontinent: three juxta-
posed images in a monastery in Sikkim are identified as the divine Buddha
Amitabha, the human founder Gautama Buddha, and Goraksanitha!'’
Another striking piece of evidence comes from Gorakhpur, where

Gorakhnith . .. discovered at the site of the present [Gorakhnath]
temple a shrine sacred to the god Gurakh or Gorakh, who appears
to have been a deity of great fame in the Nepal country; and having
devoted himself to the service of this deity, practiced the greatest aus-
terities. He . . . took the name of Gorakhnith or servant of Gorakh.
Shortly after his death ... members of the [ruling Satisi] family es-
tablish[ed] themselves near the shrine, from which the town they
founded took the name of Gorakhpur.'*

I have already noted that images of Goraksa were being worshipped
from an early date at both Kadri and Somnath. Elsewhere, the sixteenth-
century alchemical Rasakauntudi (3.50) prescribes the worship of the Nine
Niths. The worship of a semidivine Gorakh or Goraksa, as well as of many
other Nath Siddhas, remains widespread in India and Nepal down to the
present day.

To conclude: since no extant tantric or Siddha alchemical works, either
Hindu or Buddhist, emerged out of Bengal prior to the thirteenth century,
we need not concern ourselves any further with the imagined east Indian
Buddhist origins of Gorakhnath or the Nath Siddhas.'¥” Elsewhere, the
Nith Siddhas were, more than any other medieval Hindu sect, most ame-
nable to syncretism with Islam. Many are the Nath Siddhas who are known
as “Guru” or “Naith” by their Hindu devotees and “Pir” by Muslims. The
Biuls of Bengal are a prime example of such a phenomenon: they are often
Muslims who revere Gorakh and other Nith Siddhas, and whose sung po-
etry curiously resembles that of the Buddhist Mahasiddhas."** The promi-
nent place occupied by Jogis in Indian Saff hagiography is a further indica-
tion of this syncretism, a subject that is only now beginning to receive the
scholarly attention it deserves.'*

The volume of legend surrounding Gorakh, Matsyendra, Kanha, Gopi-
cand, Bhartrhari, Carpati, Caurangi, and the other major Nath Siddhas is so
massive as to constitute an entire field of study in itself. The names of these
traditional founders, common enough to begin with, have over the centuries
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been constantly reappropriated in such a way as to generate a plethora of
figures with the same names and often the same gurus and disciples, but liv-
ing in different centuries, under different kings, and in different regions of
India. Our discussions of the historical and legendary data pertaining to the
major Nith Siddhas will therefore be limited to those cases which serve to
trace the history and doctrines of tantric and Siddha alchemy.'*

5. Western India: The Heartland of Tantric and Siddha Alchemy

As soon as we turn away from Buddhism and eastern India and towards
Saivism and the west of the subcontinent, the alchemical trail suddenly
becomes hotter. I have already noted that all of the original twelve panths
of the Nith order were based in western, and especially northwestern, In-
dia.'" As I will show, nearly all the historical data we have at our disposal
indicate that the medieval alchemists, too, were centered in western India,
although further to the south than the Nath Siddhas’ original haunts.
However, as already noted, the Nath Siddhas were also an important pres-
ence at Kadri in Karnataka; and we know too that their well-traveled net-
work of sacred pilgrimage sites also drew them north into the Himalayas
and as far south as Srisailam. In broad terms, the geographical area of con-
vergence between the medieval Nith Siddhas and Rasa Siddhas covers a
region roughly corresponding to the modern Indian states of Rajasthan,
Gujarat, Maharashtra, and Karnataka.

a. Srisailam

Our survey begins, however, with Srisailam, perhaps the same site as the
Sriparvata of Buddhist fame around which an early body of alchemical lore
concerning Nagirjuna coalesced. As already mentioned, from the seventh
century onwards, a number of temples were dedicated, on or around this
peak, to Siva Siddhesvara. Already mentioned in the sixth-century Vasava-
datta (together with the goddess Tara and the element mercury) as a site at
which liberation could be realized, Srisailam was portrayed, in descriptions
from two thirteenth- to fourteenth-century Hindu alchemical sources, as an
alchemical wonderland.'** It was also a center for the Pasupatas, Kapilikas,
and Kalamukhas, three sects that rode the wave of Saivism that swept Bud-
dhism out of western and southern India, from the seventh century onwards.
Indeed, it was these sects that controlled Srisailam down to the twelfth cen-
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tury, at which time they were supplanted or absorbed there by the Virasaivas
who, under the leadership of Basava, were emerging as an important south
India sect, in much the same fashion as were the Nath Siddhas further to the
north.!** The jyotirlinga named Mallikarjuna, the heart of the Saiva cultus at
Srisailam, was reconsecrated there by the Virasaivas.'*!

Following Banabhatta’s seventh-century description of the hydrar-
gyriasic south Indian Saiva ascetic who, in his mercury-provoked delirium,
recounted “thousands of wonderful stories about Sriparvata,” we also en-
counter references to Kapilikas from Srisailam in Bhavabhati’s eighth-
century Malati Madbhava and KsemiSvara’s tenth-century Candakausika.
The former of these is also important inasmuch as it contains the earliest
extant Indian literary reference to the yogic physiology of the six cakras
and the ten nadrs; in the latter drama, the Kipalika hero is cast as a divi-
nized alchemist.'** Following the twelfth-century advent of Virasaivism,
alchemical references to Srisailam multiply. The Viramahbesvaragama main-
tains that Gorakhnith was schooled in alchemy, by a Mahesvara Siddha,
on the shore of the Tungabhadra River. He, in turn, taught what he had
learned to Rasesvara Siddhas in the “Antarvedi” region of Maharashtra.!®
According to the sixteenth-century Telugu Prabbulingalila of Pidapatti So-
manatha Kavi, Gorakhnath and Niagarjuna were both initiated into the al-
chemical art by the Virasaiva teacher Allama Prabhu at Srisailam itself.!”
The Tamil Sittars echo the same tradition, tamilizing Gorakh’s name to
“Korakkar”; and adding that Nagirjuna established a transmuting (spar-
savedhi) linga of Siva there.'™* According to a work by the Sittar Konganar,
Korakkar had an animated mercurial pill called “bogi” [bhogi?] which,
when he held it in his mouth, afforded him the power of flight.'*” He was
the author of a work entitled Korakkar Malai Vagatam (Korakkar’s Moun-
tain Medicines), the lore of which he collected during his life in the Dec-
can region.'”’

Perhaps influenced by earlier Buddhist traditions, Nityanatha Siddha—
who was very likely a Nath Siddha—states in his RRA that Nagarjuna set
up an alchemical laboratory on Srisailam.'”" The a.p. 1400 Navanatbacari-
tra of Gaurana indicates that Gorakh attained yogic bliss (yogananda) in a
cave near a subterranean stream of the Ganges River, somewhere below
the sacred peak.'’? The same source has Nagarjunanath teaching his son,
Siddha Nagarjuna, the “gold-making” siddbi at Srisailam. When the young
alchemist sets about to transmute the entire mountain into gold (in an ob-
vious retelling of accounts of the alchemist Nagarjuna of Buddhist legend)
his experiments are halted by Visnu.'”* Here, the alchemical trail from Sri-



11z

Chapter Four

sailam ends. What is most troubling is the fact that there exists no hard
evidence—geological, chemical, archaeological, or epigraphical—to indi-
cate that mercurial alchemy was ever practiced at Srisailam!'™* Inasmuch,
however, as it was a hub of Saiva activity, prior to and following the advent
of the Virasaivas (whose links with the Mahesvara Siddhas were strong),
Srisailam was in fact linked to those regions, to the west and north, in

which both alchemical raw materials and expertise were abundant.!™

b. Maharashtra.

The highly generic Syisailam, “excellent peak] has been identified,
throughout history and across several regional traditions, with a number
of mountains of the Indian subcontinent. In addition to the two or even
three candidates for this toponym within Andhra Pradesh itself, there have
also been peaks called Srisailam in western Uttar Pradesh (at Devalgadh, a
hill eighteen kilometers northeast of Srinagar, in Pauri Garhwal district),
Kerala,'™* and Maharashtra. The Garhwal toponym is closely connected to
Satyanath who, according to the Sankaravijaya of Anandagiri, conversed
with Sankaracirya atop this peak in the Himalayan foothills. The Nath
Siddhas identify this Satyanath with the Sittar author of twenty-one al-
chemical works."”" Elsewhere, the K7iN clearly identifies Srisailam with
the pitha of the Goddess at Kamakhya; the KM locates a §isaila-vana above
the brabmarandbra and the four pithas; and Siddha Nagarjuna, in his KPT,
refers to griparvata as a kula-parvata or “clan peak” These three identifi-
cations ought, however, like the “Nine Naths” of the Western Transmis-
sion, to be consigned to the realm of the subtle physiology of the bodily
microcosm, rather than to the geography of the Indian subcontinent.'™
Nath Siddha traditions locate a Maharashtran Srisailam in the vicinity
of the upper Godavari River,'™ a region that was, for at least three centu-
ries, an important center of activity for Nath and Rasa Siddhas alike. It
was near the headwaters of the Godavari that Devagiri (modern Daultabad,
Aurangabad district, Maharashtra), the capital city of the Yadava kings, was
situated.'™ In the centuries prior to the fall of their kingdom to the sultans
of Delhi in 1318, the Yadavas appear to have directly patronized all of the
groups I have been discussing in this chapter. Bhillama (1175-91), the
founder of the dynasty, was the royal patron of Bhaskara, the guru of
the Nigirjuna who authored the Yogaratnamala.'™' Bhillama’s successor,
Jaitugi, was instrumental in introducing Saivism into the Kathmandu Val-
ley; Jaitugi’s successor Singhana was himself an Ayurvedic physician and a
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great patron of vaidyas and alchemists.”™ Thirty years after his demise, it
was during the reign of the Yadava king Ramacandra (1r271-1311) that the
Nath Siddha Jianesvara wrote his Faanesvari and Yogisampradiyaviskrti
(¥YSA), and that a grant of land was made by that king to the same Nath
order in the Jagalur taluka of Karnataka in 1279." According to Nath Sid-
dha tradition, Jidnesvara’s guru Nivrttinath fully realized his yogic practice
at Tryambaka Ksetra (“Plain of the Three-Eyed [Siva]”), the source of the
Godavari.'™ Gahaninath, the disciple of Gorakhnith and guru of Nivrt-
tinath in Jidne$vara’s lineage, is mentioned together with “Goraksanath”
by Nityanatha in his thirteenth-century alchemical Rasaratnakara, an indi-
cation that this was a Maharashtran work. The Tantra Mabirnava, possibly
a Western Transmission text, maintains that Nagarjuna hailed from “a for-
est near the Godavari”; still another states that Gorakh was born on (yet
another) Candragiri, on the banks of the Godavari."* The Avadhita sub-
sect of the Nith Siddhas, said to have been founded by a twelfth- to
thirteenth-century figure named Dattitreya, was also originally based in
this region; the Dharamnathi subsect is presently based there.'™

Another pan-Indian toponym found this region is Kadali-vana (“Plan-
tain Forest”), which rivals Moon Mountain and Moon Island as the most
frequently recurring venue of Nith Siddha legend. A Plantain Forest, lo-
cated in the vicinity of Tryambaka Ksetra'¥" corresponds to a toponym
found in the RA: this is Kadali-nagara (“Plantain City”), which this text
too locates on the Godavari. In fact, in all of the rare cases in which the
RA gives specific geographical data—most of it on the subject of “magical
waters” '** (hot springs, corrosive mineral waters, poisonous waters, etc.)—
the locations it details are clustered around the headwaters of this river;
when the discussion is more general, it is locations in southwestern India
that predominate. So, for example, this work’s Plantain City description
states that “in the south . .. is a pure and auspicious river, as renowned as
the Ganges, called the Godavari. On its southern shore is a city called
Plantain City; to its south is the world-famous mountain called Krsnagiri
(‘Black Hill’); nearby is a town called Ambika, where saitjivini jalam (‘resus-
citating water’) is found.” "’

Yet another R4 (12.260-62) reference to this region designates a loca-
tion in the Sahyadri (Vindhya) range to the north of the Godavari as the
site of a hot spring (usnodaka); a Nath Siddha source, the Kadaltmaiijunatha
Mahatmya, locates the Plantain Forest on the southern flank of the same
range.'”

This data, together with what appears to be a reference, in the RRS, to
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the author of the R4 having indirectly passed down the formula for a min-
eral preparation to Singhana—the Yadava king of Devagiri from A.p. 1210
to 1247—make it likely that this, India’s most important work on tantric
alchemy, was compiled along or near the upper Godavari, albeit prior to
the a.p. 1175 founding of the Yadava dynasty.'!

c. Gujarat

One of the physicians who graced the Yadava court was Bhaskara, who
came to Devagiri from Kashmir in the latter half of the twelfth century.
Two of Bhaskara’s disciples, however, were based in Gujarat. The first of
these was his son Sodhala, who was the author of the an Ayurvedic lexicon
entitled Sodhalanighantu, and the second was Nigirjuna, who eulogizes
this Bhaskara as his teacher in the opening verse of his Yogaratnamala. This
same Nagarjuna may have been the author of the Kaksaputa Tantra: both
are works on tantric healing and sorcery, and a number of verses, formulae,
and colophons in both works are identical.'"”> We can be more or less cer-
tain of the date of the Yogarutnamali because its important “Laghu Vivrtti”
commentary, written by Svetimbara Bhiksu Gunikara, is dated to a.p.
1239. While Gunikara was, as his title indicates, a Jain, he was also very
likely a tantrika (a Jain tantric tradition did indeed exist alongside the
Hindu variety) with a knowledge of alchemy. He was also from Gujarat, as
evinced in the use he makes of a number of vernacular terms.'”*

Now, Gujarat has long been a stronghold of Jainism in India, and it is
here as well that Jain alchemical lore is the most frequently encountered.
So, for example, two Svetambara Jain sources, the A.D. 1304 Prabandba Cin-
tamani of Merutunga and the A.. 1349 Prabandhakosa, give accounts of a
Nagiarjuna who is a Fain alchemist, accounts which appear to borrow freely
from Buddhist and Hindu lore on his subject. According to the latter work

Nigirjuna is born the son of the snake king Vasuki and the human
princess Bhopala, from Mt. Dhanka, [a peak identified with the sa-
cred Jain site of Mt. Satruﬁjaya, also in Gujarat], an alchemical won-
derland.'* He grows up to become the preceptor of a Sitavihana
king, but leaves him to go to Palittanakapura, the city of the Jain
wizard Padalipta.'’ After a series of incidents, Padalipta accepts him
as his student, and instructs him in the preparation of an elixir of
immortality (rasasiddbi), with the aid of a magical image of the Jain
tirthamkara Parévanatha, and a chaste woman to stir [grind] the po-
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tion. He manages to secure both, and prepares the elixir on the shore
of the Sedi River, with the aid of his royal patron’s queen Candra-
lekha. Her two sons kill him before he can benefit from the elixir
(but not before he buries some of the elixir on Mt. gatruﬁjnya); the
site on the Sedi where he made it becomes the Jain pilgrimage site
called Stambhana Tirtha, the “holy site of immobilization,” for this
is where Nagarjuna solidified his [mercurial] elixir."

A number of elements found in this legend link it to other sites on the
Kathiawar peninsula of Gujarat, as well as to a site in Assam. Mount Sa-
truijaya/Dhanka was a peak renowned for wells and springs said to contain
the elixir of immortality. A mid-fifteenth-century work, the Satruiijaya-
kalpa, relates a story in which a young man learns from a Jain monk of a
well of »asa at the site, which is only visible to persons who perform reli-
gious austerities in front of an image of the Jina Santinitha and make a
nocturnal offering to a snake goddess named Vairothya. Satistied by the
young man’s acts, Vairothya opens the well for him, and he gains the elixir.
This account closely resembles a myth from the ca. fourteenth-century
Sirbasanadvatrimsika (Thirty-two Tales of the Throne), in which King Vi-
kramiditya, by offering his own head to the tantric goddess Kamaksi, af-
fords access to a Siddha who has been attempting, without success, to enter
into a sealed cave, next to Kamakhya pitha, in which a vessel containing
the elixir is hidden."”

The second connection concerns the toponym Dhinka. According to
another Jain source, the A.p. 1277 Prabbivakacarita, Nagarjuna was born
not on a peak named Dhanka-Satrufijaya-Palittanakapura, but rather in the
town of Dhanka. On the urging of Dominik Wujastyk, who had been there
two years previously, I visited this site in the winter of 1993. A series of
caves behind the Siva Dungaresvara temple to the west of this village con-
tain old bas-reliefs and a sculpted image which the local residents say is a
representation of Nagarjuna. It was in these caves that Nagirjuna would
have practiced his alchemy.!”

A third connection lies in the many mountains that become conflated
in the Jain sources. In addition to the three mentioned a moment ago, a
fourth, Valabhi-saila—either another name for the same peak (identified
with the modern Palitana, in Bhavnagar district) or another peak in the
area—is also reputed to have been a center for Jain alchemy.'” Valabhipur
is the name of a town (twenty-five miles north of Palitana) which, more-
over, becomes the focal point for what has to be the most oft-repeated
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legend in Gujarat. This is the legend of the sudden destruction of a city by
fire, through the agency of an angry holy man (often a Nath Siddha) or in
some connection with alchemy. In Kathiawar, the name of the destroyed
town is Valabht; in Kacch, it is called Pattan.

The historical source of the Valabhi version of the story was the sack of
the city by Amru ibn Jamal of the Sind in a.p. 788.2% Apparently, physical
traces of this destruction remained visible for several centuries after the
event and gave rise to a body of legend. An early account is that related
by Alberuni in the first half of the eleventh century, according to which a
merchant who had become fabulously wealthy through the possession of
an alchemical touchstone had managed to buy up an entire town, which a
king named Vallabha was also eager to own. The merchant entered into an
alliance with a “Lord of Almansura,” who made a night attack on King
Vallabha and destroyed his town.?”! Alberuni concludes: “People say that
still in our time there are such traces left in that country as are found in
places which were destroyed by an unexpected night attack.”*** At the town
of Dhank some one hundred miles to the west of Valabhipur, blackening
on certain of the outer facades of Nagirjuna’s caves is identified by the
local people as traces of the sack of Valabhi.>"

Some one hundred miles to the northwest of Dhank, on the southern
coast of Kacch, is a town named Mandavi. According to Nath Siddha leg-
end, a city named Pattan was once located two miles to the north of Man-
davi. Unfortunately for Pattan, the Nath Siddha Dharamnath, who was on
his way east from Peshawar in the fourteenth century, chose to stop near
this town and sent two of his fellow Yogis to beg alms there. With a single
exception, the hard-hearted people of Pattan gave nothing; and for this,
Dharamnath upset his alms bowl and cursed the people saying, “be fallen
[partan] all the Pattan cities” So it was that all the cities in Kacch bearing
this name were swallowed up, together with their inhabitants.*** (The
source of all of these legends may in fact be a Lisign Puriana myth of a
demon named Jalandhara, in which it is stated that with the fire from his
third eye, Siva destroyed two cities of the Sind, which fell into the
ocean.)*” In his Kaksaputa Tantra,** Nagarjuna refers to what appears to
be the fall of a city named Pattan; this would further support the theory
that he was a Gujarati author.*””

In about the year 1030, Alberuni indicates that a Nagarjuna practiced
his alchemy some one hundred years before him—i.e., in the early tenth
century—at a site north of Somnath that he calls “Fort Daihak™; this would
appear to correspond to the toponym Dhank, which was mentioned a mo-
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ment ago in the context of Nagirjuna legends. Now, if a tenth-century
Gujarat-based Nagarjuna indeed wrote a treatise on alchemy, that work
has been lost: none of his extant Hindu alchemical works predate the thir-
teenth century. It is, however, worth noting that the sole text attributed to
Nigarjuna in the Jain canon is a rasa tantra.’* Elsewhere, the Jain equiva-
lent of the Buddhist Caryipadas, the Piduba-doba written by Muni Rama-
sirhha in the Apabhramsa vernacular in about the year a.p. rooo, contains
an alchemical poem.?” An untitled anonymous Jain work on Ayurveda,
written in Gujarati script, is perhaps the earliest Indian medical work writ-
ten in a medieval vernacular. It dates from the twelfth century.?'* These
vernacular works aside, a number of major Hindu alchemical works, writ-
ten in the Sanskrit medium and straddling the line between tantric alchemy
and therapeutic alchemy, are Gujarati productions. The most important of
these are the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Rasendraciidamani of Soma-
deva, a resident of (the lost Gujarati city of) Bhairavapura; and the
thirteenth-century Rasaprakisa Sudbakara of YaSodhara Bhatta, who hailed
from Junagadh.?"

Surat, on the Saurashtra coast of Gujarat, has long been a center for the
manufacture of synthetic cinnabar, through the sublimation of imported
mercury with native sulfur. Gujarat moreover continues to be a leader in
alchemy and Ayurvedic rasa $astra, down to the present century. The Gon-
dal Rasayansila (Gondal, Rajkot district) was, throughout the first half of
this century, a center for the edition of the major alchemical texts by the
resident vaidya, Yadavji Trikamji Acarya. It was at the Gujarat Ayurved
University in Jamnagar that the first critical edition and translation of the
Caraka Sarihita was compiled; and at the same site that alchemical gold
was most recently synthesized, in 1968. Many of India’s greatest present-
day specialists in #asa sastra have received their training there from Profes-
sor Hari Shankar Sharma.’"

Some twenty minutes by scooter rickshaw to the south of Junagadh
is the magnificent peak of Girnar which, according to the a.p. 1333 Vi-
vidbatirthakalpa of Jinaprabhasuri and the Skanda Purana, is also a site
abounding in mercurial pools (rasa-kiipika) and alchemical miracles.*!?
Girnar is also a peak abounding in Jain temples, as well as caves and crags
sacred to the Nith Siddhas, and, to all appearances, the two groups have
been enjoying a symbiotic relationship there for centuries. Girnar is dotted
with shrines to a number of important Nath Siddhas (Gorakh, Dattatreya,
Bhartrhari, Gopicand), and has been an important pilgrimage site for the
order since at least the thirteenth century; the site is already mentioned by
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Hsuan-tsang, in connection with “supernatural 7s7s,” by which Pasupatas
of the sort described by his contemporary Banabhatta are likely in-
tended.?'* The beautiful Jain temples located on its southern flank date
from the thirteenth century, but Jains may well have been there from an
earlier date as well. Gujarat is also a region with a relatively high concen-
tration of Nith Siddhas, who have monasteries and temples throughout
the state.’"*

d. Rajasthan

Another western Indian site at which one finds a similar sort of symbiosis
between Nath Siddhas and Jains is the equally ancient sacred site of Arbuda
Devi (Mount Abu, Sirohi district, Rajasthan), located some 250 miles to
the northeast of Girnar as the Siddha flies. Like Girnar, Abu has an al-
chemical reputation: in the early stages of my fieldwork, I was assured by
Yogi Narharinith, abbot of the Caughera monastery (in the Dang Valley
of the inner Terai region of Nepal) and the most illustrious Nath Siddha
scholar of our time, that I would find living, practicing alchemists at that
site.”'* In fact there is a curious symmetry between Girnar and Abu, begin-
ning with the fact that both are located on east-west ridges comprising a
series of three peaks. At the base of both pilgrimage routes, one encounters
Nath establishments called “[Gorakh] Tileti”*'” From these, the pilgrim’s
west-to-east progress first passes through the Jain temple complexes, fol-
lowed by shrines devoted to the Hindu goddess Amba (on the first peak)
and other mainstream Hindu deities; on the second peak is a Nath shrine
(Gorakh at Girnar; Gopicand at Abu);*™ and both pilgrimage routes termi-
nate or culminate, at their easternmost points, at sites identified with Dat-
tatreya. This last peak is called Guru Sikhara, the “Guru’s Pinnacle,” at
Abu, while it is simply called Dattitreya at Girnar. So too, the central peak
at Girnar is referred to not as Gorakh ki Dhiani (Gorakhnath’s Fireplace),
which is technically more exact, but simply as Gorakhnath.

The reason for these Girnar toponyms goes back, I believe, to the ar-
chaic Buddhist and Hindu cults of divine Siddhas and Vidyadharas, who
were denizens not only of the atmospheric regions, but also, in the Hindu
popular imagination, of mountaintops. The Girnar peaks of Gorakhnath
and Dattatreya are so called not because they feature shrines to these Nath
Siddhas, but because they are these Siddhas.?’” In fact, one might quite
aptly summarize the legacy of the Nath Siddhas by calling theirs a con-
quest of high places. From identifications with the Siddhas and Vidya-
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dharas identified with such heights, to Pasupata spells to gain power over
the same Vidyadharas, to the yogic cultivation of the power of flight (kbec-
ara), to the claim they have laid to the high places of the Indian subconti-
nent, to the widespread practice of using cannabis as a means to “getting
high,”*** the Nath Siddhas have always been upward bound.

The Jain temples at Abu and Girnar alike feature massive images of
Neminatha (in black stone) and Parsvaniatha, who are considered to have
been the twenty-second and twenty-third tirthanikaras of that faith. It will
be recalled that it was a miraculous image of the former that was employed
by Nigirjuna to produce an alchemical elixir in the Jain legend recounted
in the Prabandbakosa. Parsvanath’s name can in fact be simply read as “Lord
of the Touchstone” (parsva, paras), making the alchemical connection an
obvious one. There is another dimension, however to this figure and his
successor, which moreover aids us in understanding the apparent Jain-
Nath Siddha symbiosis encountered at Abu and Girnar. This is the body
of Nath legend that transforms Paréva and Nemi into Nath Siddha sons of
Matsyendra. In a variant on the classic myth of Matsyendra’s brush with
death in the form of sexual dissipation in the Kingdom of Women in As-
sam, Matsyendra becomes a king in Sirnhala (generally identified with Sri
Lanka), and fathers two sons, Parsvanith (or Parasnith) and Neminath (or
Nimnith). In a classic ruse, Gorakh seeks to “disenchant” Matsyendra by
killing the two boys, skinning them, and hanging their hides out to dry.
When Matsyendra grieves for his sons, Gorakh decries his attachment to
the gross bodily husk and revives the two boys. Matsyendra returns to the
yogic path and initiates his sons as Nath Siddhas. They become the found-
ers of the Nimnathi and Parasnathi pantbs, the two Jain suborders of the
Nath sampradiya.’*' In such a syncretistic milieu, we should not be sur-
prised to find Hindu and Jain alchemists exchanging expertise with one
another or Hindu and Jain sectarians sharing sacred mountains.

There also exist historical connections between the two sites, connec-
tions which account in part for the significant numbers of Marwari and
Mewari Hindus who travel to Girnar and of Gujarati Hindus who come to
Abu (of course, Jains from both regions circulate between the two sites as
well). Southeastern Rajasthan and Gujarat are linked, both culturally and
linguistically, in a number of ways that point to a common historical legacy.
This legacy dates back to the time of the Maitraka kings of Valabhi. Ac-
cording to legend,**> when Valabhi was sacked and Siladitya VI, its last
ruler, slain, his queen, Puspavati, was returning to the capital from a pil-
grimage to Amba Bhavani, in her native land of Candravati, a short dis-
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tance to the south of Abu.?** Great with child, she hid herself in a cave in
the mountains of Malia to give birth to a son. She then committed suttee.
Her son, raised by a foster mother, was named Guha, “Cave-Born.” The
child, who grew up among the aboriginal Bhils of nearby Idar (Sabarakan-
tha district, Gujarat)—in the Rajasthan-Gujarat border region—was later
elected to be their king. So it was that he became the founder of the Guhi-
lot (from Guha) clan, the family of the future Rinas of Mewar.?** Ninth
in line from Guha was Bappa (“father”) Rawal, who, according to the
fifteenth-century Ekalinga Mabitmya, founded the kingdom of Mewar in
a.n. 728 and the Eklingji temple (fourteen miles north of his capital of
Udaipur). In fact, there is no extant epigraphical mention of Biappa Rawal
prior to the a.n. 971 Eklingji inscription of Naravahana >

The Ekalinga Mabatniya and a number of other legends further associate
Bappa Rawal with sectarian forerunners of the Nath Siddhas. According to
these sources, the young Bappa, forced to live in forest exile after the slay-
ing of his father Nagaditya by the Bhils,¢ encounters an itinerant Saivite
ascetic named Harita Rasi, who accepts him as his disciple. Harita Rasi
agrees to initiate Bappa into his Saiva order and thereby imbue him with
immortality and supernatural powers. But when Bappa comes to the ap-
pointed initiation site, the ascetic has already begun an ascent to the atmo-
spheric realms. Before rising out of sight, however, he spits down upon his
disciple, commanding Bippa to receive his expectorate in his mouth.
“Bappa showed his disgust and aversion by blinking, and the projected
blessing fell on his foot, by which squeamishness he obtained only invul-
nerability by weapons instead of immortality.
to defeat his father’s slayers and become the founder of the Mewar king-
dom. As I show in chapter ten, this common theme of Saivite and Nath
Siddha legend has important philosophical and practical implications.

Legend has it that another itinerant ascetic whom Bappa met in his
wanderings in the wilds of Udaipur, and who gave him a two-edged sword
with which to defeat his enemies, was none other than Gorakhnith. Of
course, this is chronologically impossible. However, inscriptional and nu-
mismatic evidence supports the Eklingji temple’s claims to antiquity and
Bappa’s connection with the Saivas of his time. A gold coin from the time
of his reign is inscribed with the words Sr7 Voppa on the obverse, together
with a trident, a Siva lifnga, and a bull; below is the image of a man, pros-
trate, having large pierced ears, the holes exaggerated.** As such, this seal
would appear to be a representation of Bappia’s initiation, featuring the ear
boring that has so long been identified with the Nath Siddhas. Given the
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chronology, however, it is far more likely that Bappa’s ear-boring initiation
was performed by a Pasupata. This is further supported by the name of his
initiator: Rasi was a common name ending among the Pasupatas.?*’ It is
certain, however, that the custodianship of the temple passed through the
hands of the Nath Siddhas before being given over to the Ramanandis in
the sixteenth century.?*

Following his initiation, Bippa assumed the title of “Rawal” (from the
Sanskrit, 7dja-kula, “royal lineage”) whence the name by which he is known
to history: Bappa Rawal. According to Hazari Prasad Dvivedi, Rawal was,
already in the eighth century, a clan name proper to the Pasupatas which,
in the thirteenth century, became the third of the old Saivite clans absorbed
into the Nath sampradaya. The Rawals have, in the course of the inter-
vening centuries, become transformed into a Muslim suborder, based for
the most part in Pakistan and Afghanistan.?*! These were “great wander-
ers” (they give the Persian rawinda, “wanderer,” as the etymological root
of their name), who were to be found peddling quack medicines and other
wares of a dubious nature in nineteenth-century Europe and who continue
to sell their services as hail stoppers in Kumaon, where they are called Oli-
yas, “hail men” Rawals are also based in Andhra Pradesh, Himachal
Pradesh (Jwalamukhi), and Hariyana (Asthal Bohar).

As a suborder, the Rawals are closely associated with the Dharamnathis,
Satnathis, Pagalpanthis, and Parasnathis.’** They are also known as Nag-
nathis, by virtue of which fact they are said to bear some connection to the
Nath Siddha known as Arjun Naga or Nagarjuna, whose suborder is based
at Jwalamukhi in the Kangra district of Himachal Pradesh. If only by virtue
of his name, this figure is identified as an alchemist. Elsewhere, Gorakh
refers to an unnamed Rawal Yogi as an alchemist in one of his banis.?**
Nignith, the legendary founder of the Rawal suborder, is said to have been
a disciple of Gorakh; since, however, this clan was originally Pasupata, it
predates Gorakhnath by several centuries. Another early Nath Siddha hail-
ing from the present-day region of Himachal Pradesh is Carpati, who is
said to be the disciple of Matsyendranath. A historical Carpati is named
in a tenth-century vamsivali from Camba, and his semadhi is located at
Chambadevi (Chamba district), to the north of Jwalamukhi.?** Jwalamukhi
was already a pilgrimage site in the time of the Mahabbarata;*** at present,
the Nath Siddhas control a subsidiary shrine—a miraculous pool of cold
boiling water—at the site.?*

Today, it is the Nagnathi-Rawals who accompany pilgrims to the far-
flung western pitha known as Hinglaj Devi (Las Bela district, Baluchisthan,
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Pakistan).**” A gas vent and “fireplace of Gorakhnath” are maintained there
down to the present day.*** In spite of the inaccessibility of her original
worship site, Hinglaj Devi remains an important goddess for Hindus in
western India, and temples consecrated to her are found throughout this
region.

Tradition links Pasupata forerunners of the Nath Siddhas with the
founding of yet another dynasty in western Rajasthan. These were the Ra-
wal kings of Jaisalmer.**” According to the bardic chroniclers who were the
informants of Colonel James Tod, the founding of this dynasty occurred
in the following fashion:

Deorij [b. a.p. 836], the future founder of the Rawal dynasty, is a
prince without a kingdom. One day, he is visited by a Jogi named
Rita who bestows upon him the title of Sid[dha]. Rita, who possesses
the art of transmuting metals, one day goes away, but leaves his tat-
tered cloak [jarjari-kantha] behind. Inside the folds of this cloak is
Rita’s elixir vessel [rusa kumbba), from which a drop falls upon De-
oraj’s dagger, turning it to gold. Deoraj decamps with the elixir ves-
sel, and uses it to raise an army and the walls of a fortified city. Rita
is well aware of the theft, and later comes to visit Deor3j in order to
legitimate the latter’s possession of his stolen property. This he does
on the condition, however, that Deor3j become his disciple and, as a
token of his submission and fidelity, adopt the external signs of his
order. He gives him the ochre robes of his order, places the earrings
(7nudya) in his ears, the little horn [siiignad] around his neck, and loin-
cloth [lasigoti] about his loins; in this garb, and with gourd in hand,
Deorij then perambulates around the dwellings of his kin, exclaiming
alakb! alakh! Then, having exacted that these sectarian rites of initia-
tion should be continued to the latest posterity, Rita disappears.
Thereafter, the title of Rao was abandoned for that of Rawal.>*

If this account is historically accurate, then the ninth-century western
Rajasthani forerunners of the Nath Siddhas were already Nith Siddhas in
everything but name. The jarjari-kantha, mudris, singnad, and use of the
expression alakh (“attributeless,” an apophatic description of the absolute)
are all hallmarks of the sect. If it contains elements from a later time than it
purports to describe, it nevertheless portrays the Nath Siddhas as wonder-
working king-making alchemists.**! Given the chronology, Deorij’s itin-
erant Yogi Rita would, like Bappa Rawal’s Harita, have been a Pasupata
rather than a Nath Siddha.



s
- N

‘4/{1:;"’1'\/1‘”}3‘
ATERIRLE

FIVE

Tantric and Siddba Alchemical Literature

In an important theoretical work written in 1981, Marcel Detienne argues
that “raw myth,” if such a thing ever existed, would have taken the form of
lists or catalogues of names, lists from which generally oral native exegesis
would have subsequently generated genealogies or lineages, and which
written interpretation would later have transformed, from the vantage point
created by the act of writing, into mythology. The myth, fragile and eva-
nescent, is metamorphosed into something else as soon as it is recounted.
Therefore, for all intents and purposes, the myth does not exist: it is rather
mythology, the exegesis and interpretation of myth that scholars study,
whether they be located “inside” or “outside” the tradition in question.'
With the lists of Rasa and Nath Siddhas that grounded our discussion in
the preceding chapter, we seemed to find ourselves in the gray area be-
tween the ground zero of myth (catalogues of names) and the first impulse
of native exegesis, i.e., the organization of list into lineage. We also wit-
nessed the written interpretation, and thus the transformation of these
original “myths” into mythology, in the legends of the eighty-four Maha-
siddhas; the creative appropriation, in chapter four of the RM, of certain
of the names figuring in the Rasa Siddha lists; and the proliferation of my-
thology generated by the multiple lists of the Nine Naths. By reading be-
tween the lines of these mythologies, I attempted to glean a certain number
of elements to aid in reconstructing a history of the medieval Siddha tradi-
tions. In the present chapter, I attempt to effect a similar hermeneutics of
retrieval, this time through a survey of the alchemical literature.

