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In this article I will discuss the characteristics ofIndian Buddhist 
Tantric medical theory and practice and the soteriological significance 
of medical knowledge on the Buddhist Tantric path as they are pre
sented in the KaJacakratantra, which is the most comprehensive In
dian Buddhist Tantra belonging to the class of the Highest Yoga Tantras 
(anuttara-yoga-tantra). However, before I address the main topic of this 
article, I would like to provide the reader with a brief analysis of the 
concept of science in the KaJacakratantra. 

The Concept of Science in the Kalacakratantra 

A textual study of the KaJacakratantra reveals that when Brah
manic formal education in eleventh-century India was exclusively theo
logical and disdainful of technical knowledge,' north-Indian Buddhist 
monastic education incorporated training in non-theological skills that 
required knowledge of medicine, alchemy, mathematics, artisanship, 
and even weaponry.' The sharp split between theological and scientific 
education, which impaired the Brahmanic educational system of that 
time, was absent in Buddhist monastic education due to the prevailing 
Buddhist Tantric view that theological knowledge and technical and 
scientific learning are not only compatible but also complementary.' 
The KaJacakratantra with its diverse and well integrated topics best 
attests to that fact. 

The topics of the KaJacakratantra's first two chapters - called 
respectively "The Universe" and "The Individual" - directly pertain to 
the investigation of the universe as macrocosm and individual as its 
microcosm. The KaJacakratantra'sinquiry into the nature of the exter-
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nal world and the individual as two facets of conventional reality - the 
external (bahya) and internal (adhyatma) - utilizes the knowledge of 
the various branches of Buddhist science. Disciplines analogous to cos
mology, astronomy, astrometry, chronometry, embryology, physiology, 
psychophysiology, anatomy, medical therapeutics, pharmacology, al
chemy, botany, psychology, and philosophy are either directly or indi
rectly incorporated into the first two chapters of the Kslacakratanua. 
For Tantric Buddhist adepts, those diverse scientific disciplines pro
vide a systematic analysis of the natural world, conventionally viewed 
as an object of purification, and humans' place and interactions in that 
world. Thorough understanding of the structures and functions of con
ventional reality is considered to be indispensable for the realization of 
ultimate reality (paramartha-satya)which is Buddhahood. On the ba
sis ofthe analysis of the Kslacakratanua, one may infer that there are 
two main reasons for that. First, conventional reality marks a starting 
point from which a Tantric adept ventures into Tantric practices; and 
secondly, a thorough knowledge of the ways in which conventional real
ity operates induces the insight into the nature of conventional reality, 
which is not fundamentally different from the nature of ultimate real
ity. The Kslacakratanua's identification of conventional reality with 
the ultimate is related to the ontological views of the Madhyamikas, 
who equate the ultimate nature of dependent origination (pratrtya
samutpada) with emptiness (sanyata). 

Since the time of Sakyamuni, Buddhists' investigation of the world 
has been based on their understanding of nature as a causal system 
governed by discernible causal laws. This same theoretical basis of in
vestigation also penneates the discussions of the universe and the indi
vidual in the first two chapters the Kslacakratanua. Analysis of those 
chapters indicates that the primary goal of the Tantric Buddhist inves
tigation ofthe natural world is to discover the causal factors operating 
within the universe as macrocosm and within the individual as micro
cosm. The secondary goal is to demonstrate the correspondence of the 
universe to the individual by identifying the properties of the external 
physical universe in the body of the individual~ This goal reflects the 
Kslacakratanua'sintent that its very presentation of the Buddhist sci
entific truths be non-dual, that is, without drawing an absolute distinc
tion between the subject and object. The tertiary objective of the Bud
dhist Tantric scientific investigation is to ascertain the properties of 
the universe and the individual as the mere appearances invoked by 
the power of the individuals' karmic imprints. Finally, the ultimate aim 
is to see things as they are (yaths-bhata) by means of acquiring direct 
knowledge of the nature of reality. Seeing things as they are means 
perceiving the illusory nature of conventional reality and realizing the 
non-duality of conventional and ultimate realities. The nature of this 
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non-duality is that conventional reality, although manifesting as the 
physical world, has the form of emptiness (sanyatiI-ropil)r) and empti
ness has the form of conventional reality (slUPvrti-ropil)r).' 

The realization of the fundamental non-duality ofthe conventional 
and ultimate realities and the contemplative path to that realization 
are the chief topics of the other three chapters of theKslacakratantra, 
called respectively, "The Initiations," "Sadhana," and "Primordial Wis
dom." A careful analysis of those three chapters indicates that the Bud
dhist Tantric contemplative path of actualizing Buddhahood is struc
tured on two theoretical grounds. One is a theory that the universe is 
contained within the body of the individual as demonstrated by the 
diverse disciplines of Buddhist natural sciences; and the second theo
retical ground is that the natural world as we experience it and explain 
it through scientific analysis is already nirvJJl)a but needs to be recog
nized as such. 

Thus, in the context of Buddhist Tantric soteriology, the proper 
understanding of the conventional world that is the object of purifica
tion, the genuine practice of the Buddhist Tantric path that is the means 
of purification, and the authentic actualization of Buddhahood that is 
the result of purification, are directly contingent upon adequate knowl
edge of the Buddhist natural and social sciences. 

The concept of science in the Kslacakratantra is indicated by the 
Sanskrit word vidyJJ, also meaning "knowledge." Already in some of the 
early Buddhist expositions on vidyJJ, the term signifies more than knowl
edge regarding the Four Noble Truths. In the Nettipakaral)a,' the defi
nition of vidyJJ includes such concepts as investigation (vicaya), scru
tiny or observation (upaparikkhJJ), and correct views or theories (sammJJ
ditthi). Thus, from early times, Indian Buddhists have recognized the 
relevance of rational and empirical methods in their studies of the natu
ral world and human thought and relations. However, just as the West
ern concepts of religion and philosophy do not clearly apply to Bud
dhism as a whole, so the Western concept of science does not directly 
correspond to the phenomenon of Buddhist science. There are several 
critical reasons for that. Namely, Buddhist science is characterized by 
widely known and used contemplative and introspective methods' of 
scientific investigation, its application of extra-sensory perception as 
one of the means of scientific verification, the difficulty of demonstrat
ing the knowledge acquired by contemplative means, and by its goal of 
progress towards, not unprecedented knowledge, but knowledge previ
ously acquired by Buddha Sakyamuni and other Buddhist 
contemplatives. Nevertheless, I feel that the term science is justified 
here for several reasons. First, in Buddhist science there are working 
hypotheses that are tested by means of experience and are capable, in 
principle, of being refuted experientially. Moreover, the conclusions 
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drawn from experience are formulated as rational theories that are in
ternally consistent and make intelligible a wide range of phenomena. 

A careful study of the Kslacakratantra reveals that the scope of 
science in Tantric Buddhism includes not only a wide range of natural 
sciences but cognitive sciences as well. Those diverse branches of Bud
dhist science present systematized knowledge ofthe nature and compo
sition of the natural world and of humans' place and interactions in 
that world. Adequate knowledge of the Buddhist scientific disciplines 
and their practical application in an integrated form on the Tantric Bud
dhist path are viewed as highly relevant for one's spiritual maturation 
and liberation. For that reason, that knowledge and its practical appli
cation should be acquired and cultivated by the Kslacakratantra's ad
epts for the sake of liberation and also for the sake of temporary well
being. Thus, within the Kalacakra system, all of the aspects of the natu
ral world become legitimate fields of Buddhists' scientific investigation, 
and knowledge of them becomes a significant component of the Bud
dhist dharma as the body of verifiable truths.' 