1. General Survey of Alchemical Literature in the Sanskrit Medium

Of what value are the Rasa Siddha lists for anyone who would attempt to
reconstruct the history of Hindu alchemy? Nearly half of the names on the
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early lists (RM; RRS [a]; RRA) appear to be so many voyageurs sans baggages,
with either no alchemical texts, attributions, or citations connected to their
names in later sources, or, at best, unverifiable references in this or that
solitary source.’ Many appear to simply be the names of gods. As we have
already noted, Adima (1) is none other than a variant on Adideva or Adina-
tha, the Lord of Beginnings. Sambhu (11), Brahma (24) and Hari (27) are
the three gods of the so-called Hindu trinity. Rathaghosa (10) is a Buddhist
figure, while Kambali (16) and Nagabodhi (20) are names carried over
from the Buddhist Mahasiddha lists. These would appear to be names of
figures classified as divine or semidivine Siddhas.*

Another group of names are so many black holes in an alchemical void.
Who were Visarada (“Skilled”), Matta (“Intoxicated”), Ekaratna (“One
Jewel”), Indrada (“Gift of Indra”), Surinanda (“Joy of the Gods”), and
Khanda (“Portion”)? Were they teachers of known alchemists and as such
mute links in lost alchemical lineages? If they were authors of alchemical
works, were their works lost to or simply disregarded by all later alchemical
authors? Or have their works and the works of later authors who may have
cited them all been lost? Indeed, certain south Indian historians of alchemy
maintain that all of the major alchemical works were originally committed
to writing in the medieval Grantha script of Tamil Nadu and that certain
of these were never transliterated into the north Indian Devanagari script.
As evidence, they note the fact that many south Indian alchemical works
cite alchemical sources of which north Indian traditions ignore the exis-
tence.* Another possibility is that these were individuals whose teachings
were oral, rather than written; or that these were people who were living
exemplars of the alchemical arts. Such persons may be living, even today,
in bodies immortalized through the use of mercurial preparations. Or, like
the Zawgyi alchemists of Burma, they may have lived fast, died young, and
left good-looking corpses (for mercury does indeed tend to “pickle” one’s
epidermis, in life and after a premature death), prior to realizing a certain
modicum of immortality in the Rasa Siddha lists.

The most likely explanation is that these unaccountable names, like so
many of the “begats” of the Old Testament, were fillers in “systematic ge-
nealogies” that manuscript copyists dutifully passed on to posterity for the
simple reason that copyists copy. Or again, they were names that filled the
lotus petals of so many lost alchemical worship mandalas. Elsewhere, my
remarks concerning the interplay between divine and human Siddhas and
Vidyadharas appear to be apposite: a number of the Rasa Siddhas were
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gods whose divine works have yet to be revealed to humanity. Whatever
the case, I will follow the lead of the tantric and Siddha alchemical authors
themselves and generally disregard those Rasa Siddhas whose names they
but rarely mention, save in the lists reviewed in the last chapter.

A number of names from the early lists appear to correspond to authors
of various works. Candrasena (2) is said to be the author of a lost work
entitled Rasacandrodaya.’ Lankesa (3) is generally identified with Ravana—
Lanka’s Lord (lanka-isa)—who authored the Kumara Tantra, an early and
important text on the treatment of childhood diseases, and whose daugh-
ters are said, in the tenth- to eleventh-century Tamil Iramivataram of
Kampan, to be the wives of the eighteen Tamil Sittars.® Mandavya (7) is the
name of an Ayurvedic teacher cited by Vagbhatta the Elder in the Astarnga
Samgraba and the author of a lost alchemical work entitled Rasavaridhi. He
is also cast, in a passage from the fourth chapter of the RM,” as a conversa-
tion partner to Nagarjuna and [co-]author of a work entitled Vasistamanda-
vya. (As we have already indicated, however, the historicity of many of the
figures introduced as alchemists in the RM—including Ratnagho$a [10]
and Nagabodhi [20]*—is doubtful). Somadeva, the twelfth- to thirteenth-
century Gujarati author of the Rasendraciidamani [RC],” mentions Bhaskara
(8) and Sambhu (11), but gives no details on who they were or what they
wrote.'” Since Somadeva was himself from Gujarat, however, the Bhaskara
he invokes may well have been the guru of the twelfth- to thirteenth-
century Nagarjuna who authored the Yogaratnamala. Surasena (9) is pur-
portedly the author of the lost Rasendrasuraprabbava, Naravahana (13) that
of the lost Rasanandakautuka, and Lampata that of the equally lost Lasm-
pata Tantra."!

It is with the names that appear in the latter portions of the older lists,
as well as a number of names from the later lists (RRS [b] and [c]), that we
appear to move from the realm of legend into that of textual history: many
correspond to known authors of often extant alchemical texts. As was men-
tioned in the last chapter, Vyadi (17) is an alchemist whose legend was
known to the eleventh-century Alberuni and two of whose alchemical
works were translated into Tibetan in the Tanjur. In addition, the Garuda
Purana praises Vyadi as an authority on gemstones.!> Nagarjuna’s (18) al-
chemical pedigree is solid: we will return to him shortly. Govinda (25) is
the name of the author of the ca. tenth- to eleventh-century RHT, very
likely the earliest extant Hindu alchemical tantra. Carpati—the figure
whose name appears the most often, after Nagarjuna, in lists of both Nith



126

Chapter Five

and Rasa Siddhas, is the author of two short post-fourteenth-century
vernacular alchemical works, entitled Carpat Rasayan and Carpat Nath ji ke
slok—as well as of two lost Sanskrit works, entitled Svargavaidyakapalika
and Carpati-siddbanta. Conclusive textual evidence (a local vamsavali; and
the Grub thob, which names him as Vyadi’s guru)' indicates that a Carpati
lived in the kingdom of Camba (Himachal Pradesh) in the tenth century;
if this figure was the author of the two Sanskrit alchemical works men-
tioned above, he would have been one of the earliest of the Hindu alche-
mists.'* Carpati is also the subject of alchemical legend in both Tibetan
Buddhist and south Indian traditions and is cast as an alchemist in a Sikh
work, the Pran Sankali.'’

By far the biggest name-dropper among the alchemical authors was So-
madeva, whose RC was mentioned a moment ago. In addition to naming
Bhaskara, éambhu, Govinda, and Nagarjuna, he also mentions Nandi (no.
30 in the RRS [a] and [c] lists) and Bhaluki (no. 38 in the RRS [a] list), as
well as Manthanabhairava, Svacchandabhairava, Bhairavacarya, Srikantha,
and others. Srikar)gha, whose name appears in none of the lists passed in
review here, is simply another name for Siva: the Pasupata teachings were
revealed to Lakulisa by Srikantha (or Nilakantha). He is cast as codiscus-
sant (with the goddess Uma) in an alchemical work that has recently been
edited under the title of Goraksa Sambita: it is likely to this work that Soma-
deva is referring.'® Although Manthanabhairava (no. 32 in RRS [a] and [c])
does not appear in the Rasa Siddha list of the RM, this work mentions
him elsewhere and, after the fashion of nearly every other post-eleventh-
century alchemical work, describes an elixir called manthanabbaivava rasa.
According to P. V. Sharma, Manthanabhairava would have been the author
of the Anandakanda (AK) and personal physician to the king of Simhala
(Sri Lanka?). I have found no evidence to support this claim. On the one
hand, the AK as a text is at least a century younger than any of the refer-
ences to Manthanabhairava found in other tantric alchemical works; on
the other, the AK’s chapter colophons state that it was revealed by
Mahabhairava."” The eleventh- to twelfth-century Manthanabbairava
Tantra is, however, one of the most important works of the Western Trans-
mission, and one that is moreover linked to the Goraksa Sarmbita."® As
we will see shortly, a RM reference to a text entitled Manthanabhairava
may be a clue to the presence of an eponymous figure in the Rasa Siddha
lists.

Apart from the AK, three other important tantric alchemical works are
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also cast as divine revelations transmitted by human authors who chose to
remain anonymous. One of these presents us with no problems, however.
This is the Kzkacandesvarimata (KCM), a text revealed by Siva to Kakacan-
desvari—the “Fierce Crow[-faced] Goddess”—and clearly the text attrib-
uted to the alchemical author Kikacandi$vara (no. 33 in RRS [a] and [c])."”
The two other such works are more problematic. The Rasopanisat (RU) is,
according to Siddhinandan Misra, the work of a certain Kapalika master,
which evokes the name “Kapilika,” the twenty-fourth Rasa Siddha in the
RM/RRS [a] lists. In its first chapter, the Rasopanisat itself states that it
is nothing other than an abridgement, in eighteen chapters, of an earlier
work, in twenty-nine chapters, entitled the Mahodadhi** Now, there is a
tradition according to which a certain Kapali (no. 5 in the RM/RRS]a] list)
authored an alchemical work entitled Rasardja-mahodadbi. If this is the
case, then the Rasopanisat author who epitomized the Mahodadhi in his
work could have been a “Kapilika”—i.e., a follower of Kapali rather than
a member of the “skull-bearer” Saiva sect—or both. A lost work, simply
entitled Mabodadbi, is attributed to a certain Sivanath Yogi; if this is the
work to which the Rasopanisat refers, then Misra’s theory is untenable (un-
less Sivanath Yogi was a Kapalika).”!

The last work in this group is the most tantalizing of all, given that the
anonymous Rasarnava is truly the summum of tantric alchemy. According
to P. V. Sharma, the history of this text is intimately connected to a Yadava
king named Singhana (1210-47), who was one in a series of great royal
patrons of the medical and alchemical arts.? Sharma maintains that a cer-
tain “Bhairavananda Yogi”—whom the RRS (16.126) names as having indi-
cated (vinirdistd) a preparation called the “Lokanatha packet” (potali) to a
King Singhana—was the author of the R4. Three manuscript copies of
the RA, held by the Anup Sanskrit Library in Bikaner, carry the following
colophon: “thus concludes Isvara’s alchemical dialogue . . . the great trea-
tise [entitled] Ras@rnava . . . [as] uttered by Yogananda.”** By metathesizing
the two components of this latter name, one arrives at Ananda-yoga. The
work is, moreover, cast as a dialogue between Bhairava and Bhairavi: by
juxtaposing the name of the divine revealer of this work to that of the figure
who recounted it, one could conceivably generate the name Bhairava-
ananda-yogli]. 1f, however, we accept Sharma’s argument that the Bhaira-
vananda Yogi who indicated an Ayurvedic preparation to Singhana was also
the author of the R4, this pushes the date of this work forward to the early
thirteenth century, which is chronologically impossible.** The RRS passage
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cited by Sharma, which concerns a preparation called the Vaisvanara
packet, states that “this preparation was declared by king Singhana . . . Its
application is known [to be the same as that of] Singhana’s packet called
Lokanatha, which was handed down (vinirdista) by Bhairavananda Yogi.”
The operative term here is “handed down”: the vi- prefix here indicates
that the Bhairaviananda Yogi who handed down this alchemical preparation
was not a contemporary of Singhana.*® It is moreover curious that the
preparation the RRS attributes to Bhairavananda Yogi is nowhere to be
found in the RA. As I will demonstrate, the RA is an eleventh-century text.
It therefore follows that its author is not to be identified with the figure to
whom Singhana attributes the invention of this preparation. The author
of the R4 would more likely have lived under the imperial predecessors of
the Yadavas, i.e., the Calukyas of Kalyani, whose tenth- through twelfth-
century kingdom covered most of the same western territory of India as
did that of the Yadavas.*®

It is much easier to simply identify the R4 with its divine revealer, which
is what I believe Somadeva does when he refers to “Bhairavacarya” and
what Vigbhatta II (RRS [a] and [c]) does when he lists Bhairava as its
twenty-ninth Rasa Siddha. The evidence of the RRS lists is all the more
compelling for the fact that the Rasa Siddha whose name immediately pre-
cedes that of Bhairava is Rasankusa: throughout the R4, Bhairava describes
the worship of his own and the Goddess’s alchemical forms. Whereas he is
called Rasabhairava, the “Mercurial Bhairava,” she is always referred to as
Rasankusi, the “Elephant Goad of Mercury.” It follows that the two should
appear together in the Rasa Siddha lists.?’

The RRS ([a] and [c]) also lists a third Bhairava—named Svacchand-
abhairava—as a Rasa Siddha (no. 31). This figure is cited as an alchem-
ical author in the thirteenth-century RPS of Yasodhara Bhatta and the
sixteenth-century Rasakalpa.”® In its chapter colophons, the so-called al-
chemical Goraksa Sawhita calls itself (among other things) the Svacchanda-
saktyavatara ([The Revelation] Brought Down by Svacchanda Sakti). A
number of references are made in this text to the cult of Svacchanda
(Bhairava), and the opening chapter intimates that this is an abridgment of
a greater alchemical work in twenty-five thousand verses originally re-
vealed by Svacchanda.”” As already noted, however, this work is a dialogue
between Srikantha and the goddess Uma. Moreover, in the final verses of
a number of manuscripts of this work, the “Nath [named] Goraksa” is
mentioned.’* Like Manthanabhairava, and Bhairava tout court, Svacchan-
dabhairava is first and foremost the name of an important tantric divinity;
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and a number of important tantric texts, including the massive Svacchanda
Tantra (SvT), quite naturally bear his name.'! It is therefore uncertain
whether this Rasa Siddha was a human alchemist or an alchemists’ god.
Indeed, the alchemical god Rasabhairava, whose iconography is described
in the R4 (2.63-64), is an ectype of Svacchanda Bhairava.*

With this, we return to “signed” alchemical works. Rasendratilaka Yogi
(no. 37 in RRS [c]) is the name of the author of the Rasasaratilaka. Visudeva
(no. 42 in RRS [c]) is the purported author of the lost Rasasarvesvara.** The
name Kriyatantrasamucchayi (no. 43 in RRS [c]), literally the “Compiler
of the Kriya Tantra,” is likely a reference to the ninth- to tenth-century
Kriyakalagunottara Tantra, an early work on tantric sorcery and healing.
This work is, however, revealed by the ubiquitous Srikantha.** Srinitha,
who doubles with Srikantha as the divine revealer of the Western Trans-
mission texts, is also the purported author of an alchemical work entitled
the Rasaratna. This work has also been attributed to Manthanabhairava.*
Ghoda Coli (no. 55 in RRS [c]) is the author of a short Sanskrit alchemical
work entitled Ghoda Coli, or Ghodacoli Vikya.* He is also identified with
Colinath, the founder of the A panth, one of the original twelve Nath sub-
orders.’” We have already noted the south Indian traditions concerning
Allama Prabhu (also known as Prabhudeva, no. 52 in RRS [c]), a founder
of the Virasaiva sect and considered, in Tamil traditions, to be an incarna-
tion of the alchemist Nandi.**

Ratnakara and Nityanitha (nos. 36 and 48 in RRS [c]) may be one and
the same figure: Nityanitha is the author of the thirteenth-century Rasa-
ratnakara, the same text from which Vagbhatta II would have copied his
second ([b] = RRS 6.51-53) list of Rasa Siddhas verbatim. The fifth di-
vision of the RRA, entitled “Siddha Khanda” or “Mantra Khanda,” is the
manifest source of the KPT of Siddha Nagarjuna, a work on tantric sor-
cery.” Like the “Mantra Khanda,” the Sabaracintamani, which treats mainly
of tantric sorcery, is also a work of Nityanatha Siddha, “son of Parvati”;
in it, the author states that the teachings of his work were originally ex-
pounded by Matsyendra.* In addition to being listed as a Rasa Siddha in
the RRS, Nityanatha is also listed, in the HYP (no. 19), as one of the yogic
Siddhas who had “broken Time’s rod” Was Nityanatha, as his name and
his writings would seem to indicate, a Nath Siddha? Chances are that he
was. Certain manuscript colophons to the Siddba Siddbanta Paddbati, gen-
erally attributed to Gorakh, call it a work of Nityanatha Siddha.* If this is
the case, then Nityanatha, whose RRA is dated to the thirteenth century,
was a Nath Siddha polymath who, not unlike his near contemporary Gor-
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akh, would have been well versed in the alchemical, yogic, and tantric dis-
ciplines. It may be, on the other hand, that Nityanatha Siddha and Nitya-
nitha, son of Parvati, were two distinct persons, in which case the double
listing—as Nityanatha and “Ratnikara” in the RRS [c]—would be an accu-
rate one.

The authors of approximately half of the major extant tantric alchemical
works are found to correspond to names figuring in the Rasa Siddha lists.
These texts are the Rasabrdaya Tantra of Govinda, the Kakacandesvarimata
and Kakacandisvara Kalpa Tantra attributed to Kakacandi$vara, the Rasendra
Mangala of Nagirjuna, the Bhatiprakarana (or Svacchandasaktyavatira or
Goraksa Sarbitd) attributed to Goraksa, and the Rasaratnakara of Nitya-
natha. '

Major extant alchemical texts by authors whose names do not figure in
the Rasa Siddha lists all date from the thirteenth century or later and de-
crease in the originality of their content with the passing centuries. More-
over, following a paradigm shift that occurred in the thirteenth to four-
teenth century, the content of most of these later works tends to shade
from an emphasis on tantric elixir alchemy towards either therapeutic or
purely transmutational ends. These works include the ca. 13th-century Ra-
sendraciidamani of Somadeva, Rasaprakasa Sudbakara of Yasodhara Bhatta,*
and Rasapaddbati of Bindu;*# the 13th- to 14th-century Rasaratnasamuc-
chaya of Vagbhatta II and Rasidhyaya of Kankala Yogi;* the 14th-century
Rasarajalaksmi and Rasasindbu of Visnudeva or Vitthala;** 14th- to 15th-
century Rasasara of Govindacarya;* the 15th-century Rasaratnadipika of
Ramarija;* the 15th-century Rasacintamani of Anantadeva Sari;* the 15th-
century Rasendracintamani of Dhundhukanatha;* the 15th-century Rasa-
sanketakalika of Camundakayastha;™ the 15th- to 16th-century Sivakalpa-
druma of Sivanitha;*! the 15th- to 16th-century Rasarajasiromani of Para-
$urama;*? the 16th-century Rasakalpa, Piradakalpa, Gandhakakalpa, and
Dbatukalpa (all of which spuriously claim to be portions of the Rudrayamala
Tantra, and authored by Nagarjuna)™ and Rasapradipa of Prananatha;™ and
the 17th-century Rasendrakalpadruma of Ramakrsnabhatta.® The reader
will have noted that a significant number of these texts are the work of
authors whose names end in Yogi or Nath. There is, however, little or no
internal evidence to indicate that any of these—with the possible excep-
tions of the RRA of Nityanatha and the Rasendracintamani of Dhundhuka-
natha—were in fact the work of Nath Siddhas.

In addition to these works on Hindu alchemy, a number of other sources
lend an important place to alchemy, even though their main subject matter
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is of another order. So, for example, we find a sizable corpus of works on
tantric sorcery—works that may be classified under the general heading
of Kriya Tantras—which include chapters on or references to alchemical
preparations and procedures.* The earliest of these is the Kriyakalagunot-
tara Tantra, a work dating from the ninth to tenth century. This text, which
takes the form of a dialogue between Srikantha (identified with Siva) and
Karttikeya, is a work on tantric healing through the use of mantras, amu-
lets, rituals and sorcery.”” Another later work, the Yogaratnavali of a Saiva
master named Srikantha Siva, is a so-called “poison tantra” dating from
perhaps the fifteenth century. Its sixth chapter contains alchemical data.™
From the same period is another work on tantric sorcery, the Kautukacinti-
mani of Pratapadeva, which contains a significant amount of data on gener-
ally “magical” alchemy—potions for invisibility, magical flight, attraction,
projection, etc.””

Two texts dating from the twelfth to thirteenth century—the KPT and
the shorter Yogaratnamala (or Ascaryaratnamala)—are both the work of a
Siddha (or ériman) Nigarjuna. Their content, moreover, is so similar that
they are likely the work of one and the same author: the former work,
however, is little other than a reworking of a portion of the RRA of Nitya-
niath Siddha.® Both the RRA and the KPT postdate the Dattatreya Tantra
and the KCM; all three cite their sources in their opening verses; apart
from a nearly identical list of four works (in which both give “Kalacandes-
vara” for Kakacandesvara), the RRA and KPT both add another twenty-four
sources not mentioned in the Dattatreya Tantra.®" A final text belongs to a
category all its own. This is the ca. thirteenth-century Matrkabbeda Tantra
(MBbT), a Sikta-Saiva work on the tantric worship of Siva and the God-
dess, whose first, fifth, and eighth chapters contain original alchemical data
mainly pertaining to the fabrication of mercurial /iszgas.®* This is also the
sole alchemical work under discussion here to betray an east Indian origin.

Also containing data on tantric alchemy are a number of medieval com-
pendia and encyclopedias, all of which are of western Indian origin. These
include the ca. A.n. 1040 Rajamartanda of Raja Bhoja of Malava; the A.p.
1131 Manasollasa of the Calukya king Somesvara III “Bhulokamalla”;** the
fourteenth-century Sarvigadbara Paddbati;* and the fourteenth-century
Sarvadarsana Samgraba of Midhaviacirya. Those portions of the Manasol-
lasa that are devoted to yoga closely resemble passages of the Yogastkhopani-
sad, which is one of nine works from the south Indian corpus of 108 Upani-
sads that borrow visibly from works by Gorakh and other Nith Siddhas.*
Also contained in this work are discussions of elixir (rasayana) therapy (in-
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cluding the technique of kutipravesa, “entering into the hut”), and the culti-
vation of a divine body, possessed of the siddhbis of flight, etc.*

2. Matsyendra and Gorakh: The Nath Siddha Literature

The two greatest modern contributions to the historiography of the ver-
nacular literature of the Nath Siddhas have been a critical edition of the
mystic poems of Gorakhnith, compiled by Pitambaradatta Barthwal in
1942°" and that of a corpus of poetry attributed to a number of other Nath
Siddhas, compiled by Hazariprasad Dvivedi in 1957. Both editors, who
consulted a number of manuscript sources in the preparation of their
works, found that “standard anthologies” of the poetry of Gorakhnath on
the one hand and a number of later Nith Siddhas on the other have existed
since at least the fourteenth century and that these standard antholo-
gies have not been greatly altered over time. There is, moreover, general
agreement that the language of these poems appears to be a blend of Din-
gal (Old Rajasthani), western Punjabi, Khadi Bholi, and Apabhramsa.**
Following Gorakhnath, whose literary output (at least by attribution), in
both the medieval vernaculars and Sanskrit media, dwarfs that of any other
Nith Siddha or, for that matter, nearly any other medieval poet, we find
the following frequently recurring “signatures” on the medieval mystic po-
etry of the order. These authors, in order of the volume of their antholo-
gized literary production, are (1) Gorakh, (2) Jati Hanavant, (3) Carpati,
(4) Gopicand, (5) Bhartrhari, (6) Mahadev, (7) Datta[treya], (8) Ghoda
Coli, and (g) Jalandhara/Hadi-pa.

Two of the names listed here—Jati Hanavant (2) and Mahadev (6), who
figure in none of the lists of the nine Nath Siddhas—will not concern us
here. A single verse from a poem by Bhartrhari (5) is alchemical.*” There
are no alchemical works attributed to either Caurangi, Kaneri, or Gopi-
cand (4), nor do alchemical references appear in any of their mystic poems.
All do, however, have much to say about hatha yoga, and alchemical motifs
recur in all of their legends. The sparse extant alchemical works of Carpati
(3) and Ghoda Coli (8) have already been surveyed; a poem contained in
Dvivedi’s anthology, the “Sri Carpat ji ki sabadi,” is a short treatise on the
subtle body. Carpati also figures in a number of alchemical legends.” The
two short poems by Niga Arjan found in Dvivedi’s anthology contain no
references to alchemy,” and it is doubtful that this is the same figure as any
of the candidates for the historical alchemist named Nagirjuna. While
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none of his poems in the Nith Siddha anthologies treat of alchemy, the
figure of Dattitreya (7) does in fact bear a tenuous connection to the al-
chemical tradition: the Dattatreya Tantra, a ca. twelfth-century work attrib-
uted to him, contains a chapter on “magical” alchemy. A lost alchemical
work perhaps attributed to him is the Rasaratnigvali of Guru Datta Siddha.™
Belonging to Dattatreya’s Maharashtran lineage is Revana [Siddha], to
whom two lost alchemical works have been attributed: the Rasadarpana and
Rasarajasivomani.”

Major Nith Siddhas who are conspicuous by their relative absence from
these vernacular anthologies are Adinitha (no poems), Matsyendra (one
poem), and Caurangi (four poems). The “Prian Sankali,” Caurangi’s contri-
bution to the standard anthologies is, however, exceptional in its length,
content, and antiquity. The literary productions of Matsyendra and Nagar-
juna are nearly wholly restricted to the Sanskrit medium.

There are a number of Sanskrit works attributed to Adinatha. As with
Dattatreya and Srikantha, however, it is difficult to determine whether we
are to take these as the works of a historical author, or rather the received
revelations of Siva, the “Lord of Beginnings” Some of these works belong
to the Western Transmission;’* however, the principal work attributed to
Adinitha, as far as our interests are concerned, is the ca. fourteenth-
century Khecari Vidya, the “Aviator’s Science” This Sanskrit work, which
places itself squarely in the hathayogic tradition of the Nath Siddhas, is
unique in that its final chapter is devoted to a description of the alchemical
complement to yogic practice. As such, it is an exemplary work of Siddha
alchemy.”

None of the eight works™ attributed to Matsyendranath—either in San-
skrit or vernacular languages—contains any alchemical data. This not-
withstanding, his teachings are recognized by a vast number of later tantric
authors as fundamental to their own syntheses, as I demonstrate in this
and later chapters. A mention of the Siddha[-amrta] Kaula in Matsyendra’s
masterwork, the K7iN (16.47a, 48b; 21.4—7), is significant inasmuch as
Siva-Bhairava is praised as the leader of the Siddha Kaula in an opening
verse of the R4 (1.4b); the same alchemical work (18.228a) closes with—
and perhaps takes its title from—a verse it appears to borrow from the
K7iN (15.7a). It also mentions worship of the Siddha Cakra (RA 14.24), a
tantric “systematic genealogy” in which Matsyendra figures prominently.”
In this, we may see that, in addition to his pivotal role within the broader
tantric tradition, Matsyendra also constituted a bridge between main-
stream works of the Hindu tantric tradition and the alchemical tantras.
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Matsyendra’s K7iN is itself a synthesis of the Siddha and Yogini Kaula
traditions, inasmuch as it portrays the latter as emerging out of the for-
mer.”® The Mygendragama, a ninth- to tenth-century Saivasiddhanta work,
casts the two as separate but equal groups: “The sages know of eight [other]
currents, connected respectively to giva, the Mantre$varas, the Ganas,
Gods, Rsis, Guhyas, the Yogini Kaula and the Siddha Kaula . .. The Yo-
ginis received a wisdom that immediately causes yoga to shine forth. It was
called yoginikaula because it never went beyond the limits of their circle.
The same is the case for the other [i.e., the Siddha Kaula current].” This
relationship between Matsyendranith the Siddha and the yoginis of Kamar-
apa (Assam) becomes the subject of a rich body of Nith Siddha legend in
later centuries.”

- Matsyendra also constitutes an early and vital link between two peren-
nial heartlands of tantric practice: eastern India (Assam, Bengal, Orissa)
and Nepal. While his K7iN was revealed in Kamartpa, both the oldest
manuscript of the work and the oldest mythology of Matsyendra hail from
Nepal.* Nepal has also long been the homeland of the Western Transmis-
sion and its cult of Kubjika, and it is in the Kathmandu Valley that nearly
all the important manuscripts of the Western Tradition scriptures are
found. A great number of other data, some of which I have already noted,
further link Matsyendra (and later Gorakh) with this latter Kaula tradition.
Both the revelations of Matsyendra’s Yogini Kaula and the Western Trans-
mission were “brought down” at the “lunar” site of Candra-dvipa (or
Candra-giri)*'—even if, in Matsyendra’s case, Candradvipa is to be iden-
tified with coastal Assam and the Western Transmission’s Candradvipa or
Candragiri with coastal Karnataka. The YSA locates Gorakh’s birthplace
at Candragiri, “on the shore of the Godavari River” in western India.*

The K7iN of Matsyendra and the Western Transmission’s KM contain
the earliest extant references we have to the six cakras of hathayogic prac-
tice. Whereas the earliest mention of the six cakras of Hindu® hatha yoga
appears in an eighth-century a.p. literary source, the Malati Madhava of
Bhavabhuti,* a number of scholars maintain that it was in such Western
Transmission works as the Kubjikamata (KM) that these practices were first
discussed systematically.®* Here, I offer evidence to the contrary. In fact,
Matsyendra’s K7iN gives a more extensive account of the subject than does
the KM. In K7iN 17.2b-4a, Matsyendra lists the six cakras by their loca-
tions i.e.: (1) gadha (anus), (2) gubya (genitals), (3) nabhi (navel), (4) brd
(heart), (5) ghantikagrantha (throat), and (6) bhramadhye (between the eye-
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brows), to which he adds the crowning brabmarandbra; he notes the tech-
niques of pranayama and kapalabbeda (20.2b-3a), kbecari mudra (6.18-19),
“binding” and “piercing” (4.11); and one may discern in matsyodara (“fish-
belly™), the name he gives for his sect in the fourth and present age, the
Kali Yuga, an occult reference to the hathoyogic technique of diaphrag-
matic retention (kumbhaka).*” There is, moreover, no conclusive evidence
to prove that Matsyendra’s Yogini Kaula and K77ZN are later than the West-
ern Transmission’s Kubjika cult and KM. On the one hand, the earliest
manuscript of the K7iN is older than the oldest Kubjika manuscripts;*
Abhinavagupta mentions Macchandaniatha® and the KM;* and both Ab-
hinavagupta® and the KM® mention Matsyendra’s Yogini Kaula. On the
other hand, Matsyendra makes no direct mention of either the goddess
Kubjika, the Western Transmission, or Abhinavagupta’s Trika Kaula.
Matsyendranath’s pivotal role in the history of tantric sectarianism
became further expanded when the myth of his “recovery” of the original
tantric teachings of Siva related in the KN (16.27-36) became appro-
priated as the origin myth of the Eastern Transmission (parvamnaya), that
tradition within which the Trika Kaula scriptures were classified. It is
moreover through an appropriation of this myth that Abhinavagupta was
able to reincorporate—into the “secret worship” of the same Trika Kaula
whose reforms had removed such practices from the public sphere—
the orgiastic, power substance-based observances that had been inherited
from the Kapilika practices associated with the scriptures of the old Vidya
Pitha. This he did by adapting into his synthesis the diagrammatic render-
ing of that Eastern Transmission “systematic genealogy” known as the Sid-
dha Cakra, the “Circle of the Siddhas” This diagram was used as a support
for the tantric worship of the Kaula lineage deities (Kulesvara, Kulesvari,
and the eight Mother Goddesses together with their Bhairava consorts),
as well as of the yuganathas, the “Niths of the Cosmic Ages,” i.e., the Kaula
masters who taught in the four yugas. Of these four mythic Naths, each of
whom bore an animal name, the fourth and last, associated with our own
Fourth Age was Macchanda (i.e., Matsyendra).” While Macchanda was
identified with the northern direction in the Siddha Cakra, his female con-
sort was named Konkana, whose name again evokes the region in which
Srinatha and the “Nine Naths” founded the Western Transmission. The
Siddhas as a group are placed in the southern quadrant of this diagram,
and the siddbaugha (“Siddha stream”) in the western quadrant.”* We may
therefore see in this diagram evidence both for the tantric reappropriation
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of the preexisting cult of the divine Siddhas and for the incorporation of
certain human or divinized Siddhas, led by Matsyendra, into that elite
circle.

- The Trika Kaula considered Macchandanitha to have been the founder
of the kula, the line of transmission of the Kaula tantras. This is explained
in a myth according to which Macchanda fathered twelve sons, sending six
of them out (from Srisailam) into the Indian subcontinent to found six
Kaula orders in the Fourth Age: these are the six ovallis (“currents of doc-
trine”) of the Trika Kaula.”® Elsewhere, it is likely that Matsyendra’s teach-
ings also influenced the development of the Buddhist Kapalika-Yogini cult
within the highest yoga tantra (snuttarayoga) current of Vajrayina Bud-
dhism.”

To what are we to attribute Matsyendra’s pivotal role? The answer to
this question may be elicited from a passing reference made by Abhina-
vagupta to the distinction between the earlier Kula practices of primitive
tantrism, and the later Kaula traditions, for which Matsyendra’s reforms
would have constituted a watershed. In the words of Alexis Sanderson,

The distinction between Kula and Kaula traditions . . . is best taken
to refer to the clan-structured tradition of the cremation-grounds
seen in the Brabmayamala-Picumata, Jayadratha Yamala, Tantra-
sadbbava, Siddbayogesvarimata Tantra, etc. (with its Kapalika kaulika
vidhayab) on the one hand and on the other its reformation and do-
mestication through the banning of mortuary and all sect-identifying
signs (vyaktalingatd), generally associated with Macchanda/Matsy-
endra.”

In other words, Siddha Matsyendra, founder of the Yogini Kaula, shifted
the emphasis of early tantrism away from the “terrible” practices and clan-
based (Kula) system featured in the scriptures of the Vidya Pitha, and
towards the erotico-mystical practices that became the bedrock of later
Kaulism. In the ninth and tenth centuries, we witness the emergence and
three-stage evolution of Trika Kaulism, which reached its peak of refine-
ment, in the eleventh century, in the exegetical summa of Abhinavagupta
and his disciple Ksemaraja. While publicly carrying Matsyendra’s reforms
to a still higher level of abstraction (in order to render Trika ritual accept-
able to the broader Kashmiri Saiva community), the Trika reformers pre-
served, as a cult of their virtuosi,” the erotic ritual of Matsyendra’s Yogini
Kaula, described in the K7iN. Whereas early (pre-a.p. 800) Trika and the
K#iN both emphasized the cult of yoginis (who were to be invoked with
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offerings and the communal consumption of blood, flesh, wine, and sexual
fluids),” Abhinavagupta’s later synthesis toned down the grimmer side of
the public cult while promulgating a “sublimated” form of its erotico-
mystical practices for public consumption.' (The notion of the kula nev-
ertheless remains operative in the Kaula context. The Kaulas are those per-
sons who belong to a kula, i.e., to a clan lineage, a particular tantric line
of transmission through a series of masters and disciples, and who make
use of the power substance of the Goddess’s sexual emission, also called
kula).'"* Abhinavagupta’s reinterpretation of the ku/a practices turned espe-
cially on the matter of sexual orgasm and the use of its by-products:

While its principal purpose in the Vidyapitha was to produce the
power-substances needed to gratify the deities, here the ritual of cop-
ulation is aestheticised . . . the emphasis has now moved to orgasm
itself. It is no longer principally a means of production. It is a privi-
leged means of access to a blissful expansion of consciousness in
which the deities of the Kula permeate and obliterate the ego of the
worshipper.'"