The Kslacakratantra also demonstrates the ways in which the 
natural sciences become integrated with cognitive and social sciences 
on that Buddhist Tantric path. Disciplines that are presently classified 
as history, philosophy, fine arts, and psychology are presented in the 
Kslacakratantra alongside astronomy, cosmology, physics, medicine, 
biology, pharmaceutics, and alchemy (or chemistry) and are jointly uti
lized in the varied modes of the Kslacakratantra practice. The integra
tion of different sciences on this Buddhist Tantric path is facilitated by 
the earlier mentioned Tantric view of the non-duality of the individual 
and the individual's environment. That particular view implies that all 
psychophysiological process of the individual correspond to the physical 
and socio-historical processes occurring in the individual's environment. 
For example, the passage of days, seasons, and years corresponds to the 
passage of prSJ.!as in the human body; and the individual's spiritual 
battle with his or her own mental distortions has its external aspect in 
the religious war of Kalla with the King of Barbarians in the land of 
Mecca, and so forth.· Thus, one may say that in Tantric Buddhism, the 
content of the Buddhist natural sciences becomes analogous to the con
tent of contemporary cognitive sciences. 

In all of the above-mentioned disciplines of Buddhist Tantric sci
ence, the verification ofthe Buddhist scientific truths appears to be based 
on the following four means: namely, sensory perceptions, mental per
ceptions, extrasensory perceptions, and inference. Since the earliest 
times, extrasensory perceptions have been regarded in the Buddhist 
tradition as valid means of scientific verification. In its last two chap
ters, the KsIacakratantra presents rational psychological and physi
ological conditions for bringing about extrasensory perceptions. The 
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verification of Buddhist scientific truths concerning the relative nature 
of the world, as expressed in natural causal laws, is based on all the 
aforementioned means of verification. Correspondingly, knowledge of 
relative scientific truths is viewed in this Tantric system as perceptual 
and conceptual and as a provisional knowledge of the world as it ap
pears to the dualistic, biased mind. The verification of absolute scien
tific truth regarding the ultimate nature of the world, as expressed in 
emptiness (sonyatll), is presented as a form of non-dualistic contempla
tive perception. Knowledge of absolute truth, however, is described as 
the non-conceptual (avilealpita), unmediated knowledge of all things in 
which the distinction between the perceiver and the perceived no longer 
appears.'· 

An important common feature of the aforementioned disciplines 
of Buddhist Tantric science is their individual syncretism that perme
ates their theories and modes of their practical application. The syncre
tistic nature of Buddhist Tantric science, as evidenced in the 
Kslacakratantra, stems from the Buddhist Tantric view of the com
monality of the Buddhists' and heterodox groups' (trrthika) teachings 
concerning the conventionally existent phenomena. The Kslacakra
tantra contends that there is no distinction between the Buddhists and 
heterodox groups with regard to the manner in which conventional re
ality appears. That view of the commonality of the Buddhists' and het
erodox groups' approaches to conventional reality justified the Buddhist 
Tantric incorporation ofspecific ideas from other Indian religious and 
scientific systems" and resulted in the syncretism of Buddhist Tantric 
science. By amalgamating the ideas characteristic of non-Buddhist sys
tems into its own theoretical framework, theKslacakratantra attempts 
to accomplish two objectives: namely, to facilitate its modeling of con
ventional reality and to convert heterodox groups. In this way, the Bud
dhist Tantric proselytizing efforts significantly contributed to the com
plex nature of most of the Buddhist Tantric scientific disciplines. 

However, the syncretism of Buddhist Tantric medicine appears 
less related to those efforts. It stems chiefly from the Buddhist Tantric 
distinctive emphasis on the favorable effects of physical health on one's 
spiritual development. 