Even as he plays to the Kashmir Saiva gallery, Abhinavagupta does
in fact retain the concrete use of sexual fluids in the secret ritual of those
initiated into the Trika Kaula.'”? In certain cases, he prescribes, for the
attainment of siddhis, the consumption of sexual fluids after intercourse.
Here, the partners are to pass these fluids from mouth to mouth prior to
placing them into a collecting vessel as an offering to the gods of the tan-
tric “sacrifice.” '™ In the Siddha Cakra worship of the yuganathas, the offi-
ciant offers to Bhairava (with whom he has identified himself), as well as
to the circle of energies that surround him, by drinking a mixture of male
and female sexual fluid from a sacrificial jar.'”* Noteworthy here is the gloss
given by Jayaratha, the thirteenth-century commentator on the T4, for
the term siddhi: he identifies this term with pindasthairya, “stability of
the body,” which is precisely the watchword of the alchemical RA (1.14b,
18a, 28b) and the hathayogic works of the Nath Siddhas. In the same com-
mentary, Jayaratha refers to the fluids produced by sex as “the best of elix-
irs (rasayana).” '

Elsewhere, Abhinavagupta employs alchemical imagery to describe the
abstract states of consciousness ideally realized by the practitioner. So, for
example, he compares the attainment of absolute consciousness with the
transmutation, by mercury, of base metals into gold; and speaks of the
burning away of all difference within the “stomach of consciousness” in a
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way that draws an analogy between digestion in the gross body, the effects
of hatha yoga and alchemy on the subtle body, and the gnoseological iden-
tification between the finite and absolute self.!”” Elsewhere, he invokes
Matsyendra’s “fish-belly” technique, stating that the yogin is to “repose
devoted to the condition of the belly of the fish.”!*

In this, the Trika Kaula theoreticians, even as they effected their re-
formation of Hindu tantra, remained in touch with the concrete ground of
the tantric enterprise, which was and remains human sexual fluids and their
symbolic correlates. The cosmic force that activates and actualizes every
facet of tantric practice—that originates from the womb of the Goddess
and passes through every link in the chain of transmission, from guru to
disciple and thence to his or her disciple, via the inner channels of yogic
transformation and through the channels that energize the mystic dia-
grams that serve as supports for worship and meditation—is ultimately
nothing other than a stream (ogha) or flow (sroras) of sexual fluid. The life
and structure of the tantric family or clan (ku/s) is defined by the life- and
immortality-giving flow of the clan essence (kulamrta) that is transmitted,
concretely and in the form of sexual fluids, in tantric initiation and worship
rituals. This is attested in a wide array of sources. In his K7iN (22.2-3),
Matsyendra speaks of the transmission of the kaulamsta through the six
yoginis; elsewhere, his entire twenty-first chapter, in which he discusses
the kaula-sadbbiva (“true essence of the Kaula”), is of the same order: this
term as well is used to designate the yogini’s sexual emission."” Down to
the present day, Assamese tantrikas identify their “lineage nectar” (kulam-
rta) with the goddess’s menstrual fluid or the commingled sexual fluids of
Siva and the Goddess.!"

If then the preservation of the universe depends upon—indeed, is noth-
ing other than—the endless cosmic orgasm of the divine, and if the bliss
of orgasm is that human experience which is closest to the very being of
godhead, then the stuff of orgasm—male semen and the female sexual
emission and uterine blood—will, of necessity, play a vital role in the tan-
tric quest for divine autonomy, immortality, and power. No matter how
abstract and refined tantric practice has become over the centuries follow-
ing Abhinavagupta’s reformation of the Trika Kaula, sexual fluids remain
present, in one or another sublimated form, to every sect or order claiming
tantric affiliation. In the idealist and nondualist syntheses of Abhinava-
gupta and Ksemaraja, the sublimation of sexual fluids took the (outer) form
of a remarkably complex and coherent semanticization of ritual (especially
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in the realm of ritual mantra), which was subsequently adopted into the
Srividyﬁ cult of the Southern Transmission (daksinamnaiya).'"!

« These intellectualized, abstract forms of late “high” Hindu tantrism—
which have, of late, defined the field of western scholarship on Tantra—
fall outside the purview of the present study.!'> We will rather concentrate
on the Siddha perpetuation of the tantric legacy, a tradition whose three
components are neatly summarized by the great tantric practitioner-
scholar Gopinath Kaviraj: “Some . . . were accomplished (siddba) in the al-
chemical path (vasa-mirga), some accomplished through hatha yoga, and
still others had perfected themselves through tantric practices or through
the use of sexual fluids (bindu-sadbana)” '} Herein lies the “Siddha distinc-
tion” Whereas the tantric synthesis generally ignores alchemy and rele-
gates hatha yoga to a secondary role in its hierarchy of practice while plac-
ing a very high premium on worship through the use of real or sublimated
sexual fluids, the Siddha traditions privilege all three forms of comple-
mentary practice. The guiding principle here remains one of controlling
a universe that is understood to be a body, the body of the divine consort
of Siva, the body of one’s own consort, and the feminine in one’s own
body. In the Siddha play of analogies between microcosm and macro-
cosm, and the correspondinghierarchies of the interpenetrating realms
of universal being, this body is at once a divine, human, and alchemical
body, to be perfected through yogic, alchemical, and erotico-mystical
practice.

Following Matsyendra’s lead is Gorakh who is, in nearly every Nath
Siddha lineage reckoning, called the disciple of Matsyendra/Mina. While
Gorakh certainly embraced and greatly expanded upon the hathayogic pole
of Siddha practice, his relationship to those of erotico-mystical ritual and
alchemy is more ambiguous. In spite of the fact that the historical Gorakh
and Matsyendra lived at least three centuries apart, a rich body of legend
describes the freeing of Matsyendra, by Gorakh, from sexual bondage in a
Kingdom of Women in Assam. As I will demonstrate in a later chapter,
this is a narrativization of the reforms Gorakh effected within the (Naith)
Siddha tradition, which he purged of its erotico-mystical elements in favor
of a nearly exclusively hathayogic emphasis.

It nonetheless remains the case that Gorakh is considered to have been
the author, if only by attribution, of a distinctly Western Transmission text,
entitled the Goraksa Sarihita, that was devoted to precisely this sort of
practice. In fact, there exist no fewer than three major works known by the
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title of Goraksa Sazithitd, in which we find all three of the building blocks
of the medieval Siddha traditions: alchemy, hatha yoga, and tantric worship
involving the use of sexual fluids. The first of the three works, entitled
the “Kadi Prakarana” of the Goraksa Sazirhita, is a thirteenth-century Sakta
work belonging to the canon of the Western Transmission, yet another
indication of the interconnectedness of this and Nith Siddha traditions.'"*
(Its ninth chapter is attributed to another Nith Siddha, Jalandhara. Like
the rest of the Kadi Prakarana this chapter is Sakta in its orientation.)!!s
This is a work in twenty-seven chapters which, devoted for the most part
to tantric worship of the Goddess in a variety of her forms, also lends space
to a discussion of hatha yoga, the Siddhas of the Western Transmission, and
tantric cosmology.

Another thirteenth-century work, also referred to by certain authors as
the Goraksa Sarithita, is one of the major texts of the tantric alchemical
tradition. This, by far the most voluminous alchemical work attributed to
Gorakh, is variously known as the Goraksa Sambita, Bhitiprakarana [BbP),
Svacchandasaktyavatara, and Hadibbeda. It is, nonetheless, cast as a dialogue
between Srikantha and the goddess Uma, the former being, much like
Adinatha, a pseudonym for Siva in works of the Western Transmission. I
discuss this alchemical work at length later in this chapter. Apart from the
BhB, a small number of Gorakh’s vernacular mystic poems and technical
writings in Sanskrit include references to alchemy; curiously, as many of
these disparage alchemy as praise it. In the latter category, the sixth Pad of
his banis presents an allegorized description of the yogic body as a gold-
smithy cum alchemical laboratory.!' Another vernacular work attributed
to Gorakh, entitled the Yogadipika, is written in the Old Kannada lang-
uage. I have not consulted this work; however, a description of it leads me
to believe that it is a south Indian version of the Hathayoga Pradipika
of Svatmarama, a fifteenth-century work that borrows heavily from the
Goraksa Sataka and other Sanskrit hathayogic works attributed to Gor-
akh. Unlike the HYP, however, the Yogadipiki contains some alchemical
passages.'!”

By far the most important body of teaching attributed to Gorakh, in
both the Sanskrit and vernacular media, is that consecrated to hatha yoga,
in which field he was India’s major systematizer and innovator. Gorakh’s
major poetic works, anthologized in the Gorakh Bani, include the Sabadi,
Pad, Pran Sankali, [Machindra-] Gorakh Bodh, Gyan Tilak, Atma Bodh,
Caubis Siddhi, Sisyﬁ Darséan, Naravai Bodh, and Kafir Bodh. Another im-
portant vernacular work, not included in this anthology, is the Gorakh
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Upanisad.''* A great number of hathayogic works, written in Sanskrit, are
attributed to Gorakh. There is a great deal of overlap between these texts,
most of which appear to be elaborations on the so-called Goraksa Sataka,
the “Hundred Stanzas of Goraksa” (of which the critical edition contains
201 verses!), which is datable to the thirteenth century.!"” These works in-
clude the Amanaska Yoga, Amavaugha Prabodba, Amaraughasasana, Goraksa
Siddbanta Samgraba, Govaksa Paddbati, Mabarthamaiijari, Siddba Siddbanta
Paddbati, Vivekamartanda, Yogamartanda, Yogabija, and Yogacintamani.'*

As for the “third,” hathayogic Goraksa Sarihita, this is a work that curi-
ously links Gorakh with Dattatreya, who, in western India and Maharash-
tra in particular, is more of a god (incorporating Brahma, Visnu, and
Siva—but especially Visnu—in his iconography) than a legendary human
figure; and in this he plays a role similar to that of Adinatha. Yet, there was
at least one historical Dattatreya, who authored a number of works on yoga
and tantra in the twelfth to thirteenth century. In fact, the fourteenth-
century Sarvigadbara Paddbati goes so far as to classify the two major forms
of yogic practice, the “six-limbed” practice and the “eight-limbed” prac-
tice, as “Gorakhnithi” and “that of the son of Mrkanda” (a reference to
Dattatreya, inasmuch as it is this figure who reveals the yogic doctrine
of the Markandeya Purana) respectively. In the Gorakbh Upanisad, Gorakh
terms the former akula and the latter avadbiita.'?' Indeed, there exists a
work entitled the Dattatreyagoraksa Samviada (A Conversation between
Dattatreya and Goraksa), whose principal subject is yogic practice. This
work is known by a number of other names, however. The most common
of these is the title 4vadhita Gita, which indeed mentions both Dattitreya
and Goraksa in its opening verses.'?’ However, this dialogue appears
to be nothing other than the fifth and final chapter of the hathayogic
Goraksa Sambiti (whose third chapter moreover bears a striking resem-
blance to the Akulavira Tantra of Matsyendranith). The organization of
this third, hathayogic, Goraksa Sambita also resembles that of the Siddha
Siddbanta Paddbati, another of Gorakh’s seminal hathyogic works. The
Goraksa Paddbati, a manual on batba yoga, also refers to itself, at one point,
as the Goraksa Sarhita.'> In fact, the alchemical Goraksa Sanhita, i.e., the
BbP (9.133), states that the Goraksa Sarhiti is a work in five parts.'** In
the light of the evidence we have passed in review, we must conclude
that these were originally independent works which became concatenated
into the Goraksa Sarhita, “Goraksa’s Compendium,” a fact that points, if
nothing else, to Gorakhnath’s imposing medieval reputation as a Siddha
virtuouso.
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3. On the “Tantric” Element in Tantric and Siddha Alchemy

A number of scholars have maintained that neither hatha yoga nor alchemy
is, properly speaking, a component of Hindu Tantra.'** To the extent that
mainstream tantric literature appears to turn a blind eye toward the two
disciplines, or at least ignores the names of their founders or exponents in
their elaborate “systematic genealogies,” this contention appears to have
an element of truth to it. The matter is, however, of a rather more complex
order. On the one hand, a number of tantric sources do mention alchemy
and hatha yoga, either directly or by way of illustrating this or that abstract
concept or process. On the other, the alchemical and hathayogic sources
themselves often claim to be tantric. Finally, there is the matter of chronol-
ogy. With the important exception of Matsyendra, who, as we have seen,
is included in tantric reckonings of lineage founders, nearly all the alchemi-
cal and hathayogic teachers and authors postdate the foundational tantric
compendia and their postscriptural systematizations.

In his compelling study of Sakta tantrism, Douglas Brooks argues for a
polythetic approach to “tantric” phenomena, in which one is to look to
family resemblances between the various tantras (texts with the word Tan-
tra in their title, sects which claim such texts to be their foundational scrip-
tures, etc.) without taking any single feature or body of features found in
such traditions to be normative.'?® It is such an approach that I follow here
in my treatment of Hindu alchemy, the discourse of which was as much “in
the air” in medieval India as were the antinomian cremation-ground rites
of the Kapalikas and the refined metaphysics of Abhinavagupta and Ksem-
araja.

Here, we will assert that Hindu alchemy is tantric because (a) it says it
is; (b) it is tantric in its language and referents; (c) it is tantric in its meta-
physics; (d) it is tantric in its practice; (e) it is tantric in its theology; (f) it
is tantric in its goals; and (g) alchemical terminology is employed discur-
sively or metaphorically in tantric works of a more general order.

The alchemical classics are revealed by the same gods (Siva, Bhairava,
Srikar;gha) to the same goddesses (Devi, Bhairavi, Sakti, Candilka]) as are
the majority of Hindu tantras. Their form and style are tantric, with most
texts consisting of “semidialogues” between god and goddess. Several al-
chemical preparations bear the names of tantric deities (Nilakantha, Anan-
dabhairava, Svacchandabhairava, Lokanatha, etc.).!’” A great number of
alchemical classics contain the term Tantra in their titles:'** others call
themselves Sasinhitis, or -matas, also appellations proper to the broader
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tantric tradition.'”” The content of these works contains references to a
number of tantric sects (the Kaulas, Kapalikas, Pascimamnaya, etc.), while
a number of alchemical authors and Rasa Siddhas (Nagarjuna, Nandi-
[-kesvara], Goraksa, Carpati, Manthanabhairava, and Svacchandabhairava)
bear the same names as do the divine or legendary founders of other tan-
tric traditions.

Also in the pages of the alchemical sources, we find myriad references
to the mystic geography of tantrism, concerning the szkta pithas of the
Goddess as well as the Himalayan and other mountain shrines generally
associated with the cult of Siva. Tantric mantras, yantras,'*" initiation,'?!
forms of worship and devotion to the tantric gods, and “guruism”'*?
figure in the alchemical sources.

Lastly, Hindu alchemy is tantric in its goals and in the means it appro-
priates to realize those goals. Total autonomy, omniscience, superhuman
powers, bodily immortality, and a virtual identification with godhead—al-
though not at the expense of one’s autonomy—are the aims of the Hindu
alchemist, just as they are of the great majority of nondualist tantrikas.'*

In a more general sense, Hindu alchemy shares the same universe as do
many of the other medieval Hindu traditions that identified themselves as
tantric and which western and Indian scholars alike today identify with
tantrism, particularly of the nondualist variety."** This is a divine, world-
affirming"** universe, the field upon which the godhead fully realizes itself,
and offers realization to those humans who propitiate it. It is also an an-
thropic'*® universe, seemingly created for human self-realization, with man
the measure of all things and that creature who is specifically adapted to
plumbing the depths of its mysteries. The tantric universe is a pulsating,
vibratory universe,"’7 in which matter, souls, and sound are the stuff of the
outpouring of godhead into manifestation, with godhead generally identi-
fied with Siva and his self-manifestation or self-reflection taking the form
of the Goddess."™ It is a bipolar, sexualized universe,"* in which all change
and transformation are viewed as so many instances of an interpenetration
of male and female principles, with metaphysical categories, animals,
plants, and minerals all being possessed of a gender marking. It is a ver-
tically hierarchized universe, in which that which is higher, closer to the
source of all manifestation, is subtler and capable of encompassing, pene-
trating into, and reabsorbing into itself that which is lower on the great
chain of being. It is a #adiating universe,'* with the source of the manifest
world being located at the center of a vast network of metaphysical catego-
ries, divinities, phonemes, etc., all of which are interconnected through a

2 also
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complex interplay of correspondences. And, ultimately, the tantric universe
is an ezzancipating universe, a universe that is primordially and virtually
free: born of the boundless playing out of divine consciousness, its every
constituent part, including the human body and spirit, as well as brute mat-
ter, are intrinsically free. Tantrism therefore places a high premium on ex-
perience—bodily, practical, concrete experience—which, in conjunction

with knowledge, is liberating.'*!

4. Hindu Alchemy: The “Canonical” Works

Generating a description of the Hindu alchemical canon is a perilous task,
given the number of Rasa Siddhas whose works are either unknown or not
extant on the one hand and the paucity of critical editions of extant al-
chemical works on the other. Also clouding the picture is the absence of
any certitude that the texts which have come down to us are single-author
works and not compilations made over a period of several centuries. Much
of what follows will therefore be tentative, given the numerous gray or
blank areas remaining in our textual “map” of the Hindu alchemical tradi-
tion. To this point, the limited historical treatment I have given of certain
of these major works has been based, for the most part, on data external to
the texts themselves. Here, the analysis will be based on textual and inter-
textual data. The presentation of the “canon” will follow what I feel to be
the most plausible chronological order. In fact, the evidence at our disposal
indicates that most of the alchemical classics were compiled over a rela-
tively brief period, with the great majority being generated within a two
hundred-year span covering the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

Just as exegetes evoke the “five attributes” (pasicalaksana) that define a
Purana, so we can point to a number of common features, or family resem-
blances, that unite the major works of the tantric alchemical canon. These
include (1) an opening statement concerning the divine origins and great-
ness of mercury and sulfur, and (2) a praise of the alchemical path as supe-
rior to all other Hindu forms of religious practice. Here, bodily liberation
(jrvanmukti) is compared favorably to the impersonal workings of moksa,
and the complementarity of yogic and alchemical practice is noted. (3)
Many works include origin myths of mercury, sulfur, and other of the
prime chemical reagents. (4) Many also contain an aphorism in their open-
ing chapter that is quite identical from one text to another: “Swooned,
mercury . . . drives away disease; killed, it revives itself; bound, it affords
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the power of flight” (5) Ritual worship, initiation, and the use of mandalas,
mantras, etc. as necessary adjuncts to the manipulation of alchemical sub-
stances are stressed in most works. (6) The alchemical laboratory and its
apparatus (yantras), crucibles (musas), and enclosed “fire-pits” for the
roasting of mercurial preparations (putas), and materiae primae (herbs,
minerals, gemstones, metals, animal substances, salts, etc.) are described.
Most sources list eight primary (smabarasas) and eight secondary (uparasas)
minerals, nine gemstones (+atnas), anywhere from six to twelve metals (/o-
bas, dbatus), and (7) eighteen principal alchemical operations (sazskaras).
Following this, most alchemical works launch into (8) an extended discus-
sion of these operations, by means of which mercury and other minerals
and metals are prepared and combined prior to transmutation, (g) followed
by a discussion of applications of said preparations to the human body of
the alchemist, by which he is rendered immortal. (10) Later works also
contain sections on the preparations of various elixirs and aphrodisiacs, to
therapeutic ends: this is 7ogavada, the appropriation of tantric alchemy into
Ayurvedic mercury-based pharmacy (vasa sastra).

As is the case with most Tantras, these works are written in a dialogue
style, in which Siva-Bhairava reveals the alchemical gnosis to Devi-
Bhairavi. Unlike most Tantras, however, a great emphasis is placed on texts
(sastras, granthas) as opposed to knowledge communicated orally by a mas-
ter, even if initiation by a guru is described in many of these works. No
single alchemical Tantra contains all of these elements; all contain some of
them, and some contain additional elements. Not all of the texts I review
here are, properly speaking, alchemical tantras; in fact, only five of them—
the Rasarnava, Kikacandesvarimata, Rasendra Mangala, Rasaratnakara, and
Bhatiprakarana—can be said to belong to this category. What distinguishes
these from the other major alchemical works is their overriding debavida
emphasis upon bodily immortality as the alchemist’s ultimate goal. Here,
they may be contrasted with the softer line taken by Mahe$vara Siddha
works, which may be qualified as muktivada (i.e., using increased longevity
as a means to the higher end of gnoseological release into the absolute) on
the one hand and, on the other, the emphasis on dhatuvada and the attain-
ment of siddhis found in a number of late works. The alchemical Tantras,
whose watchwords are jivanmukti and kalavaiicana (“skewing Time”), are
works of Kaula inspiration, which implicitly follow the doctrines promul-
gated in such texts as the K7N of Matsyendra, the KM, and the Kularnava
Tantra, as well as the old Yamala texts (Rudrayamala, Brabmayamala, etc.).

Generally speaking, muktivada works take Ayurvedic rasayana as their
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scientific starting point, are Saiva Siddhanta in their metaphysical and so-
teriological orientations, and feed quite directly into later Ayurvedic rasa
sastra." Many of the major extant works of Hindu alchemy—the Rasah-
daya Tantra, Rasopanisat, Rasendraciidamani, Rasaprakisa Sudbikara, Ras-
aratnasamucchaya, and Anandakanda — fall into this category. That is, the
preponderance of data found in these works are rogavada and muktivada,
although, as we will see, they are not wholly bereft of references to dbatu-
vada and debavada alchemy.

Tantric works emphasizing this-worldly attainments and powers (dbatu-
vada, siddhis) generally take their inspiration from the old “Kriya Tantras,”
works on tantric sorcery. None of the major alchemical works falls into this
category, although nearly all contain references to sorcery and attendant
practices. Two works that may be classified as Siddha alchemical works are
the Matrkabbeda Tantra (MBhT) and Kbecari Vidya [KhV'). The former,
rather than being an alchemical Tantra per se, is a Sakta Tantra tout court,
but one that devotes significant space to alchemy and hatha yoga. As its
name indicates, the latter is a work on the hathayogic technique known as
khecart mudva; however, since the term kbecari (“one who moves in space,’
the “aviator”) also has a number of tantric and alchemical applications, we
include it here.

It has generally been held that the RM of Nagarjuna, by one or another
name, is the oldest extant tantric alchemical work. In the preceding chap-
ter, I advanced arguments to refute this misconception. I now reinforce
those arguments with additional material from other alchemical texts.

a. The Rasabrdaya (Heart of Mercury) Tantra (RHT) of Govinda,'* a
work in nineteen chapters dating from the tenth to eleventh century, is
very likely the oldest extant Hindu alchemical work. As such, it is unique
in a number of ways. To begin, Govinda, unlike all later authors, first (1.2)
identifies the combination of sulfur (or mica) and mercury with Visnu and
Siva (Hari-Hara), before making the standard identification (1.3 3) between
sulfur-mica as the menstrual-sexual emission of the Goddess (Gauri) and
mercury as the semen of Siva. He praises the Rasa Siddhas (1.7), but does
not name any of them. Govinda is himself the twenty-fifth Rasa Siddha
in the RM/RRS [a] list; the RM also appropriates his verse 1.2, verbatim,
as the opening verse of its final chapter: the RHT is therefore older than
the RM.'*+

Govinda’s aphorism (1.3) concerning the miraculous powers of mercury
is shorter than those found in most other works and is unusual in that it
equates bound mercury with liberation (zzukti) rather than with the power
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of flight.'"** This distinction seems to be of a piece with Govinda’s general
outlook, which clearly follows the soteriology of the Mihesvara Siddhas.
Very rarely does Govinda mention jivanmukti; rather, yogic and alchemical
practice produce a stable body with which one may accede to the highest
end of liberation, i.e., absorption into the absolute, through knowledge of
the absolute (brabman)."*

Govinda lists the usual eighteen samskaras (2.1-2) and eight uparasas
(9.5), but only six mabarasas (8.4). He lists nine metals (9.5-6). His descrip-
tions of the first eight sazskaras'* are very brief, with most of the body of
the work being devoted to the preparation of mineral “essences” (sattvas)
which, combined with mercury, serve to transmute base metals into gold
or silver. The final chapter is devoted to the priming of the human body
for the ingestion of transmuting mercury, and the preparation of four mer-
curial elixirs, in the form of pills (gutikis). Nowhere does Govinda assert
that such elixirs lead to bodily immortality: good health, a loving wife, and
the birth of sons are as much as he promises."** In many ways, the RHT,
with its sober, taciturn style, is a prolegomenon to the later alchemical
tantras, which pick up where it leaves off.

In the final verses of the RHT, Govinda praises his king, “Sri Madana,
scion of the Lunar Lineage (sitamisuvamsa) born into the Haihaya clan . . .
lord (natha) of the Kiratas” as a master of alchemy (rasacarya) whose al-
chemical gnosis (rasavidya) was not learned, but innate. “I, bhiksu Govinda,
having learned much from that king of the Kiritas, am the author of the
Tantra called Rasabrdaya”'*” A number of historians of Indian medicine
maintain that Govinda’s Madana was a tenth-century king of “Kirata-desa,”
a blanket term, going back to the epics, for the Bhutan-Assam border
region; however, a number of Puranas locate the Kiritas in the Vindhya
mountain region.'** What Govinda’s RHT passage in fact states is that Ma-
dana is a Somavamsin and Haihaya by birth, lord of the Kiritas by princely
avocation, and an alchemist by vocation. Now, there did exist, in the ninth
through thirteenth centuries A.p., a royal family called the Kalachuris who
traced their lineage back through Haihaya and Yadu to the Moon and who
therefore considered themselves to be Haihayas and Yadavas of the Lunar
Dynasty. The Kalachuris ruled from Tripura (modern Tewar, north of Ja-
balpur) over a kingdom whose borders more or less correspond to those of
modern-day Madhya Pradesh. Their influence, however, extended well to
the west (into modern Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Karnataka) and east (Bihar,
Orissa) of their boundaries.'"! From the tenth century onwards, there ex-
isted, in the same region (Orissa), a religiously latitudinarian royal family
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known as the Somavamsis, who were patrons of Buddhism as well as of
Vaisnavism and Saivism. Finally, two dynasties that ruled in Assam from
ca. A.D. 800 to 1100 traced their descent from a king of the “barbarian
Cinas” and the Kiratas.'* I am therefore inclined to locate Govinda’s
Somavamsi-Haihaya king Madana, lord of the Kiratas, at the eastern ex-
tremity (eastern Madhya Pradesh, Orissa) of the Kalachuri sphere of in-
fluence (which extended into the western Indian regions I have termed the
heartland of tantric alchemy). As for Govinda himself, he could have lived
anywhere within the boundaries of this Kalachuri sphere of influence. A
tenth- to eleventh-century date for this text is plausible, in the light of the
dates of later works that refer back to the RHT.

b. The Rasarnava (Flood of Mercury) is the oldest and most impor-
tant of the alchemical Tantras and may be dated to the eleventh century.'*
It is an anonymous work in eighteen chapters, cast as a dialogue between
Bhairava and Devi. It has been attributed by a number of scholars to a
certain Bhairavananda Yogi; “Bhairava,” the twenty-ninth Rasa Siddha in
the later lists, may be a reference to this text’s divine revealer. It is possible
that later texts also refer to its author as Manthanabhairava, for reasons
that will be discussed momentarily. The RA cites no other author or work
(with the possible exception of the Diniara Tantra)'** by name. A compari-
son with the early eleventh-century a.p. Vimalaprabhi commentary to the
Kalacakra Tantra reveals a number of striking similarities in both language
and subject matter with the material found in the former work, which ap-
pears to be slightly more archaic than that of the RA.'*

Nowhere in the R4 do we find a comprehensive accounting of the eigh-
teen sazmskaras. In fact, the first eight operations, by which mercury is puri-
fied prior to being applied as a transmuting agent to other minerals and
metals, are reduced in the R4 to two: purification (sodhana) and rubbing
(mardana). This is possibly due to the fact that the RA followed a rapid
Skull-Bearer method (kipalika-yoga)—as opposed to the slower Lunar
(saumrya) method—for these primary operations.'* The RA is far and away
the alchemical text that most frequently evokes these kapalika methods, for
the liquification of gemstones, the coloration of mercury and metals, etc.'™”
Like most alchemical works, the RA lists eight primary (7.2) and secondary
(7.56) rasas, but lists only six metals (7.97), as opposed to the nine found
in most sources. The RA (7.57-66) is the earliest text to provide an origin
myth for sulfur; only in later texts, however, does one find a mythic account
of the origins of mercury. The abundant tantric elements found in the R4
will be discussed at length in the next chapter.
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A number of passages from the R are nearly identical to passages from
the RHT; these may either be paraphrases of the latter on the part of the
former, evidence for the oral transmission of the alchemical gnosis, or in-
dications of the existence of a common source from which both borrowed
material.'** The last appears to be the case, for example, with the descrip-
tion of a preparation that stabilizes and strengthens the body tissues prior
to the ingestion of mercury. The R4 (18.14) copies the Astangasamgraba
(6.50.245) verbatim, whereas the RHT (19.19) appears to paraphrase that
work.!**

As we have already noted on a number of occasions, the RM borrows
widely from the RA.'* That the contrary is not the case is proved time and
again by the fact that the RM either unnecessarily embellishes passages
from the RA or changes the order of passages in ways that do not make the
same sense as they do in the RA. A prime example of the former phenome-
non is the case of the aphorism concerning the powers of mercury. In no
other source is the matter stated more succinctly and powerfully than in
the RA (1.19): “O Goddess! Swooned, mercury, like the breath, drives away
disease; killed, it revives itself; and bound, it affords the power of flight”
Compare the derivative, embellished, and thereby weakened aphorism
of the RM: “When bound, [mercury] affords the state of flight; it removes
the heap of diseases when swooned; calcinated it is a destroyer of birth and
worldly existence; progressed and colored it affords pleasure and libera-
tion”'*! Elsewhere, the RM’s list of twenty-seven Rasa Siddhas appears to
be an expansion on a group of twenty-four (Rasa) Siddhas mentioned (but
not named) in the RA.1%?

The latter case in point is demonstrated by the treatment the RM gives
of the most elaborate alchemical operation found in the entire RA. This
passage, which constitutes the powerful conclusion of the RA (18.208-28),
is dramatized in a myth related by Alberuni, in about a.p. 1030, on the
subject of the silver threshold of the government house in Dhara (Dhar
district, Madhya Pradesh). Alberuni’s account is reproduced at the begin-
ning of chapter three of this book; its close similarity to the procedure
described in the RA is a further indication that this is an eleventh-century
text.

In the RA, “diamond-bound” mercury, which has proven its efficacy by
restoring cripples, freaks, and mutants to wholeness and transmuting ten
million times its mass of base metals into gold, is to be employed in the
ultimate alchemical Work, the transformation of the entire person of the
alchemist into an Alchemical Man. This he will do by plunging himself—
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after an appropriate worship ritual—into a cauldron of superheated oil into
which pellets of diamond-bound mercury have been placed. At this point,
the RA explains the principle behind this operation: the five gross ele-
ments—“earth, wates, fire, air; and ether”—of his material body will be seri-
ally transformed into their subtle correlates (rammatras), beginning with
that of earth and ending with that of ether. The process is at once a con-
crete application of the principles of (1) Tantric bbitasuddhi; (2) “extracting
the essence (pasicamita)” of the five elements, as described in the Fayadiu-
thaydmala;'** and (3) the basic Siddha principle of telescoping the gross
into the subtle as a means to generating a siddba body.'**

Once the alchemist has plunged himself into the cauldron, his labora-
tory assistant serially adds the alchemical equivalents of the five elements
to the mix, culminating with kbs (ether, but also mica), which is to be
placed inside the alchemist’s skull (presumably all that remains of his gross
body at this point): it is noteworthy here that, as with the hathayogic prac-
tice of kbecari mudra, this operation climaxes with ether in the cranial
vault.'® Then, “pumping the bellows [until the mix has] the look of molten
gold, [the assistant] should add an alkaline substance (ksar@). No sooner
has this been done than he [the Alchemical Man] rises up with a mighty
roar: ‘Hum!”” Then follows a description of the Man’s alchemical apotheo-
sis, in which he sports in the world of the Siddhas with a hundred thousand
Siddha maidens.'%

The RM’s treatment of the same operation is punctuated by breaks, in-
consistencies, and asides, which indicate a more or less random appro-
priation of the RA passage. The RM concludes its description of the mir-
aculous healing powers of diamond-bound mercury with the statement:
“Thereupon, one becomes [takes on] another body: there is no need to
speculate on this matter” Then, in a very interesting aside not found in the
RA, the RM continues: “This is the Great Work which is called ‘Five Nec-
tars’ in either the Manthinabbairava, or then again mentioned in the
demon Ravanal’s Kumara Tantra].'” All the manifold [life forms] in these
three worlds, including all that moves and all that does not move are [com-
posed of the following]: Earth, water, fire, air, and ether” It then abruptly
segues back to diamond-bound mercury, which is capable of transmuting
ten million times its mass of base metals into gold, at which point it follows
the RA description of the operation, with minor variations and one im-
portant omission: the RM leaves out the pentultimate operation of placing
kba in the skull of the Alchemical Man.'*

One might think that Nagarjuna, author of the RM, had missed the en-
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tire point of this operation—i.e., the creation of an Alchemical Man—
were it not for the fact that he refers, in his aside, to the “Great Work
called the ‘Five Nectars’ (paniicamrta)” This is precisely the term employed
in the Fayadrathayamala for the tantric “extraction of the essence” of the
five gross corporeal elements as the means to generating a Siddha body
possessed of the power of flight. Most fascinating here is Nagarjuna’s men-
tion of the texts entitled Manthanabbairava and “Demon Ravana” While
the latter can only refer to Ravana’s Kumara Tantra (which is based in part
upon the tantric sorcery of the Kriyakilagunottara Tantra),'® the former
gives rise to thought.

There are two candidates for the Manthanabbairava to which Nagarjuna
refers. The first, and less likely of the two, is an eponymous alchemical text
by this name, which would then account for the name of Manthanabhair-
ava as the thirty-second Rasa Siddha and for the numerous references to
Manthinabhairava (especially to an elixir called manthanabbairava rasa) in
later alchemical works. In fact, all mentions of Manthanabhairava postdate
the R4, by which logic one might posit that Nagirjuna is referring to the
RA as the (work revealed by) Manthanabhairava. However, the preparation
called manthanabbairava vasa, as it is described in the RM itself, as well as
in many later works, is nowhere to be found in the R4.'"°

Moreover, while the RA is obviously Nagarjuna’s source here, at no time
does that text refer to this or any other operation as the Great Work called
the “Five Nectars.” The second, and more likely, source to which Nagar-
juna may be referring is the twelfth-century Manthanabbairava Tantra, one
of the core texts of the Western Transmission, a source to which the RC
seems also to refer.'”" (While Nagarjuna appears to be the sole alchemical
author to ever have cited this seminal work of the Western Transmission,
the RA itself contains at least one passage that indicates its author’s famil-
iarity with that tradition’s cult of the goddess Kubjiki.!” We will return to
the impact of the Western Transmission on the tantric and Siddha alchem-
ical traditions in the next chapter.)

The question then arises as to whether the citations, in later alchemical
works, of Manthanabhairava 4/ refer to a Rasa Siddha by that name, or at
times to a work of the Western Transmission; and, if the former is the
case, whether Manthanabhairava the alchemist is to be identified with the
Bhairava who revealed or authored the RA.'7

The RM copies or paraphrases the R4 in scores of other places, most
especially in its fourth chapter, in the course of which it samples approxi-
mately sixty-four verses from the RA, even repeating itself in the same
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places as those in which the RA is repetitive (which only occurs in the RA’s
final, eighteenth chapter). Ironically, it is in this fourth chapter that we
find the “Buddhist” dialogue, set atop Srisailam, between Nigarjuna, the
goddess Prajidparamiti, and a host of other luminaries, that convinced
Ray and others that this was a Mahayana text. In fact, the passage we have
just compared with R4 18.206—228 is cast in the RM is a dialogue between
Nagirjuna and Ratnaghoga!'™

c. The RA is copied, paraphrased, or cited in a significant number of
later works, with a particularly long passage (18.278-337) on the subject
of magical waters being borrowed into the Kikacandisvara Kalpa Tantra
(KCKT) (8.2—49)."" This work, which deals mainly with tantric healing
through the use of botanicals, has little or no relationship to the Kakacan-
desvarimata (Doctrine of the Fierce Crow|[-faced] Goddess) (KCM),"" an
alchemical text in which tantric elements abound. Here too, a number of
nearly identical passages in the R4 and the KCM would appear to indicate
borrowing from an unknown common source.'”’

As its title indicates, the KCM is Sakta in its sectarian orientation. More
exactly, Kakacandesvart’s corvocephaly is of a piece with such Kaula cults
of Kali as the Kaula Mata and the cult of Guhyakali, which has been popu-
lar in Nepal since at least the eighth century. In both of these cults, zooce-
phalic or avicephalic goddesses have figured prominently.!™ The Saktism
of the KCM is explicit from the outset: while it is the god Bhairava who
is doing the revealing, he is nonetheless ringed, atop Mount Kailash, by
a circle of “yoginis,” named Kapali, Kalaratri, Kakacanda, Ambika, Karali,
Kalakarni, and Kikacandesvari, who are accompanied by Gananiyaka
(Ganesa). In the course of this work, Bhairava refers to Kakacandesvari
by a number of names, including Kikacamunda, Bhairavi, and Candali.
Bhairava himself is called Siva, Sadasiva, I§vara, and Sarvajfia; and a refer-
ence is made in the text to the worship of Batukanitha (the “Boy Master”)
Bhairava.!” Like the RA, the KCM contains an abundance of references to
worship, mantras, and sexual practices that place it squarely within the tan-
tric tradition. Which tantric tradition is another question, however; the
KCM appears to be as much inspired by the old Kriya Tantras as it is by
the alchemical tradition.