The Characteristics of Buddhist Tantric Medicine 
in the KAlacakratantra 

On the grounds that the achievements of supernormal abilities 
and liberation are contingent upon proper bodily functioning, the pres
ervation of one's health is given great importance in theKslacakratantra. 
Since its earliest stages, the Buddhist tradition has been concerned with 
medical knowledge and its practical application as supplementary sys-
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terns of Buddhist learning and religious practice. The favorable effects 
of physical health on one's spiritual development are already indicated 
in the earliest Buddhist Pali literature. As recorded in the 
Majjhimaniksya,12 Buddha Sakyamuni himself saw health as the 
individual's finest possession and pointed out the difficulty of reaching 
enlightenment with an impaired body. For that reason, understanding 
of the human body and knowledge of maintaining and restoring health 
have been given soteriological significance in all of Indian Buddhism. 
However, it is within the context of Tantric Buddhism that the preser
vation of one's health becomes of paramount importance. The 
KIllacakratantra" mentions an explicit reason for that, namely, that 
without health or a body, it is impossible to achieve mundane and 
supramundane siddhis. Consequently, in the Kn.lacalcrstantra and in 
other Highest Yoga Tantras (anuttara-yoga-tantra) as well, Buddhist 
medicine has been regarded as a major facet of Buddhist Dharma. 

The earliest records of Buddhist theoretical and practical ap
proaches to medicine are already found in the Pali Tipitaka. Those 
records reveal that the early Buddhists' understanding of human 
anatomy and physiology was generally in accord with that of classical 
Ayurveda, whose basic contents were already formed and well-known 
throughout the Indian subcontinent. The early Buddhist materia medica 
was also similar to that of the Ayurveda. Nevertheless, in the early 
Buddhist records, the knowledge of illnesses and medicinal substances 
is frequently presented in a less systematic manner and on a more popu
lar level than in the later Ayurvedic texts and later Buddhist medical 
treatises. Also, the Ayurvedic concept of vita! energies(prs~a)as a sup
port oflife is only mentioned in the Buddhist Pali Canon and is not yet 
developed and medically utilized as it is in theKn.lacakratantra. 

By the time of Mahayana Buddhism in India, a rational system of 
classical Ayurvedic medicine was in general use among the Buddhists, 
and it strongly influenced the scientific framework of later Buddhist 
medicine!' Several medical treatises, such as Yoga.§ataka," Jrvasatra, 
Avabhe~ajakalpa, A.ryarsjansmavatiks, and A.ryamalako~a
mahau~adhsvalr, ,. which the Buddhist tradition ascribes to Nag8.ljuna, 
contain systematized knowledge concerning selected collections of me
dicinal formulas, discussions of physiological aspects of diseases, and 
medical treatments that are concordant with Ayurveda. 

Moreover, the disciplines of alchemy and magic developed along
side the traditional and empirico-rational system of Buddhist medicine. 
According to a tradition no later than the seventh century C.E., those 
disciplines were already in practice by the time ofNag8.ljuna. Nag8.ljuna 
is mentioned by Hstian-tsang as an accomplished alchemist; and the 
Rasaratnskara and the Ka~aputa17 have been traditionally attributed 
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to Nagarjuna as his writings on alchemy and magic respectively. The 
Mahayana Buddhist tradition considered Ayurvedic medicine, alchemy, 
and magic as separate but complementary branches of knowledge. It 
resorted to alchemical preparations, recitation of mantras, and draw
ing of ms~t;islss as supplementary methods of healing. 

However, Buddhist Tantric medical treatises as well as the 
KIllscskrstantrs integrate classical Ayurvedic medicine, alchemy, and 
magic even more strongly into a unique and comprehensive system of 
Buddhist Tantric medicine. The broad scope of the Tantric medicalsys
tem, evidenced in the KIllscskrstantrs, also encompasses knowledge of 
preparing incenses and perfumes used for worshipping buddhas and 
bodhisattvas during healing rites. The Vimslsprsbha commentary'S on 
the KIllscskrstantrs indicates that the KIllscskratantrs's instructions 
on preparing incenses and perfumes are based on information contained 
in the specialized treatises on the preparation of perfumes and incenses 
(gsndhs-~astrs). Thus, the manuals on preparing perfumes and incenses 
form a significant supplementary branch of Buddhist Tantric medical 
literature. 

As in the earlier Buddhist medical systems, so in Buddhist Tantric 
medicine one may find distinctions between magicorreligious treatments 
and rational therapeutics based on induction from observation. 

In Buddhist Tantric medicine, the determination of a medical treat
ment is frequently contingent upon determining the nature of a dis
ease. lllnesses induced by malevolent spirits (bhata), also known as non
human diseases, and snake-bites are commonly treated by means of 
religious healing rites and incantations.'1 Incantations are also imple
mented as the protective, or preventive, methods of counteracting the 
evil intentions of non-human entities.20 The Kslscskrstantrs" mentions 
diverse types of evil spirits and malicious siddhas who are to be ap
peased with the building of a specific ms~t;isls outside the village, or 
under the tree, in a cemetery, in a temple, or at the confluence of rivers, 
with offerings of delicacies, incenses, perfumes, flowers, candles, praises, 
and invocations (mantra). They~s, grabss, r~sss, pi§acss, §akin!s, 
evil nagaswho delight in human blood, t;iakinIS, rapikas, vampire-ghouls 
feeding in cemeteries (kumbhs~(ls), protectors of fields (~etrspsla), 
gs~spstis, hungry ghosts (prets), goblins, the lords of (lakin!s who are 
accompanied by epilepsy, and siddhas are all considered to be powerful 
entities that may cause both illnesses and supreme well-being. There
fore, the worship of them is seen as indispensable for the patient's safe 
recovery. However, the Kslscskratantrs" warns against the pacifica
tion of malevolent spirits when symptoms of irrevocable death appear.' 
and it gives two reasons for this caution. The first is that religious heal
ing rites are ineffective in such a case; and the second reason is that 
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this situation may create temptation for the Tantric healer to perform 
the rites simply for the sake of his own material gain, while knowing 
that they will be of no benefit to the patient. 

Tantric healing rites also entail the drawing of yantras, the ini
tiation of a patient in the m8J)r;/ala, and ablutions. For example, the 
yantra consisting of thirty-four numbers that are placed in their re
spective sections within theyantra is to be shown to a pregnant woman 
when her womb stiffens at the time of childbirth.'" Those amicted by 
grahas are to be bathed with five ambrosias (amrta), namely, water, 
milk, sour milk, ghee, honey, molasses, and fragrant water, that are 
contained within the seven unbaked vessels." 

At times, certain herbal medications, empowered by mantras, are 
administered to those possessed by malevolent spirits in order to allevi
ate the symptoms of affiictions. For instance, in the case of a pregnant 
woman's sharp uterine pains caused by malevolent entities, the preg
nant woman is to be given pounded kU$tha, U§Tra,.· ka8eru grass, 
tagara," blue water-lily (keAara), and a filament of a lotus with cold 
water, after they have been consecrated by mantras and vajras." 

Thus, the boundaries between magico-religious and empirico-ra
tional treatments become far less noticeable in Buddhist Tantric medi
cine than in its precedents. For instance, in Tantric rites of healing the 
amictions caused by non-human entities, the magico-religious and 
empiricio-rationai approaches clearly concur. The empirico-rational 
approach involves the diagnosis of a disease based upon the observa
tion of its symptoms and the occasions for their occurrence; it estab
lishes the causes of affiiction, and determines the treatment according 
to those causes. For example, symptoms such as a convulsion of the 
body, sharp pains in the eyes, the face, arms, and legs becoming yellow, 
the color of urine being distinctively yellow, fever, vomiting, emacia
tion, and possible fainting are described as the symptoms characteris
tic of the children's disease caused by the possession of cruel spirits and 
treatable by a ritual oblation of the child in them8J)r;/ala ... In this way, 
the empirico-rational approach essentially underlies the magico-reli
gious healing rites. 