The opening verse of the KCM resembles those of the Kulananda Tantra
of Matsyendra and the Buddhist La/itavistara." Following this and a very
powerful opening statement (second only to that found in chapter one of
the RA) on the inability of the various philosophies and religions to alle-
viate human suffering, the KCM comes directly to its raison d’étre, the
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method or expedient of the “fluid” or “power substance” (dravyopaya):'™!
“Without the power substance, there can be no realization (siddhi), and no
enjoyment or pleasure. Without the power substance, men become dis-
embodied ghosts (pretas) when they die. They who employed inferior sub-
stances [i.e., who followed inferior doctrines] in life roam about blindly in
the world of the dead”

Following this introduction, however, the KCM suddenly becomes very
much a Kriya Tantra, plunging directly into a very long description of a
number of pills (gutikas) which render the user highly attractive to divine
females (nymphs, yoginis, Gandharva maidens, and even Bhairavi herself)
and eminently capable of satisfying their sexual desires. In this, it closely
resembles discussions of magical “attraction” (7karsana) and “the acquiring
of a heavenly nymph” (yaksini-sidbana, strivasyam) found in works on tan-
tric sorcery. The highly evocative names of these gutikis are found in a
number of later texts; the earlier R4 describes one of these, the amara-
sundari (“Immortal Beauty”) pill in some detail. Of much greater interest
to the RA, however, is a pill that affords magical flight (kbecari gutika); and
the KCM follows its instructions for the preparation of this and other
aphrodisiacs with its own discussion of the same.'* From here, the KCM
abruptly changes its orientation once again and launches into a long dis-
cussion of gold making (dhatuvada) through the use of mercury that has
been treated with mica, herbs, and sexual fluids before returning, inexor-
ably, to its discussion of aphrodisiacs."* Next, it lists the best nights of
the year for meeting divine maidens (devakanya), discusses the miraculous
panacea called “rock water” (sailodaka), and describes the use of orpiment
(baritala) and other mineral and plant substances in the preparation of
elixirs.'™

To this point in the text, it would be extremely difficult for an alchemist
to carry out any of the operations described in the KCM for the simple
reason that none of the basic principles of alchemy have been systemati-
cally explained: terminology, materiae primae, apparatus, procedures are all
taken for granted. Now, over halfway through the work, the author seems
to have second thoughts and undertakes a systematic exposition of the
eighteen samskiras and a number of other fundamentals of his discipline.
The samskara list is unusual inasmuch as neither transmutation nor bodily
transubstantiation is enumerated; in their place, it names two operations
not counted as samskaras in other works: vidhana (“apportioning”) and
marana (“killing”). Following this, it singles out eight of the eighteen oper-
ations as the “Eight Works.” Its enumeration of these resembles that found
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in R4 10.10-12." In its expanded discussion of these eight procedures,
the KCM describes the “class of enemies” (#rivarga), i.e., minerals that at-
tack and “kill” each of the eight metals. Similar classifications are found
in the later RC (4.50; 14.14 ariloba]) and AK (7.28)." Next follows a dis-
cussion of the purification of the secondary rasas, of which six are listed:
there is no systematic description of the primary rasas.'*” At this point,
a commentary is inserted into the text of the KCM,"™ which continues
intermittently until the conclusion of the work: a similar tippana is inserted
at a similar point in the RM.

Devotional praises of mercury and sulfur (or mica) in combination fol-
low, a commonplace that most alchemical tantras place in their opening
chapter."® A brief description of the four colors of mica is innovative in-
asmuch as it classifies the four colors (varnas) of mica according to “caste”
(varna): white mica is brahman, red is ksatriya, yellow is vaisya, and black
is sidra. A number of other works classify mercury in this way; the KCM is
the sole early text to do so for mica.!”

Hereafter, the KCM once more becomes a work on tantric sorcery and
healing. A section on “skewing Time” (kala-vasicana) describes a number
of means by which to predict the future and revive the dead or dying. The
use of a mixture of male and female sexual fluids (kundagolaka) constitutes
a portion of a discussion on a rite through which the yogin may gain super-
natural powers and immortality. (The MBAT also gives a prominent place
to the kundagolaka and other such cocktails; the RA and RM also use the
term, but desexualize it into a combination of the herbal essences of the
candali and raksasi plants).'”! The KCM states that this rite renders the prac-
titioner a kavi;'”* we will return to Siddha uses of this term in chapter ten.

The work concludes with a long section on tantric healing through the
use of herbs and mantras. One such mantra contains a long evocation of
rsis (KaSyapa, Kapatu), gods (Stirya), kings (Sugrivaraja, the monkey ally
of Rama), bhiitas, and all manner of other creatures (water-goers, sky-goers
. .. pisicas, dakinis, etc.).'” In every manuscript version of the work I have
consulted, these final folios are written in a curious mixture of Sanskrit and
a vernacular in which many Hindustani words are recognizable (czval, ser,
subag, atai, lasanu [= lesan?), thambhana boi, etc.). Given the heterogeneous
nature of this work, it is extremely difficult to date. While the concluding
portion (which is likely a commentary by a later hand) is certainly quite
recent, the KCM'’s treatment of much of the alchemical and other material
appears to be quite archaic. In any case, some version of the KCM was
already extant in the twelfth century, as it is cited in three twelfth- to
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thirteenth-century works on tantric sorcery: the Dattatreya Tantra (1.5),
the RRA (5.1.7), and the KPT (1.9, which merely copies the RRA), all of
which refer to it as the Kalacandesvaramata. At the same time, an apparent
reference it makes to a fourteenth- to fifteenth-century work entitled the
Rasasara and the presence of quite modern vernacular terms in its conclu-
sion make it clear that this is a text that was reworked over a period of
several centuries, prior to taking its definitive form.'”

d. Like the RHT the Rasopanisat (RU)"" is a Mihesvara Siddha work,
concentrating more on transmutational and therapeutic alchemy than on
the goal of jivanmukti through the use of alchemical elixirs. It is unique in
comparing mercury to the gtman, the individual soul (15.50), and in its
praise of liberation (smukti) as the highest goal (1.5). Cast in the form of a
dialogue between Mahadeva and Parvati, it is datable to the twelfth to thir-
teenth century. It is a southwest Indian work, composed in Kerala.!™ It
purports to be an abridgment of a work entitled Mahodadhi;'*” both it and
the Mahbodadhbi are named in the BPh (1.114), also a twelfth- to thirteenth-
century work. A number of other textual sources are cited in the same
chapter (1.14): these are found in no other work.'” It describes a prepara-
tion discovered by Sriman Nagarjuna-muni (16.10): chapter colophons to
the thirteenth- to fourteenth-century RM call that text the work of Sriman
Nagarjuna. Elsewhere, the RU paraphrases a passage from the R4, in
which mercury is compared to a wild elephant in rut, which can only be
brought under control by the “elephant goad of mercury” (rasankusa). In
the case of the RA, the elephant goad is a mantra identified with the al-
chemical goddess Rasankusi; in the RU, it is simply stated that mercury
can be stabilized only through decoction (ghanat). The “elephant goad” is
a commonplace tantric mantra, whose use makes sense in the context of
the RA; borrowed as it is into the nontantric RU, the metaphor loses most
of its impact.!”” Rather than the usual eight, the RU (4.4-6) names only
seven primary and secondary minerals and seven metals. Its presentation
of the alchemical samskaras is also highly idiosyncratic, with only six of
its samskaras corresponding to the standard terminology employed for the
alchemical operations. Another six operations, which appear to correspond
to more familiar samskaras, are presented under the heading of kirpa, a
term found nowhere else in the alchemical canon.** The RU makes no
mention of the final sazuskara of transubstantiation. All of these idiosyncra-
cies arise from the fact that this is a work that is relatively early and rather
peripheral, both in geographic and sectarian terms, to tantric alchemy.

e. As already stated a number of times, the most problematic element
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in the Bhatiprakarana (BbP) (Production of Supernatural Powers)™! is its
title. To this point I have generally referred to this work as “the so-called
alchemical Goraksa Sarihita”; this I have done because the sole edition of
this work was published under that title, by Janardana Pandeya, in 1977.
In fact, the chapter colophons to Pandeya’s edition read: “here ends . . .
the Siva Sitra, contained in the Bhati-prakarana of the Goraksa Sarihitd in
100,000 verses, brought down [to earth] by Svacchanda-Sakti” This is in
fact an abridgment of the colophon to what I have termed the “Sakta Gor-
aksa Sarirhita,” a work that is nearly identical to the Western Transmission
work known as the Syimatottara Tantra. The colophon to this work reads:
“here ends . . . that section of the Kula-kaulini-mata (in 9o million verses,
brought down [to earth] at the yoginis’ sécret Vidyapitha by Srikantha)
known as the Kadi section, which is included in the latter portion of the
100,000 verse Goraksa Sarnbita which was brought to earth by Svacchanda-
Sakti, who had received its seventy million-million [verses] from the most
excellent Maha-manthéna [-bhairava].”2*? Here, we are in the presence of
textual attribution carried to an exponential level. The BhP bears little or
no connection to the Sakta work of the same name, save for the fact that
the two are revealed by the same form of Siva (Srikantha).

It is, like nearly every alchemical work, a Saiva treatise (Siva Siatra);
however, this mention is missing from chapter colophons of most of the
manuscript versions that I have consulted. As for the claim that this work
is a portion of the “Goraksa Swrithita in 100,000 verses,” a single verse
(9.136), found at the end of Pandeya’s manuscript, states that “the Nath
made this [work] manifest for the benefit of king Sirmha,” and quotes “the
immortal Nath [named] Goraksa,” and but does not make it clear that Gor-
aksa is the author of the work. These verses, moreover, are not found in
every manuscript of this work.?”* A rare alchemical reference to Gorakh is
found in the ca. sixteenth-century Rasakamadbenu (2.362-63), which cites
a work entitled the Goraksamata (The Doctrine of Goraksa) in its descrip-
tion of the alchemical uses of a flower called hansapada: this passage, how-
ever, is nowhere to be found in the BhP>"*

The Svacchanda Sakti who is said to have brought the Goraksa Sarirbita
down to earth is referred to but once in the work itself; however, a number
of references to male Svacchanda deities and Svacchanda zantras indicate
that this work belongs to the Svacchandabhairava canon (the cult of Svac-
chandabhairava was especially important in Kashmir, and the SvT was the
principal work of the so-called Mantra Pitha).* The title of this work,
then, is Bhatiprakarana, and any connection between it and the two other
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so-called Goruksa Sarinhitas is, as has so often been the case in the annals of
tantrism, a case of ex post facto attribution or “postscriptural systemati-
zation” On the other hand, an attribution of this work to a Rasa Siddha
named Svacchandabhairava ought not to be rejected out of hand: in its
opening chapter, the BhP intimates that it is an abridgment of a much
longer Rasa Tantra revealed by Svacchanda.**

This is a work in nine chapters, presented in the form of a dialogue
between Srikantha and Uma. The latter’s name is significant in this work,
given that it refers to sulfur as umayoni (“Uma’s womb”). Also original, in
certain manuscript versions, is the use of the term s#rvaja (“born from [Ru-
dra,] the Arrow”).?” The mercurial Siva is also referred to as Paradesvara
(5.27) and Rase$vara (5.289). The three Trika goddesses, Para, Apari, and
Paripari, are also mentioned (1.106), as are the divine Mothers (matrkas)
(6.281). The alchemist is to worship Bhairava and the circle of yoginis, as
well as Ganesa, the regents of the cardinal directions, and brahmin maidens
(3.7-8). Ritual sex is also prescribed.’*®

The BhP makes vague references to a number of tantric works and cor-
pora. It mentions the three sroras of the tantric corpus, as well as (a work
entitled?) the Uttarottara Matrtantra.** In addition to the Svacchanda for-
mulae, it describes a number of other #antras, including one that appears
to refer to Matsyendra.?!” It mentions the alchemist Nandi (9.134) and,
in at least one manuscript, also makes mention of the [Rasa-] Rarnakara
(RRA) (however, the RRA [4.4.100] names Goraksanath and his disciple
Gahaninath).”!" It also cites the Rasopanisat and the Muabodadhi, both of
which it attributes to the goddess Uma, and goes on to give titles of nonex-
tant alchemical works authored by a number of divine alchemical Siddhas
(of which two—Sukra and Brhaspati—are also mentioned in the RU).*!?
It is cited, under the title of Svacchandasaktyavatara, in the fourteenth-
century Rasarajalaksmi of Visnudeva.’'* These data would place the BhP in
the twelfth to thirteenth century, which squares with an apparent reference
to it by Somadeva, when he cites Srikantha in his thirteenth-century RC
(7.1). Its sole geographical references are to the Vindhya range (6.60), to a
site “to the southeast of the Himalayas” (2.56), and to a (probably mythic)
location called “Virgin Island” (kumaridvipa), where divine herbs abound
(7.113).

In nearly every respect, the BhP is a garden-variety alchemical tantra.
Its oft-repeated goals are siddbis, Sivahood, and sporting in the heavens
with divine maidens;*'* and its means to tha}t end are a blend of alchemy,
tantric worship, and devotion to mercurial Siva /ingas and the Siddhas.?!s
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Significant in this regard is its quite frequent reference to mercury as dru-
vya, the fluid or power substance, without which the use of mantras and
other forms of worship are vain. In this, the BhP resembles the KCM,
which it also follows in its numerous preparations in which menstrual
blood is used.*'® It also resembles the latter work in its frequent use of
vernacular terms, of which one, kbanepane (4.77), used as a synonym for
siddbi, is also found in the RM, Matsyendra’s Akulavira Tantra, and the Dat-
tatreya Tantra.?'" Its aphorism on the powers of swooned, killed, and bound
mercury (1.51) is a paraphrase of that found in the RA.

The BhP devotes much of its seventh chapter to alchemical uses of the
sixty-four divine herbs (divyausadhi), which it identifies, after an alchemical
commonplace, with the sixty-four yoginis. These are said to grow in those
places where Siva and the Goddess had sexual intercourse and are to be
culled and used at certain specific times of the lunar month and the solar
year.?!* Its description of the construction and layout of the alchemical lab-
oratory and the qualities of laboratory assistants generally follow those
found in the RA.*" The eight primary and secondary minerals (2.19, 28)
and eight metals (2.31), as well as the eighteen alchemical samskaras (3.4~
6), listed in the B#P correspond to those found in most alchemical sources.

t. The Rasendraciidamani (Crest-jewel of the Lord of Rasas) (RC) of So-
madeva, a work in sixteen chapters, cites a great number of tenth- to
thirteenth-century alchemical authors: Manthanabhairava, Nandi, Nagar-
juna, Bhairavacarya, Govinda, Bhaskara, Bhaluki, Srikantha, etc.** The RC
is mentioned in the thirteenth-century RRA (1.10.51-61) and RPS (7.37;
9.11), and copied extensively by the thirteenth- to fourteenth-century
RRS: it therefore dates from the twelfth or thirteenth century. Somadeva
calls himself the lord of Karavila Bhairavapura, a name that corresponds
to no known Indian toponym, either medieval or modern; however, Soma-
deva’s mention of both Nagarjuna and Bhaskara, as well as a familiarity
with Mount Abu “in the Gujarat region” (11.111) and the local Saurashtran
term for a specific type of clay (11.49) indicate that he was from Gujarat.**!

Somadeva states, on a number of occasions, that he is one of the greatest
alchemists on the face of the earth, and that certain techniques are known
to none save Siva, Nandikesvara, and himself. In spite of his self-assurance,
Somadeva, like many before and after him, copies or paraphrases large por-
tions of earlier works, especially the RA. Chapter one closely follows the
first chapter of the RA4 in structure and content, from its evocation of the
Kaulas (1.6—7, 11-15) and its discussion of “eating the flesh of the cow and
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drinking liquor” (1.8-10) to its paraphrase of that work’s aphorism on the
powers of swooned, bound, and killed mercury (1.28) and its discussion
of the devotional cult of mercury (1.30-51). Chapter two’s discussion of
initiation, including instructions for the establishment of images of Rasa-
bhairava and Rasankusi in the midst of an alchemical mandala (2.4-50)
closely follows R4 2.4-8, 44—76. No fewer than forty verses in chapters
ten through fourteen are borrowed from the seventh chapter of the R4.7*

Somadeva is, nonetheless, original on a number of counts. His is the
earliest work to contain the origin myth of mercury, as well as the descrip-
tion of a fantastic procedure for the extraction of mercury from its sub-
terranean “wells” (15.4-22). He is the first alchemical author to identify
the nine gemstones (12.1) with the nine heavenly bodies (grahas), and the
first to describe five types of alchemical transmutation, which correspond
to the five elements (4.107-11). Curiously, he devotes very little attention
to the ninth through sixteenth sazskaras, preferring to concentrate on the
ultimate operations of transmutation (vedba) and transubstantiation, which
he terms sevana (15.28). Apart from the anonymous author of the RA,
Somadeva is the most stylish of the alchemical authors. His work bears
the stamp of a powerful personality.

g. The Rasaprakisa Sudbikara (Effulgence of Mercury, Wellspring of
Nectar) (RPS) of Yasodhara Bhatta is a work in thirteen chapters devoted
to medicinal uses of mercurials and other alchemical preparations. Yaso-
dhara’s name figures in all the Rasa Siddha lists,** and he mentions the
twelfth- to thirteenth-century Somadeva (9.12) and opium: therefore his is
a thirteenth-century work.?** Yasodhara states that he is a resident of the
Saurashtran town of Jirnabhidha, which likely corresponds to the modern
toponym of Junagadh.’** In the opening verses of his work (1.1-4), he
evokes a series of deities—Sarada, i.e., Sarasvati; Ganapati, i.e., Ganesa;
and Harihara. This last name is of course a reference to the conjoined
Visnu-Siva, a god whose name is also evoked in the opening verses of the
RHT (1.2). Given that Ya$odhara identifies his father as a Vaisnava named
Padmanibha (“Lotus-Navel,” i.e., Visnu) of the Gaudiya (Srigauda) brah-
min lineage,’** we can be nearly certain that the author of the RPS was a
Vaisnava, rather than a Saiva or Sakta alchemist. He refers to himself as a
kavi and a kavivara (13.14-15).7

In spite of Yasodhara’s probable Vaisnavism, his account of the divine
origin of mercury (1.5-12) is based on the standard Saiva myth of the birth
of Skanda. Enumerations of the eighteen alchemical samskaras (1.30-164)
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and the eight principal (5.2-3) and secondary (6.1) 7asas are unexceptional.
Chapter eight includes descriptions of the preparations called svacchanda-
bhairava rasa (8.132-33) and mantbinabbairava rasa (8.173—74). In chapter
nine, YaSodhara’s enumeration of the sixty-four divine herbs (divyausadhis)
is based, by his own admission (9.11), on Somadeva’s RC. An unusually
long list of forty yanmtras is presented in chapter ten; chapter eleven is
devoted to gold making. Chapters twelve and thirteen are devoted to
Ayurvedic techniques of vgjikarana. In addition to Somadeva, Yasodhara
mentions Bhairava (7.26), Nagarjuna (5.107), and Nandi (6.73).

h. Because of the corrupt nature of the manuscript he consulted, P. C.
Ray mistook the RM for the Rasaratnakara (Mine of Gemstones and Rasas)
(RRA), which he attributed to Nagarjuna. As already noted, the thirteenth-
century RRA was authored by Nityanitha Siddha, who says as much
(1.1.25) and who names Nigarjuna in an opening verse of his work
(1.1.172). In the same passage, he also mentions the Ras@rnava of “Sam-
bhu”2** It is also in the RRA (3.1.66—70) that we find an alternate (to the
RM/RRS [a]) list of Rasa Siddhas, a list that notably includes Carpati
(whose name is absent from the RM/RRS [a] list); the RRA (1.1.17b) also
cites a work by Carpati, entitled Svargavaidya-kapalika.”* The RRA is a
later work than the KCM as well as the RC, both of which it cites;**° but is
earlier than the RAK, which cites it,**! and the RRS and AK, which borrow
from it extensively.

I have already indicated the ubiquity of Nityanatha Siddha, “son of Par-
vati,” as the tantric author of works on alchemy, hatha yoga, and tantric
sorcery, and as a name figuring in both Rasa Siddha (RRS) and yogic Sid-
dha (HYP) lists. I have also surmised that Nityanatha Siddha may have
been a Nith Siddha polymath, after the fashion of the founder Gor-
akhnath, whom he names in RRA 4.4.100. (He also names Gahananatha,?*
who, if he is the same figure as the Gahaninitha who was Gorakh’s dis-
ciple—and Jfidnesvara’s guru’s guru—in Maharashtran Nath Siddha lin-
eages, offers further proof that this is a late thirteenth-century Nath Sid-
dha text, likely from Maharashtra). The contents of the RRA, while they
betray the author’s interest and expertise in the fields of tantric alchemy
and sorcery, as well as Ayurvedic therapy, make no reference to hathayogic
techniques. Nityanath sets forth the agenda to his very prolix work in his
opening verses (RRA 1.1.4b-6a): “This treatise in five sections (kbandas)
is offered for the benefit of practitioners; [for the benefit of] Ayurvedic
physicians (vaidyas) in the [first] Rasa division; [that of] the afflicted in the
[second] Rasendra [division]; theoreticians in the [third] Vada division;
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[and] the aged in the [fourth] Rasayana [division]. Supernatural power of
an alchemical order (rasa-siddhbi) is proftered for the sake of [tantric] advi-
sors in the [fifth] Mantra division.”?*

The Rasa and Vida divisions of the RRA, composed of ten and twenty
chapters or “teachings” (upadesas) respectively, treat for the most part of
the operations proper to transmutational (dhatuvada) alchemy, while the
Rasendra division, seventy-one chapters in length,*** treats of therapeutic
(rogavada) alchemy. The Rasayana division, eight chapters in length, is a
discussion of elixir (dehavada) alchemy, save its concluding chapter, which
is a panegyric of the alchemical wonderland of St Parvata (Srisailam) and
the alchemical practices specific to that site.

Much of the final Siddha or Mantra division of the RRA appears to have
been borrowed, more or less piecemeal, into the KPT of Siddha Nagarjuna.
This is made manifestly clear in KPT 1.13a, which states: “This is called
the Mantra division (mantra-kbanda) [which is offered] for the welfare of
practitioners” The same half verse is found in the Mantra Khanda of the
RRA (5.1.112), where the statement makes perfect sense. The twenty-seven
chapters of the Mantra division become condensed into twenty chapters
in the KPT; however, the chapter order of the two is quite identical. Even
if it is divided into fewer chapters, the KPT is substantially longer than the
Mantra Khanda of the RRA, again indicating that it is a later expansion
Nityanitha’s work.”** Given that the RM cites the KPT, we must conclude
that it too is a later work than the RRA: therefore, the Rasa Mangala named
in RRA 1.1.16b cannot be the same work as the RM.

Nityanitha Siddha makes a number of statements that are more or less
unique to this alchemical source. He mentions both the necessity of be-
longing to an order (sampradaya), and states that his work is a blend of
his guru’s teachings and his own practical experience (1.1.21a, 22a). Else-
where, he states that the alchemical teachings were received directly, by the
Siddhas, from Siva’s mouth; this mystical technique has been kept hidden
in the writings of their order, which he has himself surveyed (3.1.9-10).
Then follows an oft-repeated aphorism, of which Nityanitha appears to
be the original source: “Neither sequence (oral teachings) without written
sources nor written sources without sequence [are acceptable]. Knowing
the written sources to be conjoined with sequence (oral teachings), the per-
son who then practices [alchemy] partakes of the siddhis”

Nityanatha’s discussion of Srisailam (4.8.1-185) is by far his most inno-
vative contribution to the alchemical literature: that this is the Saiva center
in western Andhra Pradesh is clearly proven by references to the jyotirlinga
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of Mallikarjuna (4.8.2, 5, 129, 135, 173) that is the heart of the cultus there.
- His catalog of alchemical wonders at a number of sites (a grove called Ka-
dali Vana, pools, wells, etc.) is by far the most comprehensive of its genre.
Elsewhere (1.1.12a-13a), he expands on an aphorism first introduced in R4
10.29 and compares various types of mercury with the gods Brahma, Visnu
(Janardana), Rudra, Mahesvara, and Sadasiva. These last two names for
Siva would appear to indicate that Nityanatha’s pantheon was that of or-
thodox Saiva Siddhanta; yet his alchemy, concerned with jivanmukti as an
end in itself rather than a means to the orthodox end of moksa, betrays a
more heterodox orientation. Elsewhere, he also mentions Manthinabhair-
ava (4.3.197). Explicit references to the perfection of the human body as
the alchemist’s highest goal (4.1.2), to sexual relations with menstruating
women as a suggested adjunct to work in the laboratory (4.1.4a; 4.3.197-
190), and to cremation ground rites (4.4.113) reinforce this emphasis, as
does the entirety of the Mantra or Siddha Khanda, which is wholly devoted
to the subject of tantric sorcery.

Nityanitha appears to follow the lead of the RA in his discussions of
alchemical worship and initiation, the ideal guru, disciple, and female labo-
ratory assistant, etc.: he is in turn copied by Vigbhatta II, author of the
RRS. The RRA’s rendering of the classical aphorism concerning the pow-
ers of swooned, killed, and bound mercury (1.1.24) may be the source from
which the RM borrows most directly; the RM also appears to follow Nitya-
nitha who, in the final verses of this chapter, discusses the dosas of mercury
and suggested quantities of mercury to be employed in the alchemical op-
erations (1.1.25b—33a).

The RRA lists no fewer than twelve metals (1.8.1-2), among which it
includes three alloys and iron rust. On the basis of Nityanatha’s name, evo-
cations of Gorakhnith and Gahaninath, his emphasis on the practitioner’s
adherence to a sampradaya, his inclusion in the HY'P, and the other yogic
and tantric works attributed to him, I am inclined to think that Nityanath
was a Nath Siddha who lived slightly later than Gorakhnith but earlier
than the BAP that is attributed to the latter.?"

i. The Matrkabbeda Tantra (MBhT) is, on at least two counts, a singu-
lar work in the annals of tantric alchemy. On the one hand it is, in the ful-
lest sense of the term, a Siddha alchemical work, combining the standard
theoretical, yogic, ritual, and behavioral components of practice with al-
chemy.* On the other, it is the sole Hindu work containing significant
alchemical data to be a clearly eastern Indian product. Most manuscripts
of the MBhT are found in Bengal, and a list of sacred waters found in the
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text (4.28) mentions only Himalayan and eastern Indian toponyms.**” Its
title and strong emphasis on the cult of the Goddess make this a Sakta-
Saiva Tantra.

The MBhT, a work in fourteen chapters, is cast as a dialogue between
Sankara and the goddess Candika. Of its twelve chapters, three (chapters
five, eight, and nine) are devoted, in the main, to alchemy. Here, however,
the use of mercurials is not presented as an end in itself, but rather as a
means to the higher end of ritual devotion to Siva and the Goddess. At the
heart of this devotion is the worship of Siva in the form of a mercurial
linga, the mercury of which has been stabilized and calcinated with men-
strual blood. No alchemical Tantra is as attentive to the miraculous powers
of uterine or menstrual blood as the MBAT. It classifies this fluid (dravya)
into six types—according to the age, marital status, and sexual experience
of the woman in question—and invokes its use in a number of practices,
both ritual and alchemical.**

The use the MBhT makes of the term dravya—to refer to both sexual
emissions and mercury as “power substances”—parallels usages we have
already noted in the R4, KCM, and BhP. Chapter four of the MBAT is de-
voted to the worship of Camunda Kilika, whose name evokes that of Kika-
camunda, one of the names by which Kiakacandesvari is identified: there is,
moreover, a certain symmetry between the Candika of the MBAT and the
Kaka-cand-esvarT of the KCM. The MBhT is thoroughly conversant with
the subtle body of hatha yoga and includes extended discussions of the
cakras, the “nine doors” (9.20), and the kundalini. Here, the MBhT follows
mainstream tantric discourse when it states that the alcohol, flesh, fish, etc.
ritually consumed by the practitioner are offerings to the Goddess who,
dwelling within the subtle body in the form of the kundalini, rises up to
the practitioner’s tongue, in order to enjoy them. The maladhira cakra,
in which the kundalini dwells, is identified with the Goddess’s pitha of
Kamarapa.®*!

Worship of Siva in the form of a linga is central to this work, with the
mercurial /iiiga being the optimum type. Neither worship, nor ritual, nor
alchemy is effective without the use of mantras, to which the MBhT de-
votes much attention.>* The work also discusses the importance of the
guru, the establishment of lakes, reservoirs, and temples, and various rules
of worship—the standard subject matter of a Tantra. The practitioner who
follows its instructions gains siddhis and becomes a “Siddha who is the
manifest equal of Siva” The MBAT mentions the eighteen Puranas, and
cites the Kali Tantva, Nityi[sodasika] Tantra (= Vamakesvara Tantra, which
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it also cites), the Guptasadhana Tantra, Vira Tantra, and Todala Tantra.*+
Commentaries on the Vamakesvara Tantra, by Jayaratha and Sivananda,
date from the thirteenth century;** the Todala Tantra is also likely a
thirteenth-century work, making the MBbT a relatively late text, probably
dating from the latter part of the thirteenth century.

j. It has already been observed, at some great length, what the Rasendra
Mungala (Auspicious Ornament of Mercury) is not: it is neither particu-
larly ancient nor original, freely copying as it does from the R4 and a num-
ber of other tantric alchemical works. It is, nonetheless, an important al-
chemical Tantra and one that, like the KCM, may have certain archaic
elements embedded in the thirteenth- to fourteenth-century recension
that has come down to us. The two manuscript versions of the RM that I
have consulted both provide, in their opening verses (1.3-5), a “table of
contents” which indicates that this is a work in eight chapters, which treat
of the following subjects: (1) operations relative to the primary and second-
ary minerals and the metals; (2) the “killing” of gemstones and the liquifi-
cation of all elements; (3) the binding of mercury; (4) mercurial pills (guz-
tka); (5) humoral therapy; (6) unguents (47jana) to enhance the visual and
olfactory senses; (7) poisons (visa); and (8) the host (gana), a possible refer-
ence to a Saiva goal of becoming a lord of Siva’s host. However, the same
manuscripts contain only the first four of these chapters, together with an
auto-commentary which does not discuss the subject matter of chapters
five through eight as indicated in the table of contents.>*

The RM borrows freely from the R4 and cites the Manthanabbairava
[Tantra]. It also cites the Kaksaputa Tantra which is,** as noted, an expan-
sion on the Mantra Khanda of the thirteenth-century RRA of Nityanatha.
It is cited in the mid-fourteenth-century Rasardjalaksmi of Visnudeva or
Vitthala:** the RM is therefore a work of the late thirteenth or early four-
teenth century. While its elaborate mise-en-scene of Nigarjuna, Prajia-
paramita, Ratnaghosa and others atop Srisailam was sufficient to hoodwink
Ray and a number of other scholars, the author of the RM may not have
intended deceit. For we read in the second verse of this work that “the
therapist who carries out his treatment after hearing the RM will undoubt-
edly meet with success. So said Nagarjuna himself”** Moreover, the RM
lists “Nagarjuna” as the eighteenth Rasa Siddha.

Now, the chapter colophons to this work call it the “Rasendramangala of
Sri Nagarjuna” The question therefore arises: to which Nagarjuna is the
Nigirjuna who wrote this work referring? He may, on the one hand,
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be referring to himself in the third person, in which case he would have
done well to include a section on bhita-vidya in his work, to sort out his
multiple-Nagarjuna personality disorder. On the other, the Nigarjuna
he quotes and places in dialogue with other Buddhist luminaries may be
the legendary seventh-century alchemist whose biography was conflated,
by Hsuan-tsang and others, with that of the ca. second-century Madhya-
mika philosopher. Finally, the Nagarjuna who authored the RM may be
referring to an alchemist Nagarjuna who lived and taught only slightly
prior to his time or, indeed, who was his own guru. Here, it is useful to
recall that Gaurana maintains, in his a.0. 1400 Telugu Navanatha Carita,
that Nagarjuna[-nath] “gave his own (@tmiya) name to his disciple, who
was thenceforth known as Nigirjuna Siddha or Siddha Nagarjuna” It is
this figure who, in Gaurana’s account, attempts to transform Srisailam into
a heap of gold. In the RM, this is precisely what Nagirjuna promises to do
for the goddess Prajiaparamita.’** However, the author of the RM is not
called Siddha Nagarjuna, but simply Sri Nagarjuna. Contrariwise, the au-
thor of the KPT is known as Siddha Nagirjuna, and the RM evokes the
KPT at one point. The KPT is, as noted, more a work on tantric sorcery
than on tantric alchemy; it would appear from the “table of contents” to
the RM that its latter chapters deal precisely with the subject of tantric
sorcery (chapters on aijana and visa are found in every Kriya Tantra).

I have already noted that the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Yogararna-
mald (YRM) may have been authored by the same Nagirjuna as was the
KPT (which nonetheless copies from the thirteenth-century RRA); and
I have indicated, on the basis of its use of vernacular language and the
authorship of its commentary, that the YRM is a Gujarati work.>*' I have
also noted that the KPT refers to both Sriparvata and Pattan, with the latter
name corresponding to a number of Gujarati toponyms. We also know
that in about A.p. 1030, Alberuni had heard of an alchemist named Nagir-
juna who had been based at the Gujarati site of “Fort Daihak” some one
hundred years prior to his time. If, then, we maintain that the author of
the RM is referring to a historical Nagarjuna who was only slightly prior
to his time, or who was indeed his own guru, this “Nagirjuna in the text”
may have been the twelfth- to thirteenth-century author of the YRM (and
the thirteenth-century KPT?), who came to Srisailam from Gujarat, where
he became the guru of the Nagarjuna who authored the RM. Whatever the
case, it is impossible to identify the author of the RM or his teacher with
the Nigarjuna referred to by Alberuni, who could not have lived later than
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the tenth century. On the other hand, “Nagiarjuna” may have been—as was
the case with Matsyendra—a title applied to alchemists who had reached
a certain level of expertise, in which case we should not be surprised to be
confronted by a host (gana, the title of chapter eight of the RM) of Nagar-
junas! In any case, the premise for all of these speculations—i.e., that the
Nigarjuna in the text of the RM was a historical figure—may itself be
groundless.

Following its table of contents, the RM launches into a praise of mer-
cury, stating that “through the use of the mercurial method (rasendra-
yogdr), one becomes a superior yogin on this earth, surpassing even the Lord
[éiva] (natha-atitulya)”: Siva is called “Lord” (natha) in a number of pas-
sages in this work.?*> Hereafter, the work lists the impurities present in
mercury and gives an incomplete list of the alchemical operations, which
it calls the “eighteen Works” (karmianyastadasa), and gives the suggested
quantities of mercury to be used in these operations.**!

Chapter two begins with a description of the “Kapalika method” for the
liquification of gemstones, a technique this work borrows directly from the
RA.>** The same chapter concludes with another seminal teaching, cribbed
from the R4 (7.151): “killed metals become adequate for internal use.”***
This is precisely the subject of the third chapter, i.e., therapeutic uses of
herbal and mercurial preparations and elixirs, most of which bear the
names of Saiva or Sakta deities.” Chapter three concludes with a long
section on eye medicines (#77jana), for which, it will be recalled, a ca. fifth-
century Nagirjuna was renowned.

It is in the very long chapter four of the RM that we find nearly all of
the “Buddhist legend” and the borrowings from the R4 discussed above.***
This chapter, on the subject of mercurial gutikas, gives a description of
the same “Immortal Beauty” pill referred to in the R4 and KCM; the RM
preparation differs slightly from that of the two other texts.”*” It is also in
this chapter that we find a list of the eight primary 7asas, although lists of
the secondary 7asas and metals are lacking.**® A long section in this chapter,
devoted to the use of “leech-bound” mercury (i.e., treated mercury whose
consistency is that of a leech), placed in the vagina as a female aphrodisiac,
appears to be an expansion on a similar discussion found in the KCM.**'
The latter portion of this chapter has already been discussed at some
length. Following the RA, it stipulates that mercury that has been cal-
cinated six times in sulfur is optimal for transmutation and transubstantia-
tion.”? Like the KCM, the K77N, and most other Siddha works, it devotes

257
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some space to “skewing Time” (kala-varnicana).*** It makes mention of the
tantric worship of a virgin and of the dravya “power-substance” to be em-
ployed therein.***

Following chapter four in the Paris-Bikaner manuscripts of this work
are several folios which neither correspond in their contents to any of the
final four chapters of the work nor have a name given to them in the final
colophon of these manuscripts. Contained in this “appendix” are an auto-
commentary (tippana),’* a verse borrowed from the RHT (1.2), and the list
of the twenty-seven Rasa Siddhas which is borrowed directly into the RRS.
As noted above, this auto-commentary is similar to that found in the KCM
and is basically a companion to the work as a whole, giving the five names
for mercury (including szrvaja,**® a term also found in the BAP, but no-
where else), types of female laboratory assistants, etc. Until the critical edi-
tion of this work appears, the authenticity of this final section is open to
doubt.

k. The Rasaratnasamucchaya (Amassing of Rasas and Gemstones) (RRS)
of Vagbhatta Il is a thirteenth- to fourteenth-century work in thirty chap-
ters, of which fourteen (1-11, 28-30) are alchemical or iatrochemical and
sixteen (12~27) are Ayurvedic. In spite of its great prestige this is, at least
in its alchemical content, a highly derivative text. Its first chapter is, for
the most part, a patchwork of passages cribbed from the R4, RM, and espe-
cially the RHT:**” Of its remaining alchemical chapters, much of their con-
tent is a transparent adaptation of the RC of Somadeva and the RRA of
Nityanitha.?*® Its mention of the Yadava king Singhana (d. a.p. 1220) and
of opium support a mid-thirteenth-century date; if, as some commentators
maintain, it borrows eleven verses (5.132-142) from the ca. A.p. 1375
Rasaratnapradipa of Ramaraja, then it is a late fourteenth-century work.>*

I. The Anandakanda (AK) (The Root of Bliss), the most encyclopedic
work of the entire Hindu alchemical canon, is a massive text, over six thou-
sand verses in length. In its colophons, it calls itself the work of Bhairava;
the apparent referent here is the tantric god, given that the entirety of the
text is cast as a dialogue between Bhairava and Bhairavi. The AK is divided
into two sections, curiously called “recreations” or “places of repose” (vi-
srantis), which are subdivided into a total of thirty-six chapters and an
appendix. The second section, entitled “work” (kriya) is essentially devoted
to the chemistry of metals and gemstones. The first section, entitled “nec-
tar making” (amrtikarana), may be termed a Siddha alchemical text, con-
taining as it does chapters on both alchemical and hathayogic (chapters 20
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and 21) techniques for the realization of bodily immortality, a chapter (12)
on the alchemical wonders of Srisailam, discussions of initiation, etc. As
already noted, it is in this work that the sole attempt is made to fuse the
Nath Siddhas together with the Rasa Siddhas: this is, from a history of
religions standpoint, the AK’s greatest innovation.

In spite of its dual emphasis on alchemy and hatha yoga, the AK is, prop-
erly speaking, less a work on Siddha alchemy than an encyclopedic work,
which incorporates and synthesizes (i.e., copies and paraphrases) all that
falls within its fourteenth-century purview. So it is that the AK’s anony-
mous author also incorporates extended discussions of Ayurvedic elixir
therapy, seasonal dietary regimens, and a number of other ancillary topics
into his work.

It has generally been maintained, mainly on the strength of the fact that
its three original manuscript sources are housed in south Indian collec-
tions, that the AK is a south Indian work.” This is further supported by
the inclusion, in the AK’ Siddha lists, of names whose origins are clearly
south Indian (Maulanitha, Revana, Konkanesvara, etc.). If this is a south
Indian work, however, it likely emerged from the Deccan plateau rather
than either of the southern coastal regions: the seasonal cycles it describes
in chapter nineteen correspond to a temperate and continental (versus a
tropical and coastal) climate. It is also possible that this chapter, like so
much of the rest of this work, is a wholesale borrowing from external (and
northern) sources.

The AK is most ingenious in its ability to inflate the content of passages
it borrows from other alchemical works, most especially the R4, RRA, RC,
and RRS. Of these, the RRA is the AK’s prime source. So, for example, the
AK chapter (1.12.1-200) on Srisailam is borrowed nearly piecemeal from
RRA 4.8.1-185.7"" It contains the standard origin myth of sulfur (1.13.3-24)
as well as of mercury (1.1.8-23: an expansion on that found in RRS 1.60-
66); its mythic description of the extraction of mercury (1.1.53-62) from
its well in “Cinnabar-Land” also expands on the RRS (1.85-88) account of
the same. Instructions for the worship of Rasabhairava, Rasankus, the ten
Datis, the eight Vidyesvaras, the yoginis, and Kubjika (1.2.165) rely heavily
on the rasamandala of the RA (2.53-72).

Whereas most alchemical works list six to nine metals, the AK lists
twelve (2.1.9); it lists twenty-three, rather than the standard eight uparasas
(2.1.4-8). Its list of the “eighteen” samskaras does not include “body work”
(sarira yoga); appended to it are a list of subsidiary operations. The AK’s
(2.9.1-97) discussion of the sixty-four divine herbs (divyausadhbis) is bor-
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rowed directly from the RC (6.1—72). Its discussions of the use of mantra,
yantra, nydsa, etc. are likewise more prolix than those found in other al-
chemical sources. Its chapters on hatha yoga make no mention of Gorakh-
nath or any other Siddha; the content of these chapters is, however, clearly
inspired by the Goraksa Sataka and the other works of “six-limbed” yoga
that it spawned.?”* Its description of the meditation hut (kuti) is similar to
that of Ayurvedic rejuvenation therapy, inasmuch as it is a threefold struc-
ture (1.21.4-5). As in many other alchemical sources, the AK lists its Rasa
(and Nith) Siddhas in a worship context: they are the recipients of water
offerings in the “conventional initiation” (samaya diksd) section of the
work.?”* Graphic representations of the nine Naths and sixteen Siddhas are
also to be figured, together with the eight Puranic (and not Tantric) Bhaira-
vas, the sixty-four yoginis, and other deities, on the outer walls of the medi-
tation hut (1.21.71-74).

m. The small gem entitled Kbecari Vidya (Kh1") (The Aviator’s Science;
or The Arcane Science of Flight) is, in spite of its relatively late date, a
paradigmatic text of the Siddha alchemical tradition. Unlike the AK—
whose encyclopedic content encompasses alchemy, hatha yoga, and nearly
everything else under the medieval sun—the KbV never strays from its
single object. The object in question, the siddhi of human flight, is treated
in an extensive and generally derivative way: the Kb} draws, for the most
part, on preexisting hathayogic traditions. What is original about the Kb}
is its triadic focus, on hathayogic, erotico-mystical, and alchemical tech-
niques for the realization of its end, a focus I have previously qualified as
the “Siddha distinction.”

The KbV, a work in four chapters and 285 verses attributed to Adinatha,
generally calls itself, in its manuscript colophons, a portion of a work en-
titled the Mahakalayogasastra. Two late medieval commentators, Brah-
minanda and Nardyana, refer to a work of the same title as a treatise on
hatha yoga: they are presumably referring as well to the Kb1*"™* This not-
withstanding, every manuscript of this work that I have found calls itself
the Kbh17*”* The sole works that the Kbl itself cites are called “Mahikila”
and “Martandam Viveka.” The latter of these is the Yogamartanda or Vivek-
amartanda of Gorakhnith, a work that is, in the main, an expansion on the
Goraksa Sataka. As for the former, if it is not the Mabhakalayogasistra itself,
it may be the Mahakala Samhita, a “Kapalika” work also attributed to “Ad-
inatha”!?"* There exist south Indian recensions of the Kb} which comprise
only the first chapter of northern versions; this first chapter is moreover
often reproduced as the second chapter of the Yogakundali Upanisad. Else-
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where, three verses of the Kbl are reproduced in the fifteenth-century
HYP (3.33-35),”” in the light of which evidence we may conclude that the
KbV is a fourteenth-century north Indian work.

The KbV begins with a praise of itself (1.1-28), followed by an account
of the kbecari mantra (1.29—40). The balance of the first chapter is devoted
to a discussion of the mechanical preparations for and hathayogic practice
of the so-called khecari mudri (1.41-74).”® The second and longest chapter
is an extended description of the siddhbis, as well as of the subtle body—the
cakras, nadis, kalas, etc. A portion of this chapter (2.81-97) describes the
effects of hathayogic practice on the humors (dosas) of Ayurvedic theory.
Chapter three discusses the raising of the kundalini, her union, in the cra-
nial vault, with Siva, who is figured as an internal /inga, and the realization,
on the part of the practitioner, of bodily liberation. This is described in
terms of the reintegration, or telescoping back into their subtler essences,
of the five elements (3.49-52).

It is, however, by virtue of its short final chapter that the Kb} stands as
a paradigmatic Siddha alchemical text. This emphasis is clearly stated in
the chapter’s opening verse: “I will now speak of the ‘divine herbal medi-
cines’ (divyanyausadbani). Without herbal medicines, absolutely no siddhis
can be realized.” A short way into its discussion of these “herbal medicines,”
however, the KbV recommends the consumption of “mercury, sulfur,
orpiment, and realgar,” the mineral mainstays of elixir alchemy. The work
concludes (4.13) with the following statement: “Having risen at daybreak,
one should eat a decoction of mercury, the sap of the silk-cotton tree, and
sulfur, [blended] together with the three sweets [honey, sugar, and butter].
In the space of six months, one becomes unaging and immortal” This is
precisely the regime of the Yogis described by Frangois Bernier, a regime
which, taken in the morning, “restored the body to perfect health.”*7



Tantra in the Rasarnava

1. Chapter One of the Rasarnava: The Text in Its Tantric Context

As we have already noted, the use of alchemical imagery was, for several
centuries, a pervasive fixture of both Hindu and Buddhist tantrism. This
chapter looks at this phenomenon from another perspective and examines
what the alchemists themselves had to say about Kaula and Sakta tantrism.
No alchemical source has more to say on tantric theory and practice in
general, and the Kaulas in particular, than does the eleventh-century R4,
decidedly the greatest work of tantric alchemy.

More than any other, this source attests to the highly cosmopolitan na-
ture of the alchemical tradition. Written in a quite grammatical Sanskrit,
this text, while it was likely authored in western India, appears to be, like
many of the alchemical classics, the production of a quite homogeneous—
albeit geographically widespread—tradition. This homogeneity may be at-
tributed in part to the sociology of alchemical knowledge to which I al-
luded in previous chapters: the authors of these texts were most probably
court-based brahmin physicians to Hindu, Buddhist, or Muslim rulers.'

What sets the R4 apart from all other alchemical works, indeed, from
the great majority of the Hindu Tantras in general, is the rhetorical flourish
its author gives to its opening chapter. I therefore reproduce, as much for
their style as for their content, a number of excerpts from this introductory
diatribe, in which the alchemical gnosis is favorably compared and con-
trasted to the other philosophical and religious schools and movements of
the day. Our author begins to delineate his position in the fourth verse of
this chapter. The Goddess (Devi), Bhairava’s interlocutor, addressing him
for the first time, says, “O God among gods, O Great God, O incinerator
of Time and Love, O leader [s4saka] of the Kaula, Mahikaula, Siddhakaula,
etc. lineages!”? This introduction immediately reminds us of the sectarian
pedigree of Matsyendra: a member of the Siddha Kaula and heir to the
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Mahikaulas, he was the founder of the Yogini Kaula: the author of the R4
is thereby claiming a similar pedigree for his work.’ He nuances his posi-
tion, however, in a number of later verses, in which he unambiguously con-
demns what he considers to be excessive practices on the part of some
tantric groups.

So, for example, in verse 10 he states that “if liberation is to be identified
with the excitation of the female genitalia, would not even donkeys be lib-
erated? Indeed, why are rams and bulls not liberated?”* And two verses
later: “If liberation came from utilizing one’s semen, urine, and excre-
ments, which of the races of dogs and swine would not be liberated?”* And
in verse 24: “For those people who have lost their powers of reason
through indulgence in liquor, flesh, sexual intercourse, and the male and
female organs, the mercurial science is exceedingly difficult to realize”¢

The two verses that immediately follow (1.25-26) are placed in counter-
point to all that has preceded: “However (#x), mercury is not perfected by
those who lack the teaching of the [true] lineage (kula) and who have no
desire for the true doctrine. They, O Goddess, are [like men] drinking a
mirage.” He who eats cow meat [and] who drinks the liquor of immortality,
him I consider to be one of the kuls [and] a knower of rasa. Other rasa
experts are inferior.”*

At first blush, we would appear to be in the presence of a text that con-
tradicts itself. The truth is of a somewhat more subtle order, however. The
attacks on the excessive indulgence in erotico-mystical practices and the
fire makaras are just that: Siva’s alchemical revelation is, generally speaking,
a “post-Trika reformation” one. Following the lead of Matsyendra and per-
haps Abhinavagupta in toning down the more extreme mortuary and erotic
elements of earlier tantrism, this alchemical Tantra presents itself as a
“meta-Sakta-Saiva” work, superior not only to orthodox Saiva Siddhanta,
but also to the practices of the earlier Kula and prereform Kaulism.

As noted in a previous chapter, the author of the R4 does consider the
alchemical school to constitute a lineage, a line of transmission (kula) with
a kula-teaching of its own. * Because the lineage nectar of the alchem-
ical lineage (sampradaya) is," like that of other tantric sects, transmitted
through female sexual emissions (called siddbadravya in the RA4), he also
prescribes sexual intercourse and erotico-mystical worsifp as means to al-
chemical transformation (with an exception made for yogins, who are ad-
monished to remain celibate in their preparation of mercury).!! Elsewhere,
a female “laboratory assistant” (and, especially, her sexual and menstrual
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fluids) is crucial to the alchemist’s practice.'* However, “the fluid” (dravya)
is to be withheld from “other women” (paradarar)."*

It is, however, with our author’s mention of the heterodox tantric mat-
ters of eating cow meat (gomamsa) and drinking the liquor of immortality
(amaravaruni) that the light truly dawns. Such expressions are common-
places of the “code language” of hatha yoga. As a commentator explains on
the subject of an identical passage in the fifteenth-century HYP, these two
terms actually refer to the exalted practice of kbecari mudri, whereby the
yogin internally absorbs his own semen, which has been transmuted into
nectar through yogic practice.'"* Neither meat nor alcohol is actually being
consumed; here, the reference is to the hathayogic complement to alchemi-
cal operations, a complementarity that is the hallmark of “the [alchemical]
Work in two parts.” "

The tantric alchemist tempers his tantrism and sublimates certain Kaula
erotico-mystical practices with hathayogic and laboratory techniques (even
if many of these are called kipalika techniques).'* This sublimation, of the
male and female sexual essences so vital to the yogini cults of the Vidya
Pitha, into mineral essences to be manipulated by the alchemist, is clearly
stated by Siva: “You, O Goddess, are the mother of all beings, and I am the
eternal father, and that which was generated from the great sexual union
of us two, that is rasa” "’

The hathayogic component of tantric alchemy will concern us through-
out much of the balance of this book; let us first, however, take a longer
look at those elements of the R4 which may be designated as properly
“tantric.” As I will presently demonstrate, the R4 remains mainstream in
its tantrism, in its use of mantra, yantra, initiation, worship, etc. At the
same time, it purports to be superior to both the orthodox Siva Siddhanta
and the more heterodox Kaula forms of Tantra in the results it promises.
For, whereas the former can offer liberation only at death and the latter
liberation only in life, tantric alchemy offers certain, verifiable bodily im-
mortality in life, an immortality whose effects are enduring."

The opening benediction of the R4 sets the tone of the entire work:
“He in whom everything [dwells], from whom everything [is issued], who
is everything and everywhere, who is all-encompassing and eternal, salu-
tations to that ut. versal soul!”'” Following the Goddess’s salutation, Siva’s
first words speak to the goals of every nondualist tantric practitioner, re-
gardless of sectarian affiliation: “Eternal youth, immortality of the body,
and the attainment of an identity of nature with Siva, that is, liberation in
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the body (jivanmukti), which is difficult even for the gods to attain.”** From
here, the god launches into a condemnation of all other forms of religious
practice, reserving his greatest scorn for the six major schools of phi-
losophy—the philosophical foundations of nontantric Hinduism—which
equate liberation with release from the body (i.e., which assume that libera-
tion is realized only after death):*!

2

The liberation that occurs when one drops dead** is indeed a worth-
less liberation. [For in that case] a donkey is also liberated when he
drops dead. Liberation is indeed viewed in the six schools as [oc-
curring] when one drops dead, but that [kind of] liberation is not
immediately perceptible, in the way that a myrobalan fruit in the
hand [is perceptible] (karamalakavar).*

The concrete emphasis of the alchemical quest is hereafter emphasized
repeatedly:

Liberation [arises] from gnosis (jzana), gnosis [arises] from the main-
tenance of the vital breaths. Therefore, where there is stability, mer-
cury is empowered and the body is stabilized. Through the use of
mercury one rapidly obtains a body that is unaging and immortal,
and concentration of the mind.”* He who eats calcinated mercury
(mrtasiitaka) truly obtains both transcendent and mundane knowl-
edge, and his mantras are effective.”’

Supernatural powers and bodily immortality, the goals of the tantric
practitioner, cannot, however, be realized through alchemy alone. The ab-
solute, Siva, too plays an active role in alchemical transformation: “So
long, however, as Siva does not descend to block the impurity that impedes
the soul’s liberation, and so long as one’s fetters to this world remain un-
cut, there is no way that true discrimination can arise through the use of
calcinated mercury.”** Divine grace implies its human complement of de-
votion (bbakti), which is also present in the alchemical synthesis, even if
such is unusual to tantrism, which places a greater emphasis on ritualized
forms of worship (paja, upasana) than it does upon devotionalism.?’

To which gods does the alchemist offer his devotion and worship? Not
surprisingly, the divine revealers of the R4 single themselves out, at the
conclusion of the first chapter of the work, as the prime objects of the
alchemist’s worship: these are Rasa-Bhairava, the “Mercurial Bhairava,”?
and Rasankusi-Bhairavi, “Bhairavi, the Elephant Goad of Mercury.”?’
Bhairava is, of course, one of the tantric names for Siva, and Bhairavi is his
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female consort. Therefore, the alchemist is to worship a mercurial lnga,
the phallic emblem of Siva, visualizing it as embodying the eighteen-armed
Rasa-Bhairava and his consort Rasankusi-Bhairavi. Of course, this mercu-
rial /inga, the support for such worship, is composed the stuff of Siva him-
self, i.e., of rasa, mercury.** The alchemist’s Rasa-Bhairava is an ectype of
the eighteen-armed Svacchanda Bhairava, the deity of the Svacchanda Tan-
tra (SvT).*!

It is on the subject of this icon and its mercurial content that the R4
and a number of other alchemical works wax the most eloquent in praises
that bear all the marks of Hindu devotionalism. The most propitious days
for worship are the eighth and fourteenth days of the bright lunar fort-
night; in addition to worship on these fixed dates, the observance of a spe-
cial “alchemical celebration” (rasotsava) also produces miraculous results.*
Viewing, touching, eating, recalling, worshipping, and making an offering
to mercury yield six types of fruits. The merit one gains from viewing all
of the /ingas in the world (including Kedirnath) is gained from the mere
viewing of mercury. By worshipping Siva in the form of calcinated mer-
cury, with sandalwood, camphor, and saffron, one attains Siva’s heaven,
Sivaloka. Eating mercury destroys the triad of sins (in word, deed, and
thought), afflictions, and morbid states. The combined fruits that one
might gain from worshipping one thousand of Siva’s self-generated (svay-
ambhbii) lingas is reaped 100,000-fold by worshipping the rusa-linga of
Siva." But woe to those ignorant persons who do have no faith in mercury,
or who speak ill of it: they will suffer 1,000 rebirths as dogs, 300,000 as
cats, 100,000 as donkeys, 100,000 as Crows, 100,000 as WOI'MS, 100,000 as
wild cocks, and 100,000 as vultures!** It is to this cult of mercury that a
number of authors refer when they identify rusacikitsi “chemiatry,” i.e., the
worship of chemicals.*

In addition to such external forms of devotional worship, the R4 also
discusses external worship of a distinctly tantric stamp, as well as internal
worship, mainly in the context of alchemical initiation, diksa.*¢

2. Alchemical Mandalas in Chapter Two of the Rasarnava

We must not hastily conclude from so much sound and fury on the matter
of the rasalinga that Siva in his mercurial and phallic form was the sole god
in the alchemical universe. If the alchemical tradition was a tantric one,
then it too should have had a number, nay a pantheon, of supporting deities
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in its micro- and macrocosms, and this it in fact does, as the second and
third chapters of the RA reveal with a multitude of details.

As in nearly every Hindu tantric sect, all the gods of the alchemical
pantheon are either forms of Siva, his divine consort the Goddess, or one
of their divine attendants. Because the specific names of these deities
evoked in the alchemical sources are so many indications of the various
sectarian ties of the alchemical school, it behooves us to dwell on these for
a moment. The R4 compares mercury, inasmuch as it incorporates the five
elements, with the five-faced Sadasiva.’” As already noted, however, Rasa-
Bhairava, the supreme divinity of the RA, is an ectype of Svacchanda Bhair-
ava (whose cult is mentioned explicitly in the BhP).* Indeed, the R4’ icon-
ography of Rasa-Bhairava, including his enthronement upon the mabapreta
Sadasiva strongly indicates that the cult of Svacchanda Bhairava is its im-
plicit model. As noted in the last chapter, however, the R4 and such texts
as the BbP. MBhT, and KCM are also possessed of an important Sikta com-
ponent, referring on numerous occasions to the circle of the Mother God-
desses and Yoginis and the erotico-mystical ritual associated with this con-
figuration. The worship of the Yoginis and tantric forms of the Goddess
are also evoked at a number of points in the RA.*’

A highly refined current of nondualist Sakta tantrism was the Trika
Kaula of the Eastern Transmission, the parvanmaya, so called for its cultic
focus on a triad (#7i-) of goddesses named Para, Apara, and Parapari.* No
doubt taking its lead from the Trika, the R4 incorporates these three god-
desses, together with a fourth, Malini,*' into a complex mandala, which it
instructs the alchemist to construct for the external and internal tantric
worship of Rasabhairava and the goddess Rasankusi.** This diagram, whose
concrete support consists of a square stone slab measuring ten hand widths
on each side, serves a dual purpose. It is to be used both for the conse-
cration of the newly constructed alchemical laboratory and for the sake of
gaining alchemical siddhis.# Its form is that of a lotus composed of two
concentric sets of petals ringing a central pericarp, with the whole sur-
rounded by the standard four-sided, four-gated bhipura enclosure. In the
lotus’s pericarp, as well as on each of its petals and at the articulations of
the bhiipura, are placed the entire host of the R4’ alchemical pantheon,
into the heart of which we now descend.

The alchemist begins his construction of this diagram, at the heart of
his laboratory, with the installation of a rasalinga, composed of mercury
(rasa). Simultaneously with his installation of this concrete image, he uses
the “Elephant Goad of Mercury” mantra to establish the alchemical god
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Rasabhairava in sexual union with his consort Rasankusi within his own
body.* Following the installation of this divine pair, the alchemist con-
structs his mandala, mentally and concretely, from the outside in,* starting
at the bhaipura. On either side of each of the four gateways o,f this enclosure,
he installs and worships eight demonic and semidivine Saiva guardians,
while at each of its eight cardinal points within the enclosure, he installs
and worships an array of seven Puranic gods together with the goddess
Uma.* Working inwards, he installs and worships, on the petals of an outer
lotus, the ten female attendants (ditis), whose names are nothing other
female adjectival forms of alchemical processes and potencies.*” On the
petals of the same lotus he worships the eight principal mineral reagents
(maharasas)—all “male” in gender—that are employed, in combination
with mercury, in the processes of transmutation.™ On the petals of an inner
lotus, he installs eight Rudras—who are to be identified with the eight
“Lords of Wisdom.”* On the pericarp of this lotus are placed the four
saktis—Malini, Para, Apari, and Paraparai—who are identified, respec-
tively, with the four alchemical energies (sektis): the energy of gold, of sul-
tur (bali [for vali?]), of diamond, and of magnetite.’ In the midst of this
group of four and at the center of the wandala is Rasabhairava. Seated upon
the shoulders of a preta, he engages in sexual intercourse with the goddess
Rasankusi, who is seated on his lap.’' Both of these deities are described in
detail. Rasabhairava is crystalline, eighteen-armed, five-faced, and three-
eyed, with flaming hair, tongues, eyes, etc., and a crescent moon in his
piled-up ascetic’s chignon.’? He wears a tiger skin and has a serpent for his
sacred thread. As for Rasankusi, her complexion is the color of molten
gold, and she is clad in yellow-colored clothing. She has one face, three
eyes, and four arms, which bear the elephant goad (aikusa), rosary, and
noose and show the gesture of protection. She is to be worshipped with
the five Vidya seed mantras (bijas).™*

This diagram, with its “superenthroned” divinities, is our key to the
theological and sectarian stance of the R4’s author.™ In such a system, that
which is closer to the center of the mandala is closest to the ultimate reality
of the divinity at the heart of the mandala, from whom all radiates out-
wards, while that which is further from the center is lower, in terms of the
order of the divine revelation it represents. Working from the outside in,
the eight divinities of classical Hinduism are far removed from the center
of this tantric system and therefore from the immediate concerns of the
alchemist. On and around the two concentric rings of lotus petals, the ten
temale attendants (dat7s) are a probable evocation of the Vidya Pitha’s old
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and terrible cremation ground-based cult of the yoginis that was reformed
by Matsyendra’s Yogini Kaula cult.”* The basic configuration of the inner
lotus is that of the old Saiva Siddhanta system, surmounted by that of the
Trika goddesses; these are, in turn, superseded by the supreme divinities of
the alchemical system, who are iconographic ectypes of Svacchandabhair-
ava and Bala Tripurasundari, respectively.

So it is that the eight Rudras located on the inner lotus are identified
with the eight Vidyesvaras (“Lords of Wisdom”) who ring Sadasiva in the
worship mmandala of the Saiddhantika p#j7 and who stand as mediating cate-
gories, in the dualist Saiva Siddhanta, between the “pure” and “impure”
worlds, and as beings through whom the lower order of beings may attain
to higher evolutionary stages.’® As for Sadasiva himself, he has become
demoted, as he is in the iconography of Svacchandabhairava, to the func-
tion of a mere vehicle: he is the preta upon whose shoulders Rasabhairava
is installed.*” In a later description, in which the R4 (2.110-16) elaborates
on the mystic body of Rasabhairava himself, we find another adaptation of
SvT traditions. Here, the RA identifies various members of Rasa Bhairava’s
body (knees, loins, heart, mouth) with the five faces of Sadasiva, of which
the last, I$ana, is located between the deity’s eyebrows. Upon his forehead
is a half moon; above this is a dot or drop (bindu), surmounted by the nida.
Higher still, located at the fontanelle, is the goddess Sakti. Above her is
the goddess Unmana (“Beyond Mind”), above whom is the triadic void or
ether (t745anya). This configuration is identical to those found in SvT and
Netra Tantra descriptions of the yogic meditative utterance (uccara) of the
syllable Om.** In yet another description of its principal deity—in this
case, his thirty-two-syllabled aghora mantra—the RA (2.68) further identi-
fies Rasa Bhairava with Svacchanda Bhairava and his cult.” As for Rasa-
bhairava’s consort, Rasankus, she is patterned not after Svacchandabhaira-
va’s sakti Aghoresvari, but rather after Bala Tripurasundari of the Srividya
Kaula.* One might choose to see in these iconographic data a reflection
of sectarian developments occurring within the Saiva fold, in tenth- to
eleventh-century Kashmir, where the cult of Svacchandabhairava was the
dominant Saiva cult, as it continues to be today. During the same period,
the dominant Saiva doctrine in Kashmir was the Saiva Siddhanta, whose
particular dualistic interpretation of the SvT was countered by later Trika
nondualism, in the form of a (later authoritative) commentary on the text
by Abhinavagupta’s pupil Ksemaraja (fl. ca. A.0.1000-50). The new nondu-
alism also entered the Srividya Kaula cult of the goddess Tripurasundari,
which became popular in Kashmir during the eleventh century. By the
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twelfth century, this cult had spread south to the Tamil country, where it
continues to thrive.®’ Our author, who probably lived midway between
Kashmir and Tamil Nadu (i.e., in the region of Maharashtra) in the elev-
enth century, was therefore adapting the prevailing Saiva cults and doc-
trines of his day into an alchemical “superenthronement” of the images of
Rasabhairava and his consort Rasankusi over those of the supreme deities
of other tantric sects and cults.

3. Mantra and Initiation in Chapters Two and
Three of the Rasarnava

Following its description of the rasamandala, the RA turns to a detailed
discussion of mantra, of those “tools for thought” by which the tantric
practitioner, like the Vedic ritualist before him, empowers himself to ma-
nipulate the divinities whose acoustic being is nothing other than the ag-
gregate of the phonemes of the Sanskrit alphabet. In a universe that is vi-
bratory in nature, it is through these primal vibrations that one may most
efficiently return to the absolute source of all vibration. Mantras are thus
indispensable for the alchemist who, like every other tantric practitioner,
has for his ultimate goal the conscious realization of a transcendent self
(i.e., identification of oneself with the Self of godhead).

At the culmination of its description of its alchemical 7andala, the RA
identifies the mantra of Rasesvara, of (Siva) the “Lord of Mercury” as the
thirty-two-syllabled aghora mantra of Svacchanda Bhairava “with at-
tributes”** The mantra of the goddess Rasankusi, the rasankusa mantra
is given in encoded form.®* The RA also instructs the alchemist to make
use of a number of other garden-variety tantric mantras: these include
the pranava (Om),** the so’ham hamsa,* the aghora, the mrtyuiijaya,* the
seventeen-syllable kali mantra,” the kalapasa,”® mabapasupatistra,” etc.
These are to be variously used before, during, and after every alchemical
operation to ensure success.

Other mantras, perhaps peculiar to this work, are the mala (“garland”)
and mala (“root”) mantras which, like the Rase$vara mantra, combine seed
mantras with evocations of Bhairava-Siva.”® These latter mantras are em-
ployed in the practice of mantra-nyisa, the imposition of mantras—each
of which is identified with one or another tantric deity—upon the prac-
titioner’s own body, by which process that body is divinized.”" This divini-
zation of the body is crucial to two components of tantric practice. These
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are initiation (d7ksa), by which a teacher renders a disciple capable of enter-
ing upon the tantric path; and worship, because all tantric worship assumes
an identification of self with the divine, in order that one may worship
one’s self as the divinity. In both cases, this imposition of mantras effects
the transformation of the body, purging it of its gross elements and filling
the void left by their implosion with divine essences, in the form of pho-
nemes.””

In the latter of these practices, this procedure is doubled by the simulta-
neous preparation of a concrete worship site, in this case the alchemical
laboratory. This practice, called bbitasuddbi, “purification of the elements,”
is a commonplace of tantric propitiation.”* We now turn to this practice,
as it is delineated in the rather obscure language of chapter three of the RA.
Here, Bhairava begins his exposition by saying that he will now describe
“another acoustic image” (punaranyam mantramirtin) of the goddess Ra-
sankusi.™ He begins his discussion by speaking of the fifth element, space
or ether which is called the fifth “house.” This he distinguishes from the
four other houses, which are “placed in front” (pradhana); that is, they are
arranged like the arms of a cross, with the empty fifth house standing as a
central “courtyard” Because the element ether is the substrate of sound,
this fifth house is also the “house of the bamsa [mantra)]” in which “the
siddbis, five makaras, etc. stand.” It is within this space that the practitioner
will install the goddess Rasankusi, in the form of mantras.™

With this, the kalapisa (“noose of Time”) mantra of the “house of
the hamsa” is given: om siva hrim kvom bamsa. The practitioner is then
instructed to repeat this mantra—called the “mercurial goad” (rasin-
kusa)—one hundred thousand times as the “doorkeeper” (pratibara) at the
beginning of the worship. This recitation of “doorkeeper” mantras at the
opening of a worship is standard in Sakta-Saiva tantrism.”

Next, “using that same [kalapisa] mantra, he should take up the dung of
a young calf, and using that alone, O Goddess, he should take up the ashes
of a funeral pyre,””” to ritually prepare the “most excellent worship site
in which Lord Mercury (Rasendra) dwells” and empower the alchemical
apparatus he will use in his experimentation.” He then sweeps the site with
a brush he has empowered by installing and worshipping Kubjika—the
goddess of the Western Transmission—in it (with the thirty-two-syllabled
kubjika mantra) together with her full sequence of subordinates. These sub-
ordinates, which are so many seed mantras, are termed the four Siddhas,
the eighteen Purusas, the five elements, and the six Yoginis.”” Here, we
appear to be in the presence of a number of elements proper to the pasci-
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mamnaya. Kubjika is, of course, the cult Goddess of the Western Transmis-
sion. So too are the six yoginis: chapter 15 of the KM and chapter 24 of the
SSS are entitled “Sadyoginyah,”* and there is in this tradition a fixation on
the number six that one finds nowhere else in the Hindu corpus. As for the
four Siddhas, these are to be identified either with the gurucatuska, the
“Four Gurus” (Mitranatha, Oddisanatha, Sausthanitha, and Caryanatha)
of Western Transmission tradition®' or with the four yuganathas, the Lords
of the Ages (Khagendranitha, Karmanitha, Mesanatha, and Macchanda-
nitha) of the Siddha Cakra of earlier Kaula tradition.” The eighteen Puru-
sas mentioned in the R evoke the eighteen Nathas of the Kubjikanityah-
nikatilaka and Samvartarthaprakasa, figures whom the SSS specifies are
purusas, i.e., human males, as opposed to the divine (three or) four Siddhas,
of whom they are the sons and disciples. These eighteen are said to be
“distinguished in couples”; that is, they are a redoubling of the Nine Naths
who were intermediaries between the divine and the human in the Western
Transmission.™

Following his installation of Kubjika, the alchemist of the RA “be-
smears” the site with the Candaghanta (“The Goddess of Furious Bells,” a
tantric name of Durga), the mantra of the Goddess in the eastern house;
takes up cow dung in order to smear the site with the Candabhairavi (“The
Furious Goddess of Terror”), the mantra of the Goddess in the southern
house; and sprinkles water over it with the Candakapalini (“The Furious
Goddess of the Skull),”** the mantra of the Goddess in the northern house.
Thereafter, he installs the seventeen-syllabled Kali wantra in the stone
mortar, the thirty-two-syllabled Aghora muantra in the pestle, etc.*” While
it is difficult to say whether the author of the R4 was attempting, in this
passage, to systematize the tantric azmayas or pithas in his placement of
the goddesses of the four houses around the central hazisa house, we can
maintain without hesitation that his was a syncretistic endeavor. Chapter
three contains zantras from Mantra Pitha (Aghora), Pascimamnaya (Kub-
jikd), Uttaramnaya (seventeen-syllabled Kaili), and grividyﬁ (Tripura-
bhairavi) worship traditions.®

Now that the alchemist’s body and laboratory have been ritually puri-
fied, the narrator Bhairava turns to the alchemical apparatus, consecrating
each with a particular zzantra, until all that the alchemist will employ in
his ritual manipulations of elements has been purified and transformed.*”
From this point on, all of these mundane instruments, chemicals, herbal
preparations have been transformed into so many tools (yantras) with
which the alchemist may master the one divine energy that surges through



182

Chapter Six

both the universe and his own body. He is now prepared to embark upon
the alchemical life-cycle rites (sazzskaras) that will ultimately render him a
second Siva.