Furthermore, the treatments of other ailments provoked by the 
disequilibrium of the three humors - namely, wind (vats), bile (pitts), 
and phlegm (kapha)- or by external actions, poor hygiene, inadequate 
diet, and other factors predominantly follow an empirico-rational ap
proach. For example, the application of slightly warmed ak$Qbhya in 
the mouth is administered in the case of the infection of the mouth; the 
anointing of the neck withkarkotr, 301angs.1r, 31 and indI1" is applied in 
the case ofthe inflammation of the glands of the neck, and so forth.'" 
Nevertheless, meditation, visualization ofTantric deities, and the reci-
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tation of mantras, which are the common healing factors in magico
religious healing rituals, often accompany the administering of medica
ments in empirico-rational therapeutics. For example, in the case of 
the malignant boils in the throat, one abiding insamsdhi should anni
hilate strong pains in the following way: together withpr8.(laysma one 
visualizes in the heart-cakra Vi§vamllta as having the appearance of 
the stainless moon, with the hands in the wish-granting posture hold
ing a lotus, situated on the lotus-seat in the vajra posture, and having 
one face and two arms." 

Tantric medicinal mantras that are mentioned in the KsIa
cakratantrs can be classified into three main categories: protective 
mantras, supplicatory mantras such as "Ol!! phre Vi~vamllta, eliminate, 
eliminate vajra-like sharp and stingent pains, bring on my forbearance, 
bring on svshs:" and consecratory mantras such as "Ol!! sQ hUl!! take 
away, take away pains in the womb of such and such personsvshs.· .. 
In many instances, one mantra can perform more than one function. 
For example, in treatments of malignant diseases accompanied by fe
ver and pain in the joints, the mantra "Ol!! phre vajra"simultaneously 
empowers medicinal herbal ingredients and protects the patient's bodily 
calaas.37 

Thus, a recitation of protective and supplicatory mantras that in
duce a physiological change by directly influencing the patient's prSn8S 
can be regarded as an empirico-rational treatment. The Ksla
cakratantra'sdefinition ofprsna as the deity of mantra:"" and its view of 
the individual's vajras, or capacities, of body, speech, mind, and pri
mordial wisdom as the source (yoni) of mantra .... indicate a close and 
reciprocal influence between the mantras and the individual's mind and 
body. In light ofthis view, one may infer that in the context of Buddhist 
Tantric medicine, a recitation of mantra can be utilized as a medicinal 
treatment of both the mind" and the body. 

As its rational methods of cure, Buddhist Tantric medicine uti
lizes the techniques of hatha-yogs, particularly, the practices of 
pr8.(lsysms and different yogic postures (l18ana). For instance, in the 
Kslacakrstantra, the vajra posture (vajrssana)" is recommended for 
the elimination ofbacksche, the head-stand posture (§Ir$ssana) for the 
cure of a disease induced by a disorder of phlegm, the vase technique 
(kumbhaka) of prsnsysma is recommended for the alleviation of ab
dominal ailments, leprosy, etc. In case of leprosy:' the patient is ad
vised to practice the vase technique of prSnSySma for a period of six 
months, during which the patient should not emit semen while having 
sexual intercourse. The Kslacakratantra" also cautions that one should 
practice prSnSySma only until heat in the heart or pain in the head 
occurs. If one continues to practice prSnSySma after those symptoms 
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occur, prsl1areaches congealment in the navel-cakra, or ifunrestrained, 
it causes death by violently splitting the crown-cakra and leaving the 
body. 

Sometimes, especially in the cases of the malignant diseases, 
prSQSySma is recommended as a therapy alternative to the application 
of medicaments. It is chiefly recommended to the experienced Buddhist 
Tantric yogrs who are capable of developing deep concentration 
(samsdhJ) and who do not always have access to appropriate medica
tion. For instance, to yogrs suffering from the malignant disease of the 
throat" which is accompanied by fever, pains in the joints of the anns 
and legs, and headache, the following practice ofprSQsysma is recom
mended: having entered a house that has no windows, a yogrshould let 
his arms hang down towards the feet, that is, as far as the thighs, and 
should practice the vase (lrumbhaka) technique of prsl1Sysma for as 
long as he does not fallon the ground and for as long as his fever does 
not drop down." 