It would appear from the above discussions that the matter of initiation
(diksa) into alchemical practice is quite entirely omitted from the opening
chapters of the R4. Yet we find that the second chapter of the work is en-
titled “rules for initiation” (diksa-vidhana) and that verses 36 to 83 of this
chapter give a lacunary account of diksz.* Many if not most of the standard
elements of diksa are present: a description of a suitable site for initiation,
i.e., upon which to build an alchemical laboratory (2.37-43); a description
of said initiation hall/laboratory (2.44-47a); information on the auspicious
time for initiation (2.37b-48a); the preparatory nityapiija by the teacher
including the visualization and worship of the supreme deities in the midst
of the elaborate alchemical 7andala discussed above (2.48b-74); “terrible
offerings” (aghorabali) to demonic beings who would otherwise obstruct
the ritual (2.75—76); worship of the “elephant goad” or rasankusi (2.77a);
oblatory offerings (2.77b-78a); establishment of the consecration vase
(2.28b-79); annointment (abbiseka) of the initiate with water impregnated
with mantras and poured from that vase (2.80-81); teaching the mantra to
the initiate (2.82a); and the celebratory all-night cakrapiji for Kumarfs,
Yoginis, and Sadhakas (following Kaula, but not orthodox Siddhanta tradi-
tions; 82b-83). What is missing in this account is the diksz, or initiation
proper (as opposed to abbiseka, annointment, by which one is empowered
to give initiation to others), that intervenes, between the »ityapiji and the
abbiseka ritual, in standard tantric procedure. Nowhere in this portion of
the chapter do we find explicit references either to diksz in fire in which
the initiate’s karmas are destroyed with oblations into a consecrated fire
or to the internal, yogic “initiation by penetration” (vedbamayi diksi) of
the Kaulas.®

What reasons might we adduce for the relative paucity of material in
the RA on the transformative heart of diksa? It may be that the concrete
details of initiation were too secret to be committed to writing and were
passed on via oral tradition. Alternatively, it may be that the alchemical
practices themselves were considered to be the realization and culmination
of the process set in motion by drksa. This latter explanation is supported in
a quite explicit way in a number of nonalchemical sources, which identify
mercurial transformations with drksa itself. So the tenth- to fourteenth-
century Kularnava Tantra,” a seminal Kaula source, states that “just as iron,
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penetrated by mercury, attains the state of gold, so the soul, penetrated by
initiation (d7ksa), attains the state of Siva?”

In a sense, the relative paucity of material on diksq in the alchemical
sources may be explained by the fact that alchemical transmutation (vedha)
served as the original model for tantric initiation, especially that most pres-
tigious form called the “initiation of penetration,” vedba[-mayi] diksa.”"
Similarly, the purificatory mantras of the broader tantric discipline (bhira-
suddhi, etc.) are also rendered redundant, inasmuch as purification is a con-
crete enterprise in alchemy.” Lastly, the all-important yantras and manda-
las used as supports for tantric meditation are themselves abstractions of
alchemical apparatus.” In the alchemical (and to a lesser extent the hatha-
yogic) sphere, purification, identification with the divine, and initiation are
so many techniques for the concrete transformation of the “power sub-
stances” that are the human and divine—and mineral, in the case of al-
chemy—sexual fluids. Much of the balance of this study is devoted to de-
lineating the myriad ways in which the language of such transformations
was a cormon language, shared by the interpenetrating alchemical, hatha-
yogic, Siddha, and tantric syntheses of medieval India.
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Corvesponding Hierarchies: The Substance
of the Alchemical Body

I. Rasa and Rasdyana in Indian Systems of Thought

Rasa (from the same Indo-European root as the English word resin) has
one of the broadest semantic fields of any term in the Sanskrit language.
Originally employed in the Vedas!' to signify the waters and liquids in gen-
eral—vital fluids, animal juices, and vegetable saps—applications of the
term #asa have proliferated over the millennia to embrace such fields as
Ayurvedic medicine, hatha yoga, alchemy, and Indian aesthetics. More gen-
erally, 7usa was and remains the “fluid essence” of Indian thought. If the
universe is a great pulsating flow of essence and manifestation, 7asa is the
fluid “stuff” of that flow.

Already in Vedic speculation, 7asa was homologized with water (ap), se-
men (retas), the vital fluid (ojas), herbal remedies (osadbi, ausadhi), nectar
(amirta), and soma as the moon, the Moon god (also named Candra), and
the mythic liquor of immortality.? In its most general sense, 7asz was, in
the sacrificial system of the Vedas, a term that could be applied to any
oblation offered into fire (agni). The essence of said rasa was thence con-
veyed, via the wind (vayu), up to heaven where it was enjoyed by the gods.*

This triad, of rasa-agni-vayu, is one that has been reappropriated and
reformulated throughout the sweep of Indian history. With the internali-
zation of the sacrifice, the major conceptual and practical breakthrough
of the Aranyakas and Upanisads, rasa became identified with the “body as
oblation” whose fluid essences were cooked and transformed over the well-
tempered fires of ascetic ardor (tapas), fires that were fanned by the winds
of the vital breaths (prana).* Once the bodily microcosm was transformed
into the seat of the sacrifice (to the detriment of external sacrifice, which
had been on the wane ever since the seventh century B.c in India), interest
in the internal workings of the body became greatly expanded. Speculation
and research took two directions, the one mystical and the other medical.

184
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On the one hand, we find in the late classical Upanisads the origins of
the mystic subtle physiology of the human body. In these works, we find
early vague references to yogic techniques by which to generate trans-
formative inner heat in tandem with the meditative, gnoseological realiza-
tion (jiiana) of the identity of individual soul (#t7an) with universal soul
(brdbman). Together, these practices served to burn away and thereby ne-
gate the accumulated fruits of prior acts (karvma-phalam), thereby affording
liberation (moksa) from the cycle of rebirths (saznsara). In this context, rasa
was the term employed by the Maitri Upanisad to designate the high-
est emanate of the highest guna, the strand known as sarrva, “essence” or
“purity.”*

Early on, the internal dynamics of hatha yoga came to be viewed as so
many interactions between lunar (candra), solar (sairya), and vital (prana)
principles, a transparent variation on the Vedic triad of rasa-agni-vayu. In
later hathayogic sources, as well as in more general tantric works on yogic
and psychological integration as the technical means (sadbana) to the real-
ization of total autonomy, we encounter the important notion of sazarasa.
Literally, “of even 7asa” or “of the same 7asa,” the term implies, according
to the numerous systems in which it is employed, a state of “fluid equilib-
rium,” a condition of stasis in which the emanatory and resorptive impulses
of the Absolute are balanced within the human microcosm.¢ In the hatha-
yogic system of the Nith Siddhas, the 7asas in question are portrayed as
male and female “drops” (bindu), which are lunar and solar, seminal and
sanguineous, Siva and Sakti, respectively. Realizing a state of equilibrium
between the two members of this pair is tantamount to the formation of a
“great drop” (mahabindu), a yogic zygote of sorts, from which the new, lib-
erated, all-powerful, and immortal self of the jivanmukta emerges.’

Coeval with these original Upanisadic syntheses was the scientific disci-
pline of traditional Indian medicine, Ayurveda. It was in this field that an
important new application of the term 745z was promulgated at a very early
date. Here, the term sasa came to be applied to the product of the first
stage of the digestion process: #asa was chyle, food that had been moistened
and broken down by saliva prior to swallowing. In a more extended sense,
rasa retained its signifaction, in Ayurvedic usage, as bodily fluid.® This was
an echo both of Vedic identifications of 7zsa with the waters and of emerg-
ing metaphysical systems that identified each of the five elements with a
sensory organ and field of sensory activity. In Samhkhya, the element water,
rasa, was identified with the sense of taste. This notion gave rise, in Ay-
urveda, to the system of the six 7asas or tastes—sweet, acid, saline, hot
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and pungent, bitter, and astringent—with each of the tastes arising from a
mixture of water together with the other four gross elements, in varying
proportions.” Emerging out of this Ayurvedic matrix, India’s classic theory
of aesthetics, i.e., of taste (usa)—through which the cultivated spectator
reinterpreted the raw emotions (bhavas) portrayed in drama, dance, and
literature into their corresponding cultivated rasas—was developed some
centuries later.'

Drawing on the Vedic tradition which maintained that it was water
which upheld all plant and animal life, Ayurvedic theory takes rasa to be
the support of all of the bodily constituents (dhatus). As we saw in chapter
two, digestion is conceived in Ayurveda as the serial “cooking” (pacana) of
the bodily constituents on the constituent fires (dhatvagnis),'' with the end
product of this process being semen in men and uterine blood in women.
These in turn combine in conception to give rise to the human embryo.

Rasayana (the “way of rasa”), the seventh branch (ss1ga) of Indian medi-
cine, is the most holistic and prestigious of all Ayurvedic systems of heal-
ing, taking the body to be an integrated whole, the microcosmic reflection
of the universal macrocosm. Its prestige also lies in the results it promises:
rasayana is rejuvenation therapy which, combining clinical practice with
the internal use of elixirs, affords long life, whence the classical statement
of the Caraka Sarhita (6.1.7-8): “Long life, heightened memory and intel-
ligence, freedom from disease, a healthy glow, good complexion, a deep,
powerful voice, great bodily and sensory powers, the capacity to see one’s
pronouncements realized, respectability, beauty—all these does one obtain
from rasayana. It is called rasayana because it is a means to replenishing the
rasa and other dbatus of the body.”"”

In the same Ayurvedic context, the rusayanas, in the plural, are the elixirs
the physician employs in susayana therapy;' and it was out of this back-
ground that the term rasiyana emerged as a blanket Sanskrit term for al-
chemy. Here, the “way of #asa” was a mercurial path since 7asa, the semen
or fluid essence of Siva, was identified with mercury, the transmuting ele-
ment par excellence. While we do not know at what time this absolutely
crucial identification—of the vital sexual fluid (7as4) of the phallic god with
quicksilver, the fluid metal—came about, we can be sure of another, prior,
“alchemical” use of the term sasayana. This was the compound rasa-
rasayana, which was employed, in Hindu and Buddhist sources alike, as far
back as the second century a.p., to signify the supernatural power (siddhbi)
of alchemical transmutation and bodily transubstantiation. One finds no
description whatsoever of a practical method (sadhana) for the realization
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of this siddhi in these early sources. Here, rasa-rasdyana was but one of eight
magical powers (listed together, for example, with padalepa, the smearing
of the feet with a cream that produced the power of flight) fantasized by
Buddhists and Hindus in the first centuries of the common era."

It is only later, with the alchemical Tantras of the tenth century and
after, that laboratory methods for transmutation first come to be discussed
systematically, under the heading of rasayana. It is also in this later period
that we find references to alchemical practitioners as Rasa Siddhas and
to the alchemical doctrine that Madhava terms “Rasesvara Darsana.” What
rendered this later form of Indian alchemy tantric was the pivotal notion
that alchemical mercury was nothing other than divine semen, and that its
principal reagents (sulfur, gandbaka; mica, abbraka) were the uterine blood
and sexual emissions of the Goddess.!"* Working from these basic identifi-
cations, the tantric alchemists were able to construct an integrated concep-
tual framework for their art, a framework that mirrored the general
worldview of Hindu tantrism.

Once again, bodily fluids, and the rasa-agni polarity of the archaic triad
we have already referred to on several occasions (reproduced here as fluid
mercury and fiery sulfur) stand as the basic categories of this new synthesis.
So it is that Siva states in the R4 that “because [mercury] is the rasa [vital
fluid] of my body, one is to call it 7452 [mercury].” A more elaborate etymol-
ogy is found in the RRS: “Because of its power to assimilate (rasanat) all
other metals, it is known as 7ase. Or, indeed, it is considered 7asa because
it is effective (rusyate) in the destruction of aging, disease, and death” '

The term 7asa may also be employed in the plural in Hindu alchemy, in
which case the notion of “essential element” becomes operative.'” Here,
the sixteen principal mineral reagents are generally divided into eight ma-
harasas and eight uparasas, primary and secondary rasas that are so called
because they participate in the transformative powers of mercury, the 7asa
par excellence.' It is in this context that the RC can portray mercury as
Lord Rasa (rasesvara) who leads the [maba-rasas and uparasas to victory in
battle against disease and death.'” This same source also provides an Ay-
urvedic usage of the compound rusa-rasayana, which it uses to designate a
mercurial elixir that is highly effective both therapeutically and alchemi-
cally (a usage not far removed from that of 7as@yana in a number of alchem-
ical sources).

While rasiyana has been used as a generic term for alchemy in India
since the tenth century, the means and ends of the discipline are more
properly identified by two other terms. These are dhatuvida,® “the doc-
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trine of elements” and debavida, “the doctrine of the body.” These two
branches of tantric alchemy form a unified whole: dbatuvida alchemy,
which concerns itself with the transmutation of base metals into gold, is
the necessary propaedeutic to dehavada alchemy, the alchemy of elixirs of
bodily immortality. Their complementarity is underscored in a classic pas-
sage from the RA4: “As in metal, so in the body. Mercury ought always to be
employed in this way. When it penetrates a metal and the body, [mercury]
behaves in an identical way. First test mercury on a metal, then use it on
the body.”?' The RRA explains rasendra, the “lord of rasas” (one of the five
names for mercury), in similar fashion: “It is called rasendra because
through its proper use, both metals and the body become possessed of
rasa”* In the end, all is but a continuity of the same fluid (rasq): divine
semen transmutes base metals into gold and transforms human semen into
nectar by which the mortal practitioner is rendered an immortal superman,
a second Siva,* whose bodily secretions, like Siva’s own, transmute base
metals into gold.

For reasons unknown to us—although we may hazard a guess that mer-
cury poisoning had a part to play—there was, in the north Indian heartland
at any rate, a gradual shift of emphasis, from the thirteenth century on-
wards, away from the goal of bodily immortality and towards a more thera-
peutic use of mercurials and other “elixir” preparations. Here, #asa sastra
(“mercurial science”) came to apply the scientific—and some of the mys-
tic—discoveries and techniques of tantric alchemy to the Ayurvedic disci-
pline. So it is that the internal application of mercury and other mineral
and metallic 7usas would come to constitute a subdivision of Ayurvedic
rasayana. It is in this subordinate form, as Ayurvedic pharmacy, that tantric
alchemy—which gave up nearly all pretension, by the fourteenth century,
to being a path to immortality—has persisted over the centuries and con-
tinues to thrive down to the present day throughout India.** Siddha al-
chemy, with its persistent emphasis on bodily transformation and immor-
tality through the combined disciplines of yoga and alchemy, has remained
more faithful to the original spirit and goals of tantric alchemy than has
rasa sastra.

”22

2. Myths of the Origins of Minerals from Divine Bodily Fluids

The most concrete point of intersection between the yogic and alchemical
traditions in India lies in the identification of mercury (rasa, parada, sita)
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with the semen of Siva, and of sulfur (gandhaka), red arsenic (manahsila) or
mica (abbraka) with the menstrual blood (kbapuspa, rajas, sonita, artava) or
sexual emission (virya) of the Goddess. This identification of bodily fluids
or compounds with the metals did not originate with the yogic or alchemi-
cal traditions. The moon is identified in the Vedas with the draft of immor-
tality, i.e., soma or amrta, as well as with the vital fluids of living beings
(rasa):** this last term comes to be employed to signify mercury in alchemi-
cal traditions. The divine origins of gold, the subtlest of the metals (dbatus),
is described in the Satapatha Brabmana, which states that it arose from the
seed of Visvariipa, whose body, after he was slain by Indra, was shattered
into fragments by Tvastr, the divine smith of the Vedas: “From his seed
his form [r7ipa] flowed and became gold”* In the same early source we
find a reference to gold refined and produced from the body of Prajapati
through the heat of his austerities.”” Brahma, a later form of Prajapati, is
born from a primal union of water and the seed of Agni, called the Golden
Egg (hiranyagarbba).** And of course, the statement “gold is immortality”
becomes a leitmotif of the brahmanic sacrifice.””

In these prealchemical traditions, gold is considered to be the ultimate
product of a long period of germination or gestation within the womb of
the earth. This notion, also held by the Roman Seneca (ca. A.p. 60) and,
much later, by Arabic (the eleventh-century Avicenna) and Chinese think-
ers,* is already voiced, in India, in the pre-second century a.n. Ramayana.*!
In this source, the six-headed child god Skanda-Kairttikeya is born from
the seed of Agni (Fire) who ejaculates into every opening of the goddess
Earth when he sees the goddess Gangi “in her magnificent splendor.”
Earth generates an embryo, which becomes the metals gold and silver; and
from the splendor of these metals the divine child arises. From the various
rays emitted by this effulgent child, as well as from various residues pro-
duced in his childbirth—afterbirths of sorts—are produced the metals
copper, iron, tin, and lead. Taken together, these are the classic “six metals”
of Indian tradition, first listed in the Yzjur Veda.*?

This myth is important for two reasons. First, metals are treated in it as
living substances, with distinctions between animal, vegetable, and mineral
blurred: “bodies” of whatever composition or configuration may interact
with and even be generated from one another. In this case, fire, fluid, and
earth give birth to a god, the six metals, and the natural coloring of certain
trees and plants. Here, it is the emanatory dynamic of the proto-Vedanta
metaphysics of the Upanisads—a system that is very similar to the emana-
tion and participation of Neoplatonist thought—that facilitates such anal-
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ogies between the animal, vegetable, and mineral kingdoms. The universe
in all its parts is a single organic entity, with all that exists on the great
chain of being the internal flux of a divinely constituted whole, to which
all emanated form necessarily returns in the fullness of time. As such, all
in the universe is shot through, “like the scent in a flower,”** with the divine
essence. Moreover, since all exists on the same continuum of this divine
outpouring, all is comparable, even identifiable. The corresponding hier-
archies of the elements, body fluids, metals, tastes, cakras, etc. are not dis-
crete and distinct from one another; rather, they are so many expressions
of a single unified whole. Thus they are interchangeable, even interpene-
trating. In such a quite nearly “pantheistic” context, metals are not merely
comparable to body fluids, they #7e body fluids.**

The second point that arrests our attention in this origin myth of gold
is the god who issues from it: this is a very early account of the birth of
Skanda-Karttikeya.** This is a myth that comes to constitute a perma-
nent fixture in every Saiva Purana, where Skanda (also known as Kartti-
keya, Murugan, Subrahmanian, Kumara, etc.) is depicted as arising from
the seed Siva emits into the mouth of Agni (fire) and thence into a bed of
reeds on the shore of the Ganges, where he is suckled by the six daughters
of Daksa, the Krttikas (whence his name Karttikeya and his six heads), in
preparation for his victorious battle against the demon Taraka. In a wide
array of other Saiva myths, Siva’s seed is said to be fluid gold.*

Once this central metaphor was established—i.e., that gold (and, as we
will see shortly, mercury and sulfur) were the quintessential reproductive
fluids of the great tantric gods—the floodgates were thrown open, as it
were, to similar myths of the origins of the lesser elements. So, we learn
that diamond (vajra) arose from drops of amrta that fell from the gods’
mouths to earth after they had churned the Ocean of Milk (RA 6.65-66).
Tourmaline gems (vaikranta) are the drops of blood the Buffalo Demon
shed when he was slain by Durga (RA 6.123-25; RRS 2.56—57). Blue vitriol
or copper sulfate (sasyaka) is the poison and nectar vomited by Garuda after
his theft of Soma (R4 7.39; RC 10.71—72; RRS 2.119);*” and copper pyrites
(maksika) the blood that flowed from a wound in Krsna’s foot (R4 7.3—4).
Natural gold (prakita-svarna) arose from the abstract quality of activity
(rajoguna) that set the universe in motion; another form of “natural” gold
(svahbaja-svarna) is the golden placenta—deposited atop Mount Meru—
from which the god Brahma, the golden embryo, was born at the begin-
ning of our cosmic eon.**

The ca. sixteenth-century Rasakamadhbenu (Wish-fulfilling Cow of Mer-
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cury) identifies the six metals with (the seminal emissions of) six gods: gold
arises from Agni, silver from the moon (Candra), copper from the sun
(Surya), tin from Indra, lead from the serpent king Vasuki, and iron from
Yama, lord of the dead.”” Other sources, such as the twelfth-century Loba-
sarvasvam and the late nineteenth-century Rasendra Bbaskara, trace the ori-
gins of a great number of other elements and metals back to the bodies,
blood, semen, sweat, and tears of a still wider array of gods and demons.*
Nath Siddha sources identify the indestructible body of the Siddha with
mercury*' and a hierarchy of holy men with the hierarchy of metals.*

3. Blood and Semen

By far the richest and most elaborate homologies drawn between human
and divine body fluids on the one hand and elements from the mineral
world on the other are that between mercury and the semen of the phallic
god Siva and that between sulfur and the uterine or menstrual blood of his
consort, the Goddess. It is in the context of the myth of the divine birth of
Skanda, once again, that we find the myth of the origin of mercury, in the
RC (15.4-12), RRS (1.23-29), AK (1.8-15), and a number of other alchem-
ical sources.* The novel element in these accounts is that it is mercury
rather than gold that is produced from that portion of the semen emitted
by Siva which did not contribute directly to the generation of Skanda.

As in the gold origin myth, Agni has a role to play in the alchemical
account of the origin of mercury, as it is he who drops from his mouth the
semen that becomes the transmuting element:

In a hidden cave of the Himalayas, Siva and the Goddess were
engaged in love-play when the gods came to plead that they produce
Skanda in order that the demon Tiraka, who was threatening the
entire universe, might be destroyed.* The god Agni [Fire], having
taken the form of a pigeon, peeked in through the round window of
the apartment within which they had closed themselves in order to
generate a son. Upon seeing Agni, Siva, filled with shame, shed his
seed. That seed, of blinding brilliance, fell into the mouth of Fire.
Fire, unable to bear the heat of that seed, spit it into the waters of the
goddess Ganga [the Ganges river]. She too, overcome by the inten-

sity of that semen, pushed it with her waves to her shores, where a
child, Skanda, was born.
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In those places where Agni dropped that seed from his mouth*
[on his way to the Ganges], it burrowed into the ground to form five
wells of mercury, 100 yojanas [about goo miles] in depth. It is there
that that semen is found today, in the form of mercury.*

It is by drinking this elixir that the gods themselves enjoy immortality.
Jealous of humans who might do the same and so threaten their hegemony,
the gods requested that Siva adulterate it with impurities, and so it is that
the mercury found on earth comes in a variety of colors. The mercury
of the eastern well is white, that of the western well yellow, and that of
the southern well, controlled by Nagas, is blue. The well at the center of
this pentadic mercurial mandala contains “mixed” mercury, called misraka,
which is said to be mayiira, variegated like the throat or tail feathers of a
peacock. Of the five wells in which this mercury is said to have established
itself, however, the RRS and AK single out the northern well, in which
mercury is red and pure, as superior to the other four.¥

This northern well is implicitly identified with Darada-desa (Dardistan,
located to the north of Kashmir),™ a likely overland source of mercury for
India in the age of tantric alchemy. The name of this land evokes the prime
Sanskrit term for cinnabar,* which is darada. So too does the color as-
signed to the mercury of this well, given that cinnabar (a compound in
which one atom of mercury is chemically bonded to one atom of sulfur),
the most common naturally occurring mercurial ore, is red in color.

Sulfur too has its origin myth, which parallels that of mercury inasmuch
as it is the sexual essence of the Goddess that gives rise to this primary
alchemical reagent, the female counterpart to male mercury.*® This myth
is framed in the Puranic account of the churning of the Ocean of Milk,
from which the gods gained (through the intervention of Dhanvantari, the
divine physician and revealer of Ayurveda) the amrta that rendered them
immortal and capable of defeating the antigods, the asurus, in their sempi-
ternal war for universal supremacy.’!

Once, when the Goddess was sporting together with the female Wiz-
ards (vidyadbaris), Siddha-maidens, Goddesses, and celestial nymphs
in the Ocean of Milk off the coast of White Island, blood issued from
her body. That wonderfully scented blood was captivating. Because
it stained her clothes, she left these on the shore, and bathed to purify
herself. When she wished to return to the town, her clothes were no
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longer lying in that place, the tide having carried them out into the
middle of the Ocean of Milk.

During the churning of the Ocean of Milk, that blood rose to the
surface, together with the nectar (am7ta). All the gods and the anti-
gods were pleased with the aroma (gandha) that wafted on her blood.
The gods and antigods thereby said, “May this be called gandbaka
(“aromatic”: sulphur). May it be used in the calcination and fixing of
mercury. May those qualities that are found in mercury also be found
in this sulphur” Thus [sulphur] is called gandbaka here on earth.

This myth appears to have both an alchemical and a geological explana-
tion. First, the opening verses of the Matrkabbeda Tantra (1.9-14) seem to
evoke the myth of the origin of sulfur in a description of an alchemical
operation that involves the heating of sewn cloth and menstrual blood to-
gether in a vessel of milk.”? Elsewhere, this account has been interpreted
as a mythic description of a submarine volcanic eruption, from which sub-
marine deposits of sulfur would have formed. Similarly, the Puranic my-
thology of the submarine mare (badava), and the doomsday fire (badava)
that issues from her mouth, may refer to the phenomenon of submarine
gas vents or fire jets. As such, badava would be the oceanic equivalent of
naturally occurring terrestrial gas vents (jualamukhbi), which are considered
in India to be geothermic manifestations of the Goddess. The most popu-
lar pilgrimage site in all of Himachal Pradesh is Jvialamukhi, a blue flame
that burns within a natural freshwater spring, identified with the tongue of
the Goddess. It has also long been an important center for the Nath
Siddhas.*

In the light of these glosses on this myth and the hard fact that India
possesses no measurable deposits of mercurial ores, the following state-
ment, from the Shorter Oxford Economic Atlas, appears to be significant: “al-
most all the world’s mercury is obtained from the red sulphide mineral
cinnabar, HgS, but a little of the metal occurs naturally as small globules
associated with cinnabar in certain rocks in the neighborhood of old volca-
nic regions where the minerals were deposited from hot aqueous solutions
during volcanic activity. Many hot springs in such regions are still depos-
iting some cinnabar**

This statement implies that there may have been and continue to be
traces of mercury in regions of geothermal activity in India. This would
explain, for example, the purported existence of a “mercurial pool” located
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in the vicinity of a hot sulfur spring in the region of Kedarnith, an ancient
Saiva pilgrimage site in the Garhwal Himalayas. In the light of these data,
the myth of the origin of sulfur may be read as a reference to those sites at
which alchemists garnered the materia prima of their art.

Cinnabar, mercuric sulfide—composed of mercurial semen and sulfu-
rous uterine blood—is a mineral hierophany of the sexual union of Siva
and the Goddess, a union that, according to Hindu tradition, creates and
sustains the universe. Indeed, the Tamil, Malayalam, and Sinhalese term
for cinnabar is /irigam, a clear evocation of its sexual valence.”* Now, cinna-
bar is also one of the eight amalgamated elements (astabandba) used in the
installation of divine idols, and it is here that the obligatory installation of
a mercurial /iinga at the heart of the alchemical laboratory becomes most
meaningful. Here, the rasalinga is formed of either an amalgam of gold*
and mercury, or of sulfur and mercury,” i.e., of synthetic cinnabar. Else-
where, the R4 (11.4) compares the mortar in which mercury is pounded to
the yoni-shaped chasing (pitha) in which the image of a Siva-/inga is set,
and the mercury in question to the /inga itself. In another passage (11.102),
the same text notes that mercury that has been calcinated in a particular
mixture of gemstones, minerals, and herbs becomes phallomorphic (/inga-
kara). This appears to be the north Indian cognate to the production, in
south Indian alchemy, of “mercurial phalluses,” called gulikas (the equiva-
lent of the Sanskrit gutika, “pill”).*

Here as well, the MBAT substitutes human menstrual blood for its di-
vine mineral equivalent, as if to emphasize the sexual symbolism of this
operation: “Place tamarind (c7icini, the botanical equivalent of the goddess
Kubjika) and mercury together on the support. Mix these together . . . so
that the mixture resembles mud ... Having shaped it into a /inga, one
should then harden it [in the following way]. One should tie it up inside
cloth that [has been soaked] with menstrual blood [and place it] over a
fire [fueled by] cow dung. Some heating will be necessary in order that it
become hard”*

The red color of compounds of mercury and sulfur inspires all manner
of homologization in Hindu traditions. Indeed, the compound cinnabar is
naturally red in color; sulfur and mercury both redden when heated, the
latter taking on the ruby (mdanikya) red color of the rising sun when oxi-
dized at a temperature of 300° C.* This redness, identified with that of
blood, has long been associated with the life force or vital energy in both
India and China. The ancient Chinese used both cinnabar and red minium
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(oxide of lead) to color the bones of the dead, as a means of ensuring them
an eternal afterlife. Here, the “element metal” cinnabar, identified with
living blood, was long employed as an elixir of immortality for the living
as well.”!

In India, where gold and other metals are also employed in the cult of
the dead,*” vermilion (sindiira: red mercuric oxide or synthetic cinnabar)
has long been employed as a substitute for or a complement to blood offer-
ings.** Of course, blood is also closely identified with fertility and procre-
ation, and so it is in India that married women wear vermilion in the part
of their hair as a sign of connubial felicity. The term saubbagyam refers
both to this happy state and to the lead peroxide or vermilion that is the
mark thereof: here, the term hinigula (another common term for cinnabar)
may also be employed.** Also in India, red arsenic (manahbsila) is identified
with the uterine blood of the Goddess: this is especially the case at the
“seat” (pitha)®* of the goddess called Kamakhya (Gauhati, Assam), at which
site the goddess’s yoni (in the widespread Puranic myth of the dismember-
ment of the goddess Sati) is said to have taken the form of a great block of
red arsenic where it fell to earth.*

In the more abstract schemata of yonipija, the tantric worship of the
female sexual organ, the yoni is represented as a downturned triangle, at
the heart of which is, once again, Kamarapa, the abode of the goddess
Kamakhya, who is identified with the kundalini and with feminine materi-
ality (prakrti) in the form of menstrual flux (pusparipini). At the pitha of
Kamakhya itself, Assamese tantrics identify their “lineage nectar” (kulam-
rta) with the Goddess’s menstrual fluid (or the commingled sexual fluids of
Siva and the Goddess); it is at the time of the Goddess’s menses, in August-
September, when the water that oozes from this stone becomes reddish in
color, that their annual gathering takes place.®’

The powers of the Goddess’s menstrual blood are directly linked to its
redness. Persons suffering from leucodermia (panduroga) come to Kama-
khyi to smear their bodies with the Goddess’s menstrual blood, thus “col-
oring” themselves with the ooze of her red mineral hierophany. The ocher
dye (gerua) with which the Nath Siddhas color their traditional garb (kan-
tha) is said to originate from the blood of the goddess Parvati, who resorted
to self-mutilation to dye the robe of Gorakhnath. Cloth dyed in this color
is considered by the Nath Siddhas to aid in yogic semen retention (virya-
stambhba sakti).* This red mineral manifestation of the Goddess at Kama-
khya is also capable, according to the Kaliki Purana, of transmuting base
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metals into gold. According to medieval legend, a sealed cave, containing
a pot of mercury (rasakumbhba) the drink of which confers immortality, is
located in its vicinity.®

As we have noted, accounts of such conjoined mineral manifestations
of Siva and the Goddess in the form of mercurial “wells” and sulfurous or
arsenious phenomena may have their basis in geological fact. Of the five
sacred “alchemical” sites of India, three—Hinglaj Devi, Gauri Kund (near
Kedirnith), and Kamakhyi—combine a mineral manifestation of the
Goddess with a mercurial pool or source. The two other sites, Girnar (Ju-
nagadh district, Gujarat) and Srisailam (Kurnool district, Andhra Pradesh)
appear to lack the feminine complement to masculine mercury. Hingl3j
Devi is, in a sense, a geographical and mythological mirror to Kamakhya.
Located at the westernmost fringe of the Indian subcontinent, on the edge
of Baluchistan, this shrine is said to be that site at which the goddess Sati’s
fontanelle, her brabmarandbra, fell. Like Kamakhya, Hinglaj features a
number of caves and wells, of which one, known for its geothermic activi-
ties, is called Candrakapa, “Moon Well” Hingl3j is clearly named for cin-
nabar (hingula-ja); and one of the many local names by which she is known
is “Red Goddess.”

The keepsake which pilgrims take with them from Hinglij Devi is not,
however, a piece of cinnabar, but rather a lump (or lumps, polished and
strung together in a rosary) of nummelite, a type of yellow limestone,
called thumri. These lumps are variously described as the petrified seed of
the Creator or a combination of cereal grains (kbichri, a rough rice and
lentil dish favored by Siva) and the blood of a demon. As we will later show,
rice often doubles for semen in yogic legend, so the combination of semen
and blood is indeed present in the thums#a of the Hinglaj Devi pilgrimage.
Indeed, it is with a large thumsi stone that Nath Siddhas at the Gorakh-
pur monastery ensured easy delivery to women in the former half of this
century: the stones were washed in water and the liquid then given to the
women to drink.”

Elsewhere, a number of “womb-caves” of the Goddess, which are legion
throughout south and east Asia, are considered sacred by Hindus, Bud-
dhists, and Taoists alike. One such cave, called Ca-ri, in extreme southeast-
ern Tibet, has long been revered by Hindus and Buddhists as the abode of
Siva Mahesvara and the Goddess (or, in Tibetan Buddhism, of Cakrasam-
vara and Vajravarahi). This cave, entered through a narrow fissure identi-
fied as the Goddess’s yoni, is said to contain a lake of sindira (red mercuric
oxide), identified with the commingled sexual fluids of divinities inhabiting
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the “womb-cave” of the Goddess. We will return to the symbolism of this
cave in the next chapter.”

In the alchemical laboratory, such homologies come to be practically
applied through techniques that involve the commingling of human,
divine, and mineral blood and semen. Here, the point of convergence be-
tween these interpenetrating systems is the person of the alchemist’s
female laboratory assistant, who is described in the R4 and a number of
other sources. This assistant may be of four types: kikini (a woman who
menstruates in the dark half of the lunar month, i.e., when the moon is
on the wane), kikani (who menstruates in the middle of the lunar month),
karicikacini (who menstruates in the bright half of the lunar month), or pad-
mini (who menstruates either on the full moon or the new moon).”* The
names for this assistant (kikini means “cowrie maiden”; padmini means
“lotus maiden”) appear to be direct references to her sexual organ, which
is also described in these texts, in ideal terms, as “resembling an asvartha
(Ficus religiosus) leaf”” In fact, everything about the alchemist’s female
assistant is ideal: she is young, beautiful, raven-haired, doe-eyed, perfectly
proportioned, fair of speech and light of laughter, gentle when she kisses
and embraces, a lover of dairy products, and a devotee of Siva.™

It is, however, her sexual organ as well as the menstrual blood that flows
from it that seems to be at the center of interest here, and this for a very
concrete reason, which the RRS (6.34) explains. “She who menstruates [lit-
erally, “she who flowers,” puspavati] in the dark half of the lunar month is
most excellent for the fixation of mercury (rasabandba] in alchemical prac-
tice” In what way is the assistant useful to the alchemist’s craft? “For
twenty-one days, she is to eat sulfur [mixed with clarified butter] . .. Her
menstrual blood [then] becomes efficacious in the fixation and calcination
of mercury.””* Other sources instruct the alchemist to place said mercury,
wrapped in a piece of cloth, deep in his wife’s vulva, to the same end; or
to macerate sulfur in a woman’s menstrual blood in order to increase its
potency.’®

The BbP, which terms sulfur umayoni-samsarga (“that which issued from
the vulva of [the Goddess] Uma”), states that mercury can be bound and
made complete (saznskrta) only by entering into that yoni, i.e., sulfur. Re-
productive symbolism is explicit here: mercury, of which one name is siita
(“that which is born, generated”), and which transmutes through the
agency of bijas (“seeds”) of noble metals in combination with sulfur or
mica, here enters into the womb of the Goddess (sulfur) to become acti-
vated.”” Alternatively, the same source states that the alchemist may bind
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or stabilize mercury by placing it in his urethra (pufmjrandhre) “together
with the menstrual blood of Gauri” Here, Gaurl may be taken as a name
for the Goddess, in which case it is sulfur that is being manipulated here;
or it may be taken adjectivally to stand for any “fair woman,” in which case
it is human menstrual blood that he is commingling with his own seed
(tadbijena), in all probability through the yogic technique of urethral suc-
tion (vajroli mudrd).” In this latter case, we are once more in the presence
of the “power substances” of early tantric practice. A reference in this
source (BhP 1.77) to the kbecari-cakra (“sky-going circle”) of ritualized tan-
tric sex, as well as to the kundagolafka] as an elixir in other alchemical
sources, further documents this connection between ritual and alchemical
uses of the products of human and divine sexual intercourse.”

At the end of such processes, which serve to stabilize and fortify mer-
cury, this divine semen in its mineral form may at last be ingested by the
alchemist in the ultimate samskara of sarira yoga, transubstantiation. Here,
the RA stipulates that sexual intercourse is essential to the activation of the
mercury the alchemist has ingested (and adds that said mercury turns him
into a sexual animal, whence, no doubt, this text’s insistence on his female
laboratory assistant’s many charms).®

This remarkable interplay—between human sexual fluids and their di-
vine and mineral counterparts—spills over into the genre of courtly lit-
erature as well, as in the ca. A.D. 1590 Padmavat of Muhammad Jayasi,*!
who allegorically portrays the star-crossed love of his hero and heroine in
alchemical terms. Here King Ratansen, who has taken up the celibate life
of a Nith Siddha, is first questioned by the pining Padmavati’s female com-
panions:

Where did you lose the fair plant [biravi lona: Padmavati] that makes
the silver and the gold? Are you unable to blend yellow arsenic [Pad-
mavati] with mercury [Ratansen]? Why have you forsaken sulfur
[Padmavati] for the cold fare [of the celibate yogin]?”#* [Ratansen re-
plies, as if to Padmavati herself]: “. .. If I were but able to blend the
mercury with the yellow arsenic [i.e., to abandon my vow of celi-
bacy], I would give up my life just to see the sulfur ... I who was
[transparent, i.e., dispassionate as] mica, having been turned over the
fire [of love], am become [red, impassioned as] cinnabar. My brass
body can become yellow gold, if you but choose to make it so . ..
If the mercury cannot swallow the sulfur, how shall I call my life
yellow arsenic?”®
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Here, the ingestion of the mineral equivalent of sexual fluids stands as
a metaphor for the consummation of love. In the alchemical sources, such
emissions, both divine and human, are taken to be elixirs of immortality.
So the RA states: “Until such time as one eats Siva’s seed, that is, mercury,
where is his liberation, where is the maintenance of his body?”* The RHT
elaborates: “A divine body is afforded through the union of the [sexual]
emissions of Siva and the Goddess”* And, in yet another source, “a wom-
an’s flower mixed with semen, eaten for a year” is proposed as an elixir.*
Here, the flower (puspa) in question is menstrual blood (especially that of
a virgin, a woman who has yet to be deflowered),*” and we should not fail
to note here that sulfur in its purest form is known in this tradition, as it is
in the west, as “flowers of sulfur” (puspita gandhaka).*

Such analogies carry over into the vegetable kingdom as well, in which
the “divine herbs” (divyausadhi) are said to grow in those places in which
Siva and the Goddess once made love.* A case in point is the candali plant,
undoubtedly named for those outcaste women whose menstrual blood has
perennially been prized by tantrics for its transformative powers. The root
of the candali exudes a red milk (ksira) that is used, like sulfur and menstrual
blood, for the fixing of mercury.”’ Elsewhere, Alberuni’s celebrated account
of Vyadi’s discovery of the alchemical elixir portrays this alchemist as
searching in vain for an essential ingredient called #aktamali, which he as-
sumes to be red myrobalan, a plant with red, bloodlike sap. It is only when
he bumps his head and bleeds into his alchemical cauldron that his elixir
“takes.” The same source relates an account of a Siddha who employs the
red milk of the plant called zhobar to transmute the body of a shepherd and
his dog into gold.”

A moment ago, I mentioned the practice known as vajroli mudra,
through which the male practitioner enabled himself to tap directly into
the fluid “power substance” naturally occurring in his tantric consort, the
yogini. In technical terms, vajroli mudva is urethral suction or, more prosai-
cally, the “fountain pen technique,” by which the male practitioner, having
ejaculated into his female partner, withdraws his own semen, now catalyzed
through its interaction with her sexual essence or uterine blood, back into
his own body. In so doing, he also draws back into himself, along with his
own refined seed, a certain quantity of that female essence which may in
turn serve to catalyze the yogic processes (the raising of the kundalini, etc.)
by which his semen becomes transmuted into nectar.

A number of sources note that the woman may do the same as the man,
i.e., retain his seed within herself to thereby catalyze her own yogic trans-
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formations.” Such techniques on the part of the woman, which are de-
scribed only in the hathayogic sources, appear to be redundant when
viewed from the erotico-mystical perspective of a number of Kaula tradi-
tions. It is a basic assumption among these traditions that the fluid lineage
or clan nectar, the subtle fluid essence of liberating consciousness, is natu-
rally present in women, and it is precisely for this reason that the male
tantric practitioner engages in sexual intercourse with her. This was the
basic doctrine of Matsyendranath’s venerable Yogini Kaula: women, be-
cause they are embodiments of the Goddess and because it is through their
“wombs” that the lineage is perpetuated, have something that men do not;
it is therefore necessary for males to tap into the female in order that that
boundless source of energy be activated within them. This fluid power sub-
stance (dravya) or lineage nectar (kulamita), also simply known by the term
“true being” (sadbbiva)—the purest substance found in the human body—
is unique to women in their multiple roles as sexual consorts, practitioners
of yoga, and biological mothers.”

All three roles are present in the fluid exchange involved in the practice
of vajroli mudva. When the sadbbiva of a tantric consort is conjoined with
the semen of her male partner, a “great fluid” (mahdrasa) is produced, out
of which a perfect yogic child (yoginibbu) is born. Because women are natu-
rally endowed with a greater abundance of vital breath (prana) than men,
the raising of the kundalini is easier, even natural, for them; thus, when her
partner emits his seed into her womb, it commingles with her vital breath
and, transformed through her yogic energy, becomes pure mabarasa. In
erotico-mystical practice, it is originally in the female partner that the pure
substance [the maharasa] resides. It is this that is transmitted to the male part-
ner and is returned to the female in an endlessly renewed exchange effected
through the “two mouths”—i.e., the sexual organs of the partners: “This
knowledge beyond duality . . . is rightly said to be transmitted from mouth
to mouth . . . it goes from the chief mouth [that of the yogini] to [the ad-
ept’s] own mouth and vice versa. Bestower of immortality and youth, it
is named kula, supreme”** This practice becomes internalized in certain
hathayogic sources, in which one internally drinks the “brilliant white-
red” nectar.”

The common end result of both the yogic and the erotico-mystical
techniques is identical to that obtained through the ingestion of the al-
chemical cognates to these male and female power substances: white hair
and wrinkles disappear, and one becomes rejuvenated.” Indeed, mercury
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is made to double for male seed in certain preparatory techniques for
vajroli mudra, as described by a contemporary practitioner, the Aghori Vi-
malananda:

To learn Vajroli you must first thoroughly clean out your body . . .
The urinary passage is cleansed by sucking water through the penis
into the bladder and through the ureters into the kidneys and then
releasing it . . . After you have been able to suck up water through the
penis and hold a bladder full of water for three hours, you proceed to
use milk, to cool the genital organs. Then . . . clarified butter to lu-
bricate. Honey next; it is very sticky and hard to make flow upward.
Finally you do it with mercury, which is extremely heavy ... When
you can hold a bladder full of mercury for three hours without spill-
ing a single drop, you have reached the level of the first qualification
[for Vajroli]. A woman prepares for Vajroli in exactly the same way.”’

Let us consider for a moment the etymology of this rather obscure term
vajroli mudra. While we can be certain that 7zudra means “seal” and that
vajra means “penis,” the -0/ suffix (which also appears in the names of the
related practices of amaroli and sabajoli mudras) is more problematic. In at
least one other context, -o/i appears to have the sense of “sphere” or “ball”:
one manuscript of the SSP (1.73) calls the developing embryo garbh-oli.**
By extension, the -o/i suffix may refer to the spherical form of the womb of
the consort, which would give a reading of “the seal of the penis in the
womb.”

In the concomitant hathayogic techniques associated with urethral suc-
tion, the upward rise of the combined sexual fluids culled by the male prac-
titioner through vajroli mudra does not culminate in his lower abdomen.
Urethral suction is but the beginning of a process, which in fact raises these
combined sexual essences, via the medial channel of the susumna nad, all
the way up to the cranial vault. In this light, the fluid essence of the subtle
body travels along a single channel, which runs from the tip of the penis
to the top of the head. We are aided in our considerations of this technique
by descriptions from two Buddhist sources, the fifth-century a.p. Mabaya-
nasitralamkara Sitra® and a Tibetan Buddhist alchemical source,'* which
describe what we have been calling vajroli mudri as maithunasya paravrtti,
“retroverting [the product] of intercourse,” and bcud len, the “extraction of
the essence,” respectively. Here, a drop of fluid containing the combined
male and female essences is carried upward along the susuzna to the cranial
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vault. In these two Buddhist contexts, the practitioner’s realization is of a
gnoseological order: concomitant to the raising of this drop, he comes to
realize for himself the nondifference of samsira and nirvana, of suffering
existence and the extinction of suffering, and thereby experiences the great
bliss (snabasukba).'"!

These Buddhist examples find their direct homologue in the Hindu tan-
tric notion of sammarasa or samarasya, in which the process initiated by vaj-
roli mudra is brought to culmination in the yogin’s cranial vault.'"”> While
the term becomes exalted to the point of being identified with samadhi and
other enstatic, beatific states, the concrete and original sense of the term
appears to be that employed by the Nath Siddhas, for whom samarasa is
the commingling of two drops (bindus). One of these, solar and red'™ is
identified with éﬂkti, while the other, lunar and white, is identified with
Siva; combined into a great drop (mahabindu) of “white-red nectar,” they
form a yogic zygote of sorts.'**

A south Indian alchemical source, the Konigana 3000, identifies the male
drop (which it calls bindu) with Siva and mercury, and the female drop
(which it calls #nada) with Sakti and sulfur, which, when combined, produce
bodily immortality in a process called kalpasadhanai: this is the homologue
of the Nath Siddhas’ kayakalpa, a general term meaning “bodily regenera-
tion.”'" It may be that the HYP (4.96) is referring to the same yogic union,
in similar alchemical terms, when it states that “the mercurial mind, when
calcinated by the #4da of sulfur, becomes bound and immobilized.”

The fruit of this union, of the yogin’s commingled male and female es-
sences, is nothing less than the new, supernatural, immortal self that will
now emerge from the “husk” of the gross body, as the result of this yogic
process.!" This is the siddha- or vajra-deha, the yogin’s perfected or dia-
mond body, his innate immortal essence which he has now restored to its
pristine perfection by burning away the gross and refining the subtle ele-
ments within himself. This is a body possessed of all the yogic siddhis,
including the ability to transmute base metals into gold with one’s ex-
crements, spittle, etc.'’” It is this new self that is the subject of the first of
the banis of Gorakhnath: “In the empty vault [of the cranium] a child is
making sounds. How can one give him a name?”'** Such a child of yoga is
to be placed in parallel with the yoginibhu mentioned a moment ago; it also
evokes the transformation, even the procreation, of a disciple by his guru
through initiation, a process I discuss in the penultimate chapter of this
book.
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4- A Cosmopolitan Alchemical Theme

These multifarious identifications and interactions between human and
mineral equivalents of divine sexual fluids are brought to their analogical
conclusions in a truly astonishing set of instructions for the extraction of
mercury from its mercurial well in Darada country:'*

Upon seeing a well-adorned maiden who, having bathed after first
coming into season, [rides by] mounted upon a horse, mercury,
which is found in wells, [becomes] possessed of a desire to seize her,
[and] rushes up out [of its well]. Upon seeing it, she gallops away.
The mercury pursues her for the distance of one yojana [eight to nine
miles]. [When] that [mercury which is] born of Siva then quickly re-
turns to the well, it is caught in troughs dug in its path. That mercury,
because of its heaviness, fell from the mouth of Agni in Darada-desa.
That mercury, absorbed into the surface of the earth there, came
to remain in that country. By placing that [mercury-rich] ore in a
patana-yantra, one kills the mercury.

What makes this description of the extraction of mercury from its
northern well all the more astonishing is the fact that this is an account
that is found in at least two other alchemical traditions. One of these is a
seventeenth-century Chinese encyclopedia, the Ho han sans ts’ai t'ou hui,
whose section entitled yin-shui (“silver water, quicksilver”), gives the same
information, but locates its mercurial well “in the land of Fou-lin”—i.e.,
Syria—“far to the west”!'"° This detail is corroborated by the earliest ex-
tant source that we have for this account: Syriac recensions of the alchem-
ical works of Pseudo-Zosimus, dated to the fourth to fifth century a.n.,
describe how mercury is induced to rise up out of its well when a beautiful
naked maiden walks past it and then runs quickly away. Young men attack
the flowing metal with hatchets and cut it up into bars.""" This account is
further corroborated by the Syrian toponym Bir es Zeibaq, which means
“Well of Quicksilver” '

The implications of these three parallel accounts are staggering. First,
they attest to the very cosmopolitan nature of the world’s classical alchem-
ical traditions. We can well imagine that the Silk Road, which was India’s
pipeline for the raw materials of alchemy, would also have served as a con-
duit for alchemical knowledge and legend, of the sort alluded to here, be-
tween the Mediterranean world and east and south Asia. More than this,
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we may glimpse, behind the language of this extraction technique, refer-
ences to another very cosmopolitan tradition—that of the unicorn. The
presence of a virgin, a horse, and the theme of capturing an elusive “game”
are all present in the alchemical account. While the western unicorn leg-
end was very probably born out of the Indian myth of Rsyasrnga,'* it is
only in the west that the hunting of the unicorn—with the aid of a virgin,
who tamed it by grasping its horn—and the transmutative properties of its
horn are brought to the fore.'"

This same theme is treated in Persian alchemical legend as well, in an
account of a wondrous creature called the Physician of the Sea.''s The
Physician of the Sea is described as having a golden stone set into its fore-
head which, when removed, transmutes base metals into gold and cures all
diseases. The Jabirian corpus of Persian alchemy, generally dated to the
ninth to tenth century, describes the capture of one of these fishlike crea-
tures which, upon being netted and brought aboard a ship off the coast of
an island called Sindiyyat,''* shows itself, after the fashion of a mermaid,
to be a beautiful woman. She remains on ship, bears a son by one of the
sailors, and later jumps back into the sea, where she becomes a great sea
monster who swallows the entire ocean during a great storm.

These legends present more problems than can possibly be treated here.
Not the least of these is the direction of transmission of alchemical legend,
lore, techniques, and raw materials throughout the first fifteen centuries of
the common era. As Joseph Needham has demonstrated, China stands,
according the best evidence, as the primal source for the world’s transmu-
tational and elixir alchemy. According to Needham’s historical reconstruc-
tion, the first-century a.p. Chinese technique of kiz or chin, “aurifaction,”
would have been carried west to the Mediterranean world in perhaps the
third century A.p.. This Chinese term would then have been transliterated,
by Pseudo-Zosimus, as chymeia or chemeia, later arabicized into al-chymeia,
and introduced into European traditions as alchymia, alchemy.!'” If Need-
ham is correct, then Syria, which received its alchemy from China in the
third century a.p., would have “exported” its legendary extraction tech-
nique back to the east, via our thirteenth-century Indian sources, to China
in the seventeenth century.

It is impossible to say with any certainty that this was in fact the route
that this tradition took. It is equally impossible to determine the ways in
which the many alchemical exchanges of this long period, effected along
the Silk Road, may have occurred. Another detail of the Indian alchemical
account is, however, tantalizing in this regard. One of the regions in which
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both the western Ptolemy and the Indian Puranas located the Daradas
(called Daradrai by Ptolemy) was the Indus River region. In his version
of the Indo-Persian account related above, Somadeva calls this country
Pirada-desa, “Mercury Land,” rather than Darada-desa. The Paradas were
also located, by ancient and medieval Indian and western sources, in this
same general region as the Daradas, i.e., to the northwest or west of India,
in either Afghanistan or Baluchistan.!"™ Now, the Indus River valley is also
that region from which there have been unearthed a great wealth of clay
seals, many of which are figured with what have to be the world’s most
ancient images of unicorns (as distinguished from rhinoceri, which are also
represented). But unicorns are not all that this region has in common with
the ancient and medieval west. The goddess Hinglaj, whose shrine stands
astride the coastal range dividing the Indus River plains and the highlands
of Baluchistan, also appears to be possessed of a venerable pedigree. In
fact, she is referred to by her many Muslim devotees as Bibi Nini, the “lady
grandmother,” a denomination which evokes a wide array of cognate names
for other ancient mother goddesses, most particularly the Persian Anahita,
the Nanaea of the apocryphal Book of Maccabees (2 Mac 1:13-15), the
Chaldean Nana, and others.'"

While there is no well of mercury per se at Hinglaj, the principal feature
of her pilgrimage is Candrakipa, the “Moon Well,” a place of impressive
geothermic activity, whose waters do indeed periodically gush up out of its
depths and which also is said to belch fire. Pilgrims who come here drop
pellets of bread into this pool and interpret their destiny in terms of the
eruptions that follow. Similar descriptions—of an Indian “Well of Proof”
whose waters contained realgar and were considered to possess magical
properties and of a nearby fiery crater that gave off a lead-colored flame
but which never overflowed—are found in the third-century a.n. Life of
Apollonius of Philostratus.'”® The site also features rock-hewn images of the
sun and moon, the description and location of which correspond, most
intriguingly, to data found in the fourth-century B.c. Indika of Ctesias, a
work that was written during a protracted stay in the Persian Achaemenian
court of Artaxes Mnemon II. Sun and moon are, as well, absolutely pivotal
images in the hathayogic system of the Nath Siddhas, who are the peren-
nial pilgrim’s guides to and custodians of Hinglaj and whose illustrious
founders are said to have come from points as far west as Khorasan, in
eastern Iran. We may therefore see in the isolated shrine of Hinglaj—
which remained, at least down into the middle of the present century, only
accessible by a twenty-day camel journey—a possible crossroads for the
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exchange of alchemical knowledge and imagery in the ancient and medi-
eval world."”!

It is possible to dig down to a still deeper mythological stratum and see
in these accounts variations on the quite widespread Indo-European theme
of a well whose fiery liquid contents erupt in pursuit of a woman but are
eventually channeled and thereby neutralized. If this is an Indo-European
mytheme (the myth is attested in Rome as well as Ireland and India), it
would necessarily date from the third millennium 8.c. or earlier.'* In this
case, Pseudo-Zosimus’s alchemical gloss would have been a much later
addition.

5. Pentads in Metallic and Yogic Hierarchies of the Elements

The RA (12.83) states that “Sadasiva exists [in the state of ] mercury, [which
is] composed of the five elements.”'** One scholar has analyzed this state-
ment in the following highly literal terms: “cinnabar is mined from the
earth, on roasting yields mercury, which is a liquid metal, which boils to
form a gas”>* While this explanation makes perfect sense, it is probably
not what the author of the R4 had in mind when he composed this verse:
he was rather referring to the five elements as the warp and weft of a nature
that was the self-manifestation of the god Siva, the Absolute.

Drawing on a map of reality whose first grid may well have been the
Vedic fire altar, the alchemical and other later Hindu traditions, both eso-
teric and exoteric, assumed the cosmos to be pentadic in its structure but
unified in its essence. However many constituent parts the universe had,
these were always reducible to familiar sets of five, fives that radiated out-
ward from a common divine center of gravity like so many spokes on a
wheel. Samkhya and Vedinta, the most perennial and pervasive metaphy-
sical systems of India, emerged in the same Upanisadic period as did the
earliest traditions of Ayurveda. Indeed, some scholars argue that Ayurveda
was the source—rather than a reflection—of a number of Upanisadic (and
Buddhist) doctrines and theories. Also in this period there appeared, in
such classical Upanisads as the sixth-century B.c. Kathaka (6.16-17), early
rudimentary descriptions of the physiology of the subtle body.

These three systems—the Upanisadic, the Ayurvedic, and the yogic—
as well as the alchemical synthesis that would follow some centuries later—
were all hierarchical systems. More than this, Indian thinkers were quick
to tabulate all manner of correspondences between these systems, between
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wholes as well as parts. We may take, by way of example, the hierarchy of
the five gross elements in Samkhya and the parallel case of the five metals
in alchemy.'* In both systems, that which is higher on the hierarchy ema-
nates, differentiates, or penetrates (vydpana) into that which is lower, and
is likewise capable of resorbing (/aya) that which is lower back into itself.
That which is higher is subtler than—and therefore capable of encom-
passing, even imploding—that which is lower back into itself without be-
ing modified.'?* Thus, each of the higher elements telescopes into itself the
cumulation of all elements lower than it, together with their characteristic
properties and qualities.

In Samkhyan metaphysics, the interfaces of the five lowest differentiates
of Spirit (purusa) with materiality (praksti) are the five gross elements (n2a-
babbiitas) that make up the material world as perceived by the five senses:
these are, in descending order, ether, air, fire, water, and earth."”” The ha-
thayogic subtle body respects the same hierarchy as it incorporates these
five elements into the five lower cakras, which are aligned along the spinal
column from the perineum up to the throat. In Ayurveda as well, the body
is imagined to be composed of the five elements: the element earth corre-
sponds to that which is solid in the body, water to bodily fluids, fire to body
heat, air to breath, and ether to the bodily orifices.'**

Also in Ayurveda, the process of digestion involves the progressive
refinement of food from chyle (rasz) to semen (sukra) through seven in-
tervening stages, which are called dhatus.'’ It is semen, the end product
of digestion, that becomes the raw fuel that the techniques of hatha yoga
progressively refine into nectar (a7ta). Dhatu is also the term employed
in the alchemical tradition for certain of its basic elements: the dhatus are
the metals."”" Like the elements in Samkhya, the metals may be reckoned
as five in number; this figure is often rounded up to six or seven (the same
as the number of dhatus in Ayurveda and the caksas in yoga) through the
addition of iron and one or another alloy. In the RA, six metals are listed:
gold, silver, copper, tin, lead, and iron. These metals already appear, in a
hierarchized schema, in the Chandogya Upanisad."*'

The most explicit connections between these parallel systems are those
made between the five mababbitas of Samkhya and the five cakras of hatha
yoga on the one hand and the five metals of alchemy on the other. In this
latter case,

the absorption of herbs takes place in lead. Lead is absorbed in tin,
tin in copper, copper in silver, silver in gold, and gold in mercury.
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Mercury that has been calcinated in sulfur is capable of integrating
the body and is capable of “cooking” all the elements. In the same
way that earth is absorbed into water, water is absorbed into fire, fire
into air, air into ether, ether into the soul (7tan), and the soul into
the Absolute (brdhman). Therefore, just as earth and the other ele-
ments associated with it, by virtue of being gross (sthiila) are absorbed
into water, they and all that follow [water, on the hierarchy of ele-
ments] are absorbed into the most subtle (sitkszna) element, which is
Briahman. In the same way, wood and other herbal elements are ab-
sorbed into the more subtle element lead, such that they and all that
follow [lead, on the hierarchy of metals] are absorbed into mercury.'*?

The south Indian discipline of Siddha medicine goes one step further
and expressly identifies the five elements with five metals. Here, gold is
identified with earth, lead with water, copper with fire, iron with air, and
zinc with ether.™

In hatha yoga, the raising of the yogin’s energy, figured as the female
kundalini serpent, through the system of the cakruas, also effects a resorption
of gross into subtler elements. Thus, when the kundalini rises from the
miiladbara cakra (located at the level of the perineum and identified with
earth) to the svidhisthana (located at the level of the sexual organs and iden-
tified with water), the element earth becomes resorbed into and encom-
passed by the element water. Likewise, water is resorbed into fire in the
third cakra, the manipura (at the level of the navel); fire into air in the ana-
bata cakra (at the level of the heart); and air into ether in the visuddhi cakra
(located in the throat).'** As in Samkhya, hatha yoga, and the other hier-
archical systems, so too in alchemy: that which is higher encompasses, ab-
sorbs, that which is lower. By way of demonstration, I cite the ca. tenth-
century RHT:'** “Woody plants are absorbed into lead, lead into tin, and
tin likewise into copper. Copper [is absorbed] into silver, silver into gold,
and gold is absorbed into mercury.” 3¢

Earlier in this chapter, I identified a set of pentads unique to the alchem-
ical tradition itself. When mercury first comes into the world, it divides
itself into five parts, burrowing down into five deep wells, in each of
five color-coded directions: the mercury in the northern well is red, while
that in the eastern well is white, southern blue, western yellow, and the
center variegated, like a “peacock’s tail.” The five classic names or varieties
(bbedas) of mercury correspond to these five wells: mercury originating
from the northern well is 7asa; that from the eastern well is parada (“that
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which gives [-da] the far shore [para-] [of immortality]”), that from the
southern well is rusendra (“lord of rasas”), that from the western well is sita
(“that which was engendered [by Siva]”) and that from the central well is
misraka (“mixed; that which mixes with all other rasas”).'*”

A number of sources hierarchically order these naturally occurring
forms of mercury in the mineral world. This they do by assigning a “caste”
(albeit in an idiosyncratic way) to the mercury of each of the four direc-
tions: white parada, located to the east, is identified with the brahmin caste;
blue-black rasendra, to the south, is ksatriya; yellow sita, to the west, is
vaisya; and red rasa to the north is sadra. No value is given for the central
well, which is said, in this text, to be the source of the mercury found in all
the other wells."** The KCM assigns castes to four types of mica (abbraka);
the RA does the same for four types of diamond (vajra).'*

Mercury is again cast in the hierarchical mold of the five gross elements
when the alchemical texts discuss the five “[modes of] going away” (gatis)
of mercury."* The gatis are in fact the five ways in which mercury is lost
through physical or chemical reaction.'*! The first of these, mala-ga
(“dross-gone”) is mercury that is lost in solid form; jala-ga (“water-gone”)
is mercury lost in liquid form; hamsa-ga (“goose-gone”) is mercury lost
into air, through evaporation; and dhimra-ga (“smoke-gone”) is mercury
lost through fire. The final gati of mercury is jiva-ga,'# “soul-gone” mer-
cury, which is the loss of mercury’s vital essence into ether, space. Whereas
the first four gatis of mercury may be remedied through laboratory pro-
cedures, the fifth and “invisible” loss of mercury can be countered only
through the use of the invisible and mystic techniques of mantradbyana,
mantric meditation.'* It is this subtlest form of mercury, which dwells
“within the pericarp [of the lotus] of the ether (vyoma) of the heart,” which
the RA instructs the alchemist to recall in order that he may be cleansed of
all sins of present and past lives.'*

The same hierarchical principle applies in discussions of the ways in
which mercury transmutes (vedha) metals. Here too, the hierarchy of the
five elements is fully respected: lepa [-vedha] ([transmutation through]
“smearing”) corresponds to the solid element earth, ksepa (“casting, [into
molten metal]”) to the liquid element water, kunta (“dart[ing]” to air, dhi-
mra (“smok[ing]”) to fire, and sabda (“speech, speaking”) to ether.'* This
last form of transmutation occurs when the alchemist, holding a mercurial
pill in his mouth, blows upon a base metal."* The parallels between these
two hierarchized mercurial pentads, that of gati and of vedba, is especially
clear with respect to the last two members of each of the hierarchies. In
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both cases, the fourth member is dbinra, smoke, while the fifth element,
corresponding to the element ether, sound, and hearing, involves mystic
speech (sabda). It is in this context that the alchemical use of mantras, de-
tailed in the last chapter, is to be understood.

The alchemical tradition knows of a great number of other pentads
which, while not arranged hierarchically, nevertheless bear witness, by the
simple fact that they are presented as groups of five, to the pervasiveness
of Samkhyan metaphysics. These include the five gemstones (ratnas), the
five salts (Javanas), the five greater and lesser poisons (visas), the five animal
oils (vasas), urines (miitras), biles (pittas), excrements (vitas), as well as the
classes (vargas) of the five white, red, and yellow substances."” Here too,
alchemy is a particular case of a general rule: other realms of tantra know
of the five faces of Siva, the five makaras,'* the five amrtas,' the five prin-
cipal pithas,'*" the five clans (kulas), the five transmissions (#mmnayas),"*' the
five primordial Nath Siddhas,'* the five colors, tastes, and dispositions,'*
and so on.

6. Bird and Serpent

In general, it is the upper and lower poles of a hierarchical system that
define the nature of the entire range of interrelationships that obtain be-
tween that system’s constituent elements.'™ So it is that we should expect
to find the mineral or metallic equivalents of ether and earth, the highest
and lowest of the five elements, playing salient roles within the alchem-
ical system. It is not, however, gold, the highest of the metal dhatus, that
doubles for the element ether in tantric alchemy, but rather mica (called
abbraka, gagana, vyoma or kba),'’ one of the three major mineral manifes-
tations of the Goddess. Mica is already identified with the Goddess’s sexual
emission in the R4 (6.1-3) and RRS (2.2), and a short account of its origin
is found in the Rasakimadbenu:'*¢ “One day the hillborn Goddess saw the
mind-boggling Hara; the ‘semen’ (virys) she shed produced brilliant mica.”
The Rasendra Bhaskara reproduces this account with minor emendations,
adding that “because it fell from the firmament (gaganar) it is also called
gagana; because it wandered (abbramat) through the clouds (abbra), it is
called abbraka? '’ These are the two principal Sanskrit terms for mica.
Another name for mica, the Goddess’s sexual emission, is vyoma. Now,
vyoma is also, at least from the time of the Susruta Sarithita,'™ a term used
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for the element ether, which is identified, in Samkhya, as the substrate of
the sound tanmatra as well as of the sense of hearing. Like vyoma, gagana
and kha are also terms that signify both mica and ether. Located as it is at
the summit of the hierarchy of the five elements, ether is, both temporally
and logically, the first of the elements that emanates from the second guna,
rajas. As such, it constitutes a turning point in the play of nature (pra-
krti):'** it is the most subtle differentiate to be found in the visible world
and the least subtle differentiate to be found in the invisible world.

It is fitting that ether should be identified, through the term vyoma, with
the sexual essence of the Goddess. In Saimkhya, and even more so in a
number of tantric classifications of the tattvas—cosmic essences and meta-
physical categories—the pivot between pure essence and impure creation
is the maya tattva, which is identified with the creative power and activity
(rajas,'® the second of the three gunas) of the female principle, the God-
dess, who is the manifestation, or act of reflection, of Siva, consciousness.
The position of ether is therefore an elevated one and is translated, in the
subtle physiology of hatha yoga, into the identification of the cranial
vault—called the “sphere of the void” (sanya-mandala)—with vyomafn],
gagana, and kha, i.e., ether.

Here, however, ether is as much an extremely subtle element located
conceptually at the acme of a hierarchy as it is a locus of empty space, a
cavity, hollow, or void (which one is to fill with the “stuff” of mystic experi-
ence)'®! located spatially at the summit of the subtle body. It is in both of
these senses that ether is associated with hassa, a term translated as “swan,”
“goose,” or “migratory bird.” Since the time of the Vedas, the hamsa has
been the bird of predilection for authors wishing to discuss the movements
of the vital breath (prana, a term etymologically related to atman, soul or
spirit). Indeed, the Rg Veda (3.40.5) itself calls the ether (kha) the “seat” of
the hamsa, and a series of later sources, continuing down to the Tantras,
identifies inbreathing and outbreathing with the syllables haz and sah.

Hamsa is at once the sound that the breath makes when one inhales
and exhales and the vibratory resonance (ndda) of the Absolute that the
practitioner hears internally in the course of the spiritual exercises that
lead to samadhi, total yogic integration.'® In the subtle body, the hamsa is
identified with the empty (s#nya) medial channel through which the vital
energy, breath, and consciousness descend in the individuation of the Ab-
solute into an individual being.'”* In all of these traditions, breathing is
tantamount to identifying the individual soul with the absolute: basso *ham
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is a palindrome that can be read either as “the goose! the goose!” or “I am
That,” i.e., “I, atman, am That, brdbman.” The cosmic goose, honking in
the void, thus becomes a metaphor for the resorption—of individual
breath, sound, and soul—into the Absolute.

The void, the empty space of the heart, susumni nadi, or cranial vault,
is also termed kba—hole, cavity, empty space—whence statements in ha-
thayogic sources concerning the free-floating state of the meditative mind,
intellect, or consciousness in the ether: this is kbecara, “moving in the
ether”'** This principle becomes concretized on an alchemical level as
well. Mercury, when bound, is said to become kbecari, possessed of the
power of flight, a power it transmits to the alchemist who holds a capsule
of said mercury in his mouth.'®* If, however, it is heated before it has been
properly prepared, or too rapidly, it can be lost to evaporation. Here, it is
said that until its wings have been clipped (paksa-ccheda)'* through various
stabilizing techniques, unrefined mercury becomes subject to flight, i.e.,
evaporation (patana), and may be “gone like a goose” (hamsagn).'” Here,
mercury behaves like the hanzsa of the vital breaths: unless these are teth-
ered by yogic discipline, the breath will eventually fly up out of the body
to be lost forever, and the person will die. The ideal thus becomes one of
fettering'® that modality of the yogic or alchemical subject which has a
tendency to volatilize; by so doing, the wholly integrated subject may enjoy
the power of controlled flight, rather than disintegrating, i.e., losing parts
of itself that would otherwise fly off. This is the difference between kbecara,
“moving in the ether,” and hamsaga, being “gone like a goose.” Here again,
the original inspiration appears to be Upanisadic. Referring to the soul,
the Kathaka Upanisad (2.21) states: “seated, he travels afar, and recumbent
goes everywhere.”

As we have shown, vyorna, as both mica and ether, is identified with the
Goddess’s sexual emission. Mercury, when it is identified with the soul
(jiva), when it transmutes through speech of which the substrate is ether
(Sabda-vedha), and when it becomes possessed of the power of flight (kbecar-
afta]), is itself associated with ether.'™ In this way, both mercury and mica,
the sexual emissions of Siva and the Goddess, located at the summit of the
alchemical hierarchy, are likened to the ethereal goose.

Siva’s seed is further associated with another sort of bird—as well as
with a serpent—in Somadeva’s account of the origin of mercury, which
varies significantly from the chronologically later RRS account presented
earlier in this chapter.'”” Like the RRS, the RC states that Siva first cast the
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semen he had shed into the mouth of Agni (Fire), who had taken the form
of a pigeon. Somadeva then goes on to say that

those dhatus, in overflowing abundance, were indeed the same as nec-
tar.'”" That which dripped from Siva’s hand truly became mercury
(parada). From the dross [of those dhitus] born from the immortal
and unaging supreme god, there arose the metals (dhatus), eight in
number. And that rusa which fell from the mouth of Agni [who had
taken the form of a pigeon] was indeed used by the Lord of Serpents,
who wished to leave behind old age and death. But that [mercury]
which, while being drunk [by the snake] fell to the ground, did—due
to its heaviness—fall through the ground into one hundred yojana—
deep wells.

This interaction—between a bird (Agni, in the form of a pigeon, from
whose mouth drops of divine semen/nectar/mercury fall) and a snake (the
Lord of Serpents, who drinks up what has fallen in order to gain immor-
tality)—harks back to mythic themes from both the Vedas'™ and ancient
Mesopotamia.'”* In these archaic accounts, a bird is identified with the
theft of an elixir of eternal life, of which a serpent (who recovers its youth
every time it sheds its skin) would once have been the custodian. The
counterpart—or more exactly the archenemy—of this bird who flies
through the ether of the heavens to perch atop the tree of life, to name but
one tree, is the serpent who lives at the foot of the same tree. This theme
is, moreover, the starting point for a multitude of Indian variants on the
epic myth of the bird-god Garuda’s battles with the serpent descendants of
Kadru.' So it is that we find in the alchemical appropriation of certain
perennial themes from Hindu mythology, as well as metaphysical catego-
ries from Samkhya, a return to one of the most ancient “creative opposi-
tions” known to humanity.

Indeed, there is much of the serpent in Hindu imagery of death and
eternal life. As early as the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (4.4.7), the immortal
self is said to discard its mortal body “like a snake sheds its slough” The
slough that a snake periodically sheds is an important image in alchemy as
well. Here, mercury in its unrefined state is said to be covered with seven
“sloughs” or “sheaths” (kasicukas). These are coatings of various base met-
als and other impurities, which float on the surface of mercury (whose spe-
cific gravity is greater than that of all the metals, save gold), and which are
said to be the creations of jealous gods who feared that mercury would
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render human alchemists their equals. Mercury, the semen of absolute
godhead, must be purged of these coatings if it is to be used with success
in alchemical operations.'”

No doubt working from the Upanisadic image evoked above, a number
of Saiva schools and sects came to apply the notion of the kasicukas to a
much broader range of ideas. In a number of these systems, a group of five
kancukas (“sheaths”) become an important metaphysical construct em-
ployed to explain the difference between God in his transcendence and
God in his immanence, between essence and existence, the unity of the
divine, infinite self and a plurality of finite selves. Such is especially the
case in the orthodox Saiva Siddhanta, according to whose Kiranagama
creatures are provided with the five kasicukas while in the “bosom of Maya,”
the material cause of the impure worlds. These impure worlds are said to
owe their existence to Ananta (or Anantesa) the first of the eight Vidyesv-
aras. Now, Ananta is one of the names of the Hindu cosmic serpent, whose
relationship to the kazicukas is an obvious and immediate one. This being
the case, the intermediate role of the Vidyesvaras appears to double that of
the kasicukas themselves: they constitute the gray area between divinity and
humanity, essence and manifestation.'”

Abhinavagupta, in his discussion of the untraceable boundary between
Siva and his creation, may well have had the mercurial kasicukas in mind
when he wrote the following passage, so close are the conceptual parallels
between the chemistry of mercury and the metaphysics of gnoseology
here:

The God, whose nature is a free consciousness, whose characteristic
is the supreme light, due to his own intrinsic nature and as a result of
his enjoyment of the sport of concealing his own nature, becomes the
atomic, finite self, of which there are many. He himself, as a result of
his own freedom, binds himself here by means of actions whose na-
ture are composed of imagined differentiations. Such is the power of
the God’s freedom that, even though he has become the finite self,
he once more truly attains his own true form in all its purity.

Here, the dividing line between the impure path (asuddbadbvan: the
twenty-five Samkhyan rattvas of the manifest world) and the pure path
(Suddbadbvan: the five transcendent categories of the Trika Kaula) is com-
posed of the intervening six kasicukas. Taken together, these are the thirty-
six (25 + 6 + 5) categories of Kaula metaphysics.'”

A final alchemical parallel, which also brings us back to the important
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place of the feminine in the alternation of the divine between self-
concealment and self-discovery, may be elicited here. In describing the
mercury produced from Siva’s semen, the BhP states that this next com-
bined with the substance emitted from the Goddess’s sexual organ to pro-
duce four colors and two types of mercury. Mercury, the mineral form of
the body of the wholly transcendent Siva, is mediated in the world by the
Goddess, whose interposition, in the form of her sexual emission, renders
said mercury impure.'”

In alchemy, the image of the serpent is not limited to the mercurial ka7i-
cukas. It is also widely employed as a signifier for the lower end of a system
that is crowned by an ethereal bird: the lowest metal on the alchem-
ical hierarchy is lead, most commonly called niga, “serpent” or sisafka], an
allomorph of the name of the cosmic serpent Sesa; or, more rarely, abirija,
“serpent king”'" The Rasakamadhenu (2.1.4) and Rasendra Bhiskara
(4.108) state that lead arose from the semen of Vasuki, the king of a mythic
race of serpents known for the great wealth it possessed in its subterranean
treasure hoards. This bird-serpent opposition is made most explicit in the
ca. sixteenth century Rasakamadhenu, which identifies gold, at the summit
of the hierarchy of metals, with semen shed by Agni, and lead, at the base
of the system, with the seed of Vasuki. Let us also recall here the Ramayana
myth, related at the beginning of this chapter, in which lead and tin (often
used interchangeably) are said to arise from the residue (7zala) or afterbirth
of the generation of gold."*"

This further recalls the serpent Sesa (“Remains,” “Residue”)'*' who up-
holds the golden egg of the universe on his many hoods and whose coiled
body is composed of the dregs, the calcinated residue of past creations. Of
what sort of residue is Sesa composed? According to the Puranas, the cos-
mic dissolution or reabsorption (pralaya) that occurs at the end of a great
age (mmabayuga) of some 4,320,000 human years is a two-phase process.
The first of these is a universal conflagration, in which Siva, in his destruc-
tive Kalagnirudra form,'® incinerates all the gross, inert matter located
inside the cosmic egg (while preserving the subtle souls of liberated beings
in the ether of the highest levels of the cosmic egg, well above the confla-
gration). Then follows a great rain and flood, the true dis-solution, which
extinguishes the fire and immerses the world in a great ocean.' There
remains a calcinated or ashen residue from the fire, however, which sinks
to the bottom of the ocean of dissolution, to coalesce into the serpent Sesa,
at the bottoin of the cosmic egg.

At the end of a cosmic eon (kalpa), of one thousand mahbayugas in length,
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the entire cosmic egg—and not merely the lower levels of its interior—is
consumed, and it is upon the chaotic waters of the ensuing flood that the
mahdayogin Visnu Narayana, the “Abode of Mankind,” sleeps, in a state of
total yogic integration (sazddhi) for a kalpic night."™ (Here, Visnu’s yogic
sleep is the divine model for the samadhi of the human yogin who has with-
drawn all breath, seed, and consciousness to concentrate these into a single
point of pure being-consciousness-bliss. In Visnu’s case, all that is subtle
and eternal in the universe has been withdrawn into that single point.)'™
What of the gross matter of the previous ka/pa? It too is preserved, once
again in the ever-recyclable serpent body of Sesa, who serves, this time, as
Visnu’s couch, upon which he sleeps away the kalpic night in yogic enstasis.
In this way, Sega, the cosmic serpent who ever renews himself from one
cycle to another, remains the same serpent even as he is reconstituted from
a new mixture of recycled elements. As such, his body is an endless source
of raw material for renewed creations. For this reason, he is also called
Ananta, “Endless.” '*

The serpent at the base of a system is a commonplace of Hindu cosmol-
ogy and metaphysics. In both sacred and profane constructions in India,
a spike is symbolically driven into the head of this serpent, a head that
upholds the world, to ensure a solid foundation.'*” Elsewhere, the semileg-
endary figures who laid down the foundations of Indian medicine (Caraka),
yoga (Pataiijali), and alchemy (Nagarjuna) are all said to be incarnations of
great serpents. '™

Similarly, the ashes that compose the body of the serpent Sesa also bear
a Vedic pedigree. In the logic of sacrifice, there can be no “first sacrifice”;
rather, every “new” sacrifice, ignited with the embers of the sacrifice which
preceded it, is a reenactment of that prior sacrifice: this holds as well for
the primal sacrifice of the Purusa—recounted in Rg Veda 10.90—in which
we find that the “primal” sacrifice out of which the universe was created
itself arose out of preexisting sacrificial materials! Ashes of prior sacrifices
are the seeds of future sacrifices, and so it is that the erotic ascetic Siva can
call the ashes of cosmic dissolution that he smears upon his body his
“seed.” " Similarly, when the Vedic sacrificer used a fire drill and block to
create a spark with which to ignite a sacrificial fire, it was presumed that
the fire produced was latent in the wood of the fire block. In the language
of hatha yoga, the kundalini serpent is described in the same way: until she
is awoken, she is fire that is latent in the fire block; once awoken, she is
the spark that bursts into manifestation through the “churning” of yogic
practice.'”
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Just as “serpentine” lead, at the base of the alchemical hierarchy of met-
als, must, of teleological necessity, fully actualize its potential by ultimately
becoming alchemical gold, so too the sleeping kundalini must awaken to
remount the hierarchy of emanated being and reunite with the absolute in
the “place of the ether,” the human cranial vault. The temporal endpoints
of these processes—of the ripening of metals and the yogic transformation
of the subtle body—are spatially located within the hierarchized systems
for which they serve as fundaments. So it is that we find, in the coils of
these symbolic serpents, the nexus of a Hindu time-space continuum.
With this, we turn to the structure of these parallel and interpenetrating
systems.



Homologous Structures of the Alchemical Body

1. The Two Kundalinis

Nagirjuna’s name, in its Tibetan inscription (k/u sgrubs), evokes terms that

” o«

signify, in that language, “confused mass,” “a mass in the spiral form of a
conch shell,” “abyss,” “abdominal cavity” (klon), and “valley floor” (klun).!
These associations, of a founding alchemical wizard, a serpent, the abdom-
inal cavity, and the base of an enclosed environment, evoke the perennial
hathyogic image of yet another serpent. This is the female kundalini, who
is explicitly identified with the serpent at the base of the cosmic egg, Sesa
or, alternatively, Ananta, “the endless one.”?

In every human body, the female kundalini serpent sleeps coiled in the
place of the “fire of time” (kalagni),’ with her mouth closed over an internal
linga in the lower abdomen.* It is only in the body of a yogin that she is
ever awakened, and her awakening corresponds precisely to the initiation
of the yogin’s progressive withdrawal into total yogic integration (samadhi)
or fluid equilibrium (samarasa). On a more concrete level, it is the rise of
the kundalini that brings about the transmutation of raw semen into nectar
in the cranial vault, a locus associated with the ethereal goose. In the last
chapter, I evoked the identification of the hamsa of the cranial vault with
the subtlest channel of the subtle body, the medial susumna nadi. Like the
subtlest of minerals, mercury, the susummna can also double as both a bird
and a serpent:® thus this channel is identified, as well, with the kundalini
serpent who, when awakened, pierces its opening at the base of the spinal
column “like a key in the lock of a door-panel,” to rush upwards to the
cranial vault.®

The kundalini in the body of the yogin is an incarnation of the feminine
in this tradition and thereby incarnates all the perils and joys that women
can represent for men. She is divine energy (szkti) and female materiality
(prakrti), but she is also a tigress who can drain a man of all his energy and
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seed.” She is twofold, and it is in this perspective that yogic sources speak
of this internal female serpent by another name: she is bbogavati, a term
that at once bespeaks her enjoyment (bhoga, from bhuj, “partake, enjoy”),
her coiled form (bhoga from bhuj, “coil, curl”), and her female sex (-vari is
a feminine ending). As bbogavati, she is the serpentine female principle
within the subtle body.*

It is when her name is interpreted in terms of bboga as pleasure that this
female serpent’s twofold role is brought to the fore in the tantric context.
The kundalini as bbogavati is a female who both takes pleasure and gives
pleasure. In tantric metaphysics, it is the kundalini’s coiled body itself that
is the turning point between emanation and participation, emission and
resorption.’ At ground zero of the self-emission of the absolute into phe-
nomenal being is the kundalini who takes pleasure as she allows the micro-
cosmic life force to drain away into her sleeping mouth. Her sleep is the
sleep of dumb matter, and her head or mouth the sole obstruction to the
opening of the upward path to her own return, from existence to essence
as it were. Her awakening blows open the “door to the absolute” (bruh-
madvara) at the base of the medial channel, and her rise along the length
of this channel effects the return—on the part of the yogin in whose body
she has been awakened—to the wholeness, being-consciousness-bliss, and
absolute godhead that is his true nature. Here too, we can glimpse the kun-
dalini’s role as the microcosmic homologue of Sesa, the cosmic serpent and
endpoint of a prior creation and the starting point of a future creation,
who is located as well at the base of a self-enclosed system.

We can also see, however, why the kundalini is, unlike gega, a female
serpent. When she slumbers, “as if stupefied by a poison,” in a man’s ab-
domen, the kundalini is identified with human mortality, with death-laden
existence, and the bondage of the ignorant,'* which is figured by the in-
cessant drain of semen that she, as woman, effects in man. In this role, the
sleeping kundalini is identified with the fire of time (kalagni) because the
mortal who allows her to drain away his semen is doomed to be consumed
by the fire of time and die. Such is the fate of a number of yogins of Nath
legend. Most famous among these is Matsyendranith, who, having had his
yogic energy and life force drained away by years of debauchery in a King-
dom of Women, is fated to die within three days if Gorakhnith cannot
reawaken him, i.e., awaken his sleeping kundalini.

It is when the kundalini is awakened that she becomes capable of giving
pleasure—and here too, it is appropriate that she be figured as a female
serpent. Her awakening is the beginning of the return or resorption, on a
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microcosmic level, of the phenomenal world back into the absolute from
which it was originally emitted. The yogin, in rousing her from her slum-
ber, finds in the rising kundalini a vehicle by which to raise himself from
mundane existence to the god-consciousness that renders him a second
Siva.

Indeed, the final aim of the yogin, like that of any tantric practitioner,
is twofold."" On the one hand, he strives toward liberation (n0ksa, mukti)
from conditioned mortal existence; at the same time, however, he also
seeks to realize for himself the enjoyment (bboga, bhukti) that the absolute,
Siva, knows in his very being.! This pleasure that Siva, the absolute, takes
in his manifold creations, his self-realizations, is often cast as his sexual
union with his female, manifest aspect, i.e., with the Goddess, who is iden-
tified with vimarsa (reflective consciousness), mayi (creativity), sakti (en-
ergy), and the kundalini. It is a pleasure of the same order as that enjoyed
by Siva in his union with the Goddess that the yogin comes to know in
awakening and raising his kundalini. It is in this light that the kundalini
becomes identified, in tantric practice, with both the male practitioner’s
sexual partner and a goddess to whom he makes sacrificial offerings. As the
MBhT explains, the practitioner’s bhoga takes the form of the pleasure he
enjoys in his imbibing the makaras that precede sexual intercourse with his
partner. The wine that he drinks and the flesh and fish he eats become
offerings into the mouth of the kundalini, who rises up to his tongue to
consume them. His bhoga, when accompanied by the proper mantras,
becomes an inner sacrifice to the Goddess, with whom he thus shares his
pleasure. Like his human partner, she becomes his lover, and because she
is the Goddess, his savior as well. The bhoga offered into her mouth be-
comes nectar, and her rise transtorms his very being."’ Riding the kundalini
upwards on a wave of mutual pleasure, against the grain of the entropic
processes of aging and death, the yogin comes to experience liberation and
bliss. Ultimately, he becomes “a second Siva,” in eternal embrace with the
Goddess.

How does the yogin awaken the slumbering kundalini to reverse the
order of nature on a microcosmic level? By assuming a number of postures
(@sanas), by breath control (prandyama), and by means of a number of in-
ternal blocks (bandhas) and seals (rmudras) that fan the fire of yoga (yogagni),
the fire that consumes the fire of time (whence its synonyms kalagnirudra
and yamantaka). So, for example the HYP states that the “Matsyendra Zsana
... arouses the kundalini”; that the maha-mudra causes the “kundalini [to]
suddenly become straight just as a coiled snake when struck by a rod
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straightens itself out like a stick”; and that the mala bandba “awakens the
kundalini, who straightens, entering the medial channel, like a snake enter-
ing a hole.”"* The kundalini’s awakening marks the beginning of the yogin’s
own withdrawal into his yogic sleep or trance, into the total integration
that is samadhi. In this light, we can see that in the universal scheme of
things, the great yogin, be he named Siva or Visnu, ultimately “awakens”—
pours himself out into mundane being of which the sleeping kundalini is
the end- or turning-point—in order that human yogins might find a way
to genuinely “fall asleep,” i.e., enter into the yogic sleep of samiadhi. On the
microcosmic level, this yogic reintegration affords liberation and bliss; on
the macrocosmic level, it is nothing other than the pralaya, the universal
resorption of all mundane existence into the primal and primordial essence
that is the Absolute, God.

These two poles of the kundalini’s mode of being—sleeping and waking,
taking and giving pleasure, allowing the body to be consumed by the fire
of time and consuming the fire of time—these mundane and transcendent
poles are identified as her “poison” and her “nectar”'’ The kundalini is
poison when she remains asleep in the lower abdomen; she is nectar pre-
cisely when she rises up through the medial channel of the subtle body to
reunite with Siva, the Absolute, in the yogin’s cranial vault." In the hatha-
yogic sources, this union is in fact accompanied by an outpouring of nectar,
which renders the yogin immortal.

This connection between poison, nectar, and yogic prowess has its re-
flection in Hindu mythology, in which the serpent king Vasuki serves as
churning rope in the mythic churning of the Ocean of Milk. This churning
(which produced sulfur in the alchemical myth related in the last chapter)
is best known for its production of the nectar (#zs1ta) of divine immortality.
Another byproduct of this process is, however, the production of the most
virulent of poisons in the universe (kalakuta, balibala), which arose from
the Vasuki’s venom.'” This poison, churned out of the ocean, would have
consumed the entire universe had Siva, whose yogic austerities rendered
him powerful enough to do so, not swallowed it. It is the trace of this feat
that accounts for the dark blue mark found on Siva’s throat in Hindu
iconography, and his epithet of “Blue-Throat,” Nilakantha.'* Lastly, mer-
cury, Siva’ semen, is a poison for the uninitiated who would presume to
partake of it without the proper preparations; for the initiated alchemist,
however, it is the nectar of immortality. This coincidence of opposites is
divinized in the Tibetan Buddhist homologue of Yamantaka—that is, of
Siva as “the Death of Death.” This is the Tibetan divinity named “Quick-
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silver” (i.e., mercury) who, although he is a “black poison-faced divinity,”
is also the “black master of life.”"”

The twofold kundalini, who incarnates the two prevailing Hindu atti-
tudes toward the manifest world, a world which it always views as femi-
nine—i.e., the Vedantic view of the world as imprisoning maya and the
tantric view of the Goddess as a limitless source of energy, sukti—is
but one of a wide variety of redoubled images proper to the yogic and
alchemical body. This dual role of feminine energy—of the Goddess em-
bodied in the world, in a human woman, or in the internal kundalini—
is clearly expressed in a verse from the Spanda Kariki of Abhinava-
gupta’s ninth-century forerunner, the philosopher Vasugupta: “It is Siva’s
$akti, that is, his power to act, who, dwelling within limited creatures,
causes bondage; When she is known as herself the path, she is the one who
makes perfection (siddhi) possible”? In the balance of this chapter, I ex-
amine a number of such phenomena in these interpenetrating symbol
systems, in images that range from human mouths to wells to rivers to
forests, cities, and even entire kingdoms! Throughout, it will be shown
that each image at once points to the imminence of death, the great equal-
izer, and to its opposite—immortality, the cheating of death (kils-
vasicana)—on the part of the Siddha who knows how to reverse, on the
mesocosmic level of his subtle body or alchemical laboratory, the being-
towards-death that is the erstwhile fate of all creatures who are bound to
this world.

2. Charting the Subtle Body: The Legends of Matsyendranath

a. Fish Belly

Like the supreme yogic god Siva, the hathayogin is himself capable—
through his raising of the kundalini—of transmuting poisons into nectar.
More properly speaking, that which is poison for mere mortals is, for the
yogin who has realized, through his practice, a divine “identity in differ-
ence” view of reality, identical to nectar, a7rta.' Numerous Nath Siddhas
are known for their ability to control (and charm) serpents, yet another
metaphor for their mastery of the female kundalini, and for their ability
to treat poisons as elixirs.> Likewise, mercury, which is a poison for the
uninitiated, becomes an elixir of immortality for the alchemist who knows
its secrets.?* In this section, I interpret a number of yogic metaphors for
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the mastery of the forces that sleep in the lower part of the body, forces
that, when awakened, transform the yogin’s being completely.

A moment ago, I evoked Matsyendranath, the original guru of the Nith
Siddhas, who was rescued from death in a Kingdom of Women by his more
disciplined pupil Gorakhnath. It is on this mythic ground that Matsyendra
the guru becomes Matsyendra the disciple: after Gorakh has rescued Mat-
syendra from the Kingdom of Women, he must give his teacher a “re-
fresher course” in hatha yoga. Indeed, it is a leitmotif of Nath legend that
Matsyendra, the teacher of Gorakh, is much more susceptible to the lures
of the fair sex, to the world of appearances (m4ya), than is his pupil, who
must constantly awaken him to the reality behind appearances. To be sure,
the erotic rituals of the Yogini Kaula sect of which Matsyendra was the
purported founder lie behind much of this mythic imagery. So it is that the
yoginis of Kamariapa, from whom Matsyendra received his tantric rev-
elation, become the “Plantain Forest” women who ensnare him, in an im-
portant myth cycle of Gorakh and Matsyendra.”*

In a curious way, Matsyendra is doubly connected, by his name, to the
lower half of the yogic body, the place of the sleeping kundalini. However,
just as the kundalini sleeps at a turning point in the play of divine mani-
festation and resorption, so too, the symbol system constructed around
Matsyendra’s name is an ambivalent one. An extensive body of medieval
sources connect Matsyendra to his doctrine of the fish belly through a
mythic gloss of his name. Matsyendranatha means “He Whose Lord is the
Lord of Fishes” (or the pleonastic “Lord Lord of Fishes”), and his connec-
tion with fish is explained through a myth in which the Goddess, seated on
or near the shore of Candradvipa (“Moon Island”), has asked Siva to teach
her the most secret of all esoteric knowledge, things he has never told her
before.”s This Siva agrees to do, but he has barely launched into what will
turn out to be the essence of the Hindu tantric teachings than does the
Goddess fall asleep. Siva’s words do not, however, go unheeded. Matsy-
endra, who has been swallowed by a fish (whence his name in these
sources), draws up to the shoreline and overhears everything. It is in this
way that the “historical” Matsyendra® becomes both the link between the
divine and human in the transmission of the tantras and the founder of
numerous sectarian traditions.”’ In a number of these sources, Matsyendra
is further identified with, or called the father (or son or brother or nephew
or daughter) of, Minanitha, a name which also means “Lord of Fishes.”8

The earliest mythic account of Matsyendra, that found in the KN
(16.27-56) itself, tells a somewhat different story. This source, which calls
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him Macchaghna, “Killer of Fishes”*"—an indication that he was a fish-
erman—makes no reference to his overhearing Siva’s teachings from the
belly of a fish. Rather, it relates that Siva has committed the kulagama to
writing, the which his son Kirttikeya has thrown, in a rage, into the sea.
These teachings are then swallowed by a great fish. The god Bhairava takes
the form of Matsyendra the fisherman to recover the teachings out of the
fish’s belly, at a site called Candradvipa.* Later, it is stated that this teach-
ing (s@stra) was brought down at Candradvipa;*' earlier in the text, how-
ever, it is stated that it was brought down by Siva and the Goddess, at
Kamarapa.*

As a killer of fishes and the founding guru of a tantric lineage and tradi-
ion, Matsyendra may be further linked with another tantric founder. This
is the ca. ninth-century Buddhist Siddhacarya Lui-pa (or Lo-yi-pi, Lu-
yi-pd, Lu-hi-pada, Lu-yi-shabs). The original Siddhicarya of the Tibetan
Grub thob** lists and author of two Bengali carya songs (nos. 1 and 29), Lui-
pd’s name means “Venerable Red-Fish.” In Nepal, Lui-pd appears to be
turther conflated with a Buddhist divinity. Here, a famous red image of the
bodhisattva Avalokitesvara has been worshipped in the village of Bunga
and the city of Patan since the seventh century. Since the sixteenth century,
this same image has been identified with Rato Macchandernath, the “red
Matsyendranath”; and, indeed, an old Newari bhajan, still sung in Kath-
mandu, refers to this deity as “Luipada-nath.”** While scholars generally
agree that this is a late and spurious identification, there are a number of
piscine elements to the names and roles of this Buddhist divinity that de-
serve further attention. First, “Lui” is a vernacularization of lohita/robita,
i.e., “red”: Lui-pa’s fish is a red fish, which squares with the color of the
Patan image.** Second, Avalokitesvara has, in at least one case, been repre-
sented in a piscine mode: at Ratnagiri (Cuttack district, Orissa), the bust
of a mutilated Avalokitesvara image was found to be superimposed upon
the image of a large fish, “so as to convert the Bodhisattva into Matsya,
the first Avatara of Visnu.” The Hindu Matsyendranath has himself been
portrayed in a manner similar to that of Visnu’s fish incarnation, emerging
out of the mouth of a fish.*

Of much greater interest to us is the identification we find of Matsy-
endra or Lui-pa’s name with the term matsyodara, which simply means “fish
belly.” Tibetan translations of Lui-pa’s name, found in the Tanjus; include
Aa’i-rgyu-ma-za-ba, which means “one who eats the intestines of a fish”;
and 7ia-lto-pa, which restored into Sanskrit yields, precisely, matsyodara,
“fish belly.”*” Abhinavagupta, who praises Macchanda in an opening verse
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(1.7) of his monumental Tantriloka, cryptically refers to matsyodara in a
later passage of the same work: “On the level of the highest kundalini is the
Emissional Power which is beautiful because it contains within itself the
vibration, there the yogin should repose devoted to the condition of belly of
the fish”

What this term means is stated in elliptic fashion in the thirteenth-
century Amaraugha Prabodha of Gorakhanith, who further intimates that
this doctrine constituted the very first revealed teachings of Siva, which
that god gave to an audience consisting of Minanath and the Goddess, i.e
on the shore of Candradvipa. Here, Gorakhnath states: “Holding the
breath [when it is] restrained by force (bathar) is [called] swallowing into
the fish-belly (s#inodare). He [who is] blessed with detachment is not con-
scious until he releases it [i.e., his breath].”*” What I wish to argue here is
that Matsyendra’s doctrine of the fish belly—a revolutionary doctrine in-
deed, given the perennial importance that has been attached to it in Hindu
tantrism over the past one thousand years—is about diaphragmatic reten-
tion and its effects on the body and consciousness of the yogic practitioner.

This meaning is greatly expanded in the unexpected context of a de-
scription of the holy city of Benares given in a number of Saiva Puranas.
As any armchair traveler knows, the city of Benares is situated on a wide
bend in the holy Ganges River, at the last point at which the river turns
north, as if to return to its Himalayan source. It is also a city that is said
in certain sources to resemble a fish in shape.* Though not because of its
piscine outline, the beauty and holiness of Benares are such that Siva, in a
distant mythic past, chose to make Benares, or Kasi, his home whenever
he was not meditating atop Mount Kailash.*' For Hindu pilgrims from
time immemorial, it is not the beauty of the site, but rather the liberating
effects of bathing in the waters of the Ganges there—the salvific powers of
which are enhanced by Siva’s presence—that has been the prime reason
for undertaking a journey to that fabled city.

The Ganges (Ganga) is, however, but one of a triad of holy rivers—and
of river goddesses—its two sister rivers being the Yamuna (which joins the
Ganges at Prayag, the modern Allahabad), and the Sarasvati. There is a
mystery to this last river, the earliest river to be identified with a goddess
in the Vedic literature: rising in the highlands of southwestern Rajasthan,
it is a river that “disappears” into the plains of Kacch before ever reaching
the sea—and it is this hidden nature of the Sarasvati that is brought to the
fore in the Puranic descriptions of matsyodari-yoga, the “fish-belly conjunc-
tion” of Benares.
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Before we can explain this phenomenon, however, we must first briefly
review a commonplace of yogic physiology, according to which the three
principal subtle channels (#adis) of the life force are identified with these
three major rivers (nadis): the solar pingala is the Yamuna River, the lunar
ida is the Ganges, and the medial, “empty” susumna is the “fiery,” “hidden”
Sarasvati.* In the practice of breath control, pranayima, it is by pumping
up and thereby emptying the two peripheral subtle channels, the idz and
the pingal, that the theretofore empty susummni suddenly becomes filled
with the subtle breath or life force (prana) to become the yogin’s internal
upward-tending channel to liberation. This yogic homologue to these
three river systems of India is so obvious as to not require explanation here.

Benares, the greatest pilgrimage site (t7rtha) of India, is said to contain
all of the rivers and all of the tirthas of India within its precincts. It is in
this context that the geography of the city, as well as seasonal floods there,
contributed to the unusual riverine phenomenon known as the “fish-belly
conjunction,” down to at least the sixteenth century. Prior to its urbaniza-
tion over the past two centuries, the inner limits of riverine Benares were
constituted by a string of inland pools, tanks, and lakes. One of these was
named Matsyodari, the “[Lake of the] Fish Belly.” In particularly heavy
rainy seasons, these reservoirs would flood into one another to form a
single channel—also called the Matsyodari—that ran for no less than three
miles between the river known as the Varana, the tributary to the Ganges
forming the city’s northern border, and the stream known as the Asi, which
flowed into the Ganges at the southern end of the city.* According to folk
etymology, the classic name of Benares— Viranasi—derives from the fact
that that city-state lay between the Varana and Asi rivers. For certain car-
tographers of the subtle body, the symbolism was clear:* “The two vessels
called the idi and the pingala are the real varani-asi. The space between
them is called Varanasi. There it is said that [Siva] Visvanith dwells . . .
From the right side of the gjia [cakra] and going to the left nostril flows
the ida. It is here called Varana, the upward-flowing [Ganges] . .. Rising
from the left side of the #jia lotus* and going to the right nostril, this
upward-flowing pingala has been called of yore the Asi”

This schematization flows directly into the rainy-season phenomenon I
have been describing: when the seasonal Matsyodari opened its periodic
channel, the normal flow of Benares’s rivers became reversed: the Ganges
would actually back up into its tributary, the Varana, and flow therefrom
into the seasonal Matsyodari channel; the Matsyodari would in turn drain
into the Asi, out of the mouth of which the Ganges would empty back into
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“itself” The waters of the Ganges that were so channeled therefore ran
against the river’s normal flow, along the underbelly of the piscine outline
of Benares—within which the permanent Matsyodari Lake was located—
whence the designations of matsyodari for the periodic stream itself, and
matsyodari-yoga, the “fish-belly conjunction,” for those periods in which it
appeared (and for the site at which the overflow of Matsyodari Lake ran
into the waters of the flooding Ganges).

This anomaly, of a periodic backflooding of the Ganges, is given a yogic
gloss in the ca. tenth-century Linga Purana, a gloss that will at once explain
the great yogin Matsyendranath’s piscine associations:

Pingald is the name by which the fiery nadi is praised, and it is known
to be that dried up stream (the Asi) [which runs by the place] where
[the tank named] “the trembling sun”* stands. Id7 is the name by
which the lunar nads is praised. It is known to be the Varani [River],
where the [Visnu] Ke$ava [temple] is situated. That #nadi [which runs]
between the two is glorified as the susuznnd and known as Matsyodar;
it is praised as “[a stream] running in both directions” (visuvam)."
There where [two currents] come together at the Fish-Belly Pool, a
bath yields liberation . . . It is an extraordinary conjunction when the
Ganges runs into the Fish-Belly channel to the west of Kapilesvara.
A bath at that juncture yields [the fruits of] a thousand horse sacri-
fices . . . That place is indeed praised as the fluvial brabma-syllable.*

In a passage from the somewhat later Kasi Khanda of the Skanda Pur-
ana, the Matsyodari is said to be babir-antascara, “flowing both inside and
outside” (i.e., surrounding Benares, via the Ganges’ normal outer channel
as well as that of the inner Matsyodari), and taking the path of retraction
(sarnnbara-marga).* With this, we now hold all the necessary elements for
a symbolic interpretation of the term “fish-belly conjunction,” 7atsyodari-
yoga. 'The belly of the fish, and that “path of retraction” at which a reversal
of the normal flow occurs, is, assuredly, the opening of the medial channel,
the susumna nadi* at the base of the subtle body. The two peripheral chan-
nels (the ida and pingala) are the Varana (Ganges) and Asi (Yamuna) rivers,
whose flow is reversed such that the “empty” medial channel, the susumma
(the Sarasvati River; and in Benares, the Matsyodari), may be opened and
filled with the reversed, upward flow of semen, life force, breath, and mind,
which yields liberation and immortality. In this schema, the backward-
flowing Ganges itself doubles as the “disappearing” Sarasvati River, which
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“reappears” in a feat of yogic reversal when it becomes the Matsyodart, the
fish-belly channel.*

Matsyodari-yoga, the “fish-belly conjunction,” is, however, more than a
mere macrocosmic reproduction of a structure of the subtle body. It also
refers to a particular yogic practice, specifically to that practice to which
Gorakhnath alludes in the Amaraugha Prabodba passage quoted above.
“Holding the breath when it is restrained by force (bathat) . .. in the fish
belly (zninodare)” is a description of that most fundamental aspect of breath
control called kumbbaka, the “potlike” diaphragmatic retention of the
breaths.* Here, the ida and pinigala channels are “pumped like bellows,” by
means of breath control, until the susummna channel suddenly opens. At this
point, the two peripheral channels empty and lie “swooned.” What follows
is automatic: the vital breath that rushes into the susummna rises upward,
against the normal downward flow of all bodily fluids, affords yogic libera-
tion.”* In Puranic mythology, it is precisely by bathing during the period
of the “fish-belly conjunction” that the god Bhairava was liberated from
the skull of Brahma that had clung to his hand for twelve years. Having
thus completed his “skull bearer’s vow” (kipalika vrata), Bhairava estab-
lished himself as the guardian deity of Benares, at a temple on the bank of
the Kapilamocana (“Liberation from the Skull”) tank.** This god’s mythic
liberation from his terrible vow is tantamount to the wholly unconditioned
state of Sivahood enjoyed by the yogin at the culmination of his practice
of “swallowing into the fish belly.”

Matsyendra’s doctrine of the fish belly would therefore have been, if
nothing else, a teaching on hatha yoga. This is supported by the fact that
Gorakhnath, in the opening verses of his twelfth- to thirteenth-century
Goraksa Sataka, invokes Minanith as his guru.®® Now, while it has been
maintained that six-cakra yoga was an innovation of the Western Transmis-
sion, it would appear that Matsyendra’s doctrine of the fish belly (kunibbaka
as the culmination of breath control), together with a significant number
of other references to the subtle body and hathayogic practice found in the
K7iN, would make him the founding guru of this discipline, or at least of
one of its major canons.* Abhinavagupta may also be singling Macchanda
out for praise on these grounds;’ it is also possible, however, that the
image of the fish belly also had a sexual connotation in Kaula erotico-
mystical practice.

Such is certainly the case in the religious belief and practice of the Bauls,
a Bengal-based syncretic sect whose ties to the Nath Siddhas are numerous
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and well-documented. As June McDaniel has demonstrated, the Bauls
portray

Tévara or the man of the heart [as] a fish (min-ripa). This fish [which]
swims in the “high tide” of [a woman’s] menstrual flow . .. is caught
by the enjoyer (rasika), the Baul who is full of love. This is the “tide
time in the river,” the overflowing of rasa [sexual fluids]. He catches
the fish and causes it to move in an upward direction. The fish must
be caught at the right time, or the waters dry and he is gone . . . The
right time is once a month, a Mahayoga. It includes the new moon,
the period regarded by the Bauls as the time before the fish emerges;
this is the time of lust (kama). When the fish is present, it is the time
of the menstrual flow designated as full moon. The third day [of a
woman’s menses] is the time to catch the fish; he is not present before
that, and there is the danger of the black crocodile of desire.™

In this context, we may read matsyodari-yoga as a temporal conjunction
in the menstrual cycle of a yogini. Matsyendra the fisherman catches his
“fish” of the Kaula revelation at that precise moment and thereby becomes
the revealer of the Yogini Kaula.

b. Moon Island

With this, we exhaust the symbolism of the yogic fish belly; in so doing,
however, we bump up against another riddle of tantric parlance. Here, we
must consider that in the times of the fish-belly conjunction, the city of
Benares, surrounded by the Ganga, Varana, Matsyodari, and Asi rivers,
became an island.’* Here, we are reminded of Moon Island, off the shore
of which Matsyendra, in the belly of a fish, overheard Siva’s original tantric
teachings. This island has never ceased to tantalize scholars who have
attempted, without success, to localize the toponym Candra-dvipa some-
where on the India subcontinent® and to explain its implicit identification,
in a number of tantric sources, with Candra-giri (“Moon Hill”) or Candra-
parvata (“Moon Mountain”).

Here again, it may be argued, on the basis of data found in the tantric
texts themselves, that Moon Mountain and Moon Island (for what is an
island if not a mountain with its feet in the water?)*! are, like the Fish Belly,
locations that appear within the subtle body when a certain body of prac-
tice is carried to its conclusion. That this is an inner landscape of the subtle
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body is already borne out by the K7iN’s statement that, by using the net
of yogic energy (sukti-jalam), Matsyendra the fisherman pulled his fish
(containing the ku/a teachings) out of the seven oceans (i.e., the seven
cakras),”” an impossible act in the “real world.”

In this case, the mountain or island in question is located either in the
cranial vault or the abdominal cavity, but in either case on the left side of
the body; i.e., that half of the body through which the lunar id7 nadi passes.
The K7iN itself, which maintains in its chapter colophons® that its teach-
ings were brought down (#vatarita) at Moon Island, offers a certain body
of evidence to this effect when it describes the oozing of nectar, via the
brabmarandbra (the “cleft of brahman,” i.e., the fontanelle), as “gladdening
the moon” (candrablidakara) and associates the lunar posture (candrisana)
with the hathayogic practice of khecari [mudri], also effected within the
cranial vault.** In addition, both this source and a number of other hatha-
yogic works of the Nith Siddhas and the Western Transmission place great
empbhasis on the “western” or left side of the body as the locus of the most
critical