The most prevalent empirico-rational therapeutics of Buddhist 
Tantric medicine encountered in the Kslacakratantra, are dietary 
therapy, hydrotherapy, treatments carried out by means of nasal inha
lation and oral consumption of drugs, fumigation, and anointing. For 
example, anything bitter, when combined with three myrobalans 
(katuka)," obliterates a disorder of phlegm, therefore goat's milk com
bined with the three myrobalans is recommended to those suffering 
from a phlegm-disorder. Sweet and BBtringent substances eliminate a 
disorder of bile, hence buffalo-cow's milk is administered to those suf
fering from such a disorder. Camel's milk is administered to those suf
fering from a disorder of wind, because camel's milk, when combined 
with rock salt (saindhava), becomes an alkaline fluid (~srsmbu) that 
removes a wind-disorder. A nasal inhalation oftheakqobhya plant or a 
nasal inhalation of water in the morning is prescribed as a cure for 
headache." In the case of boils, pustules, etc., fumigation with ghee 
and sea-salt that are wrapped in a cloth and anointing with the sap of 
arka" are suggested as an effective therapy.'· In the case of the infec
tions of the ear and eye, the application of warm urine in the ear and of 
cold urine in the eye is recommended. In the case of sun-stroke, the oral 
ingestion of a decoction containing the equal portion of dhstrf, corian
der, and powder of tamarind leaves for three nights is recommended as 
an effective cure. 

Those types of empirico-rational treatments best illustrate the c1BB
sica! Ayurvedic and early Buddhist medical heritage in Buddhist Tantric 
medicine. Its materia medica is also similar to that of Ayurveda and 
early Buddhist medicine. In addition to herbal and other remedial sub
stances well-known from Ayurveda and earlier Buddhist medical trea-
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tises, the KsIacakratantra mentions medicinal substances that are not 
specified in Ayurvedic texts nor in earlier Buddhist medical works. It is 
possible, however, that those medicinal substances are known in 
Ayurvedic and earlier Buddhist texts by different names, since the 
KsIacakratantra occasionally designates the medicinal herbs by their 
regional folk names, such as "lion's urine" (si~hamatra), "son's hair" 
(putrakesa)," etc., instead of by their generally accepted names. 

Indian Tantric Buddhists, concerned with the preservation of the 
body, expanded the already existent science of rejuvenation and lon
gevity and structured it as an additional branch of Buddhist Tantric 
medicine. On the grounds that Buddhist monastic schools of the elev
enth-century India attracted the scholars from other countries such as 
China, Persia and so forth, one may suspect that Tantric Buddhist 
methods of rejuvenation were influenced to some degree by the Taoists' 
methods of the prolongation of life. Tantric Buddhists composed nu
merous Tantric works dealing exclusively with the diverse methods of 
rejuvenation and prolongation oflife, which involve the arts of extract
ing rejuvenating essences and the knowledge of performing rituals en
suring long life." In its exposition of Buddhist Tantric medicine, the 
Kslacakratantra indicates the following individual methods ofrejuve
nation: the meditation (dhyllna) that involves the bringing of pr/lI;las 
into the middle channel (madhyams), the practices of prs')sysma, the 
ingestion of the five combined ambrosias (amrta)," the ingestion oflife
giving essences extracted from herbs and foods, and the ingestion of 
elixirs produced by means of complex alchemical processes. For example, 
the vase technique (kumbhaka) of prS,)SySma accompanied by the re
taining of regenerative fluids in sexual union, which was mentioned 
earlier with regard to the elimination ofleprosy, is also seen as having 
a rejuvenating efficacy. It is said that ifpracticed for two years, it eradi
cates old age and all ofits symptoms. Also, the nasal inhalation of men
strual blood and the honey of black bees (kesarsjiks), accompanied with 
meditation, is suggested as a six-months therapy of rejuvenation. 

The KsIacakratantra also discusses the intricate procedures of 
preparing tonics, elixirs, and gold, also called external elixirs 
(bshyarassyana) and regarded by Buddhist Tantric tradition as nutri
ents inducing the attainment of a divine body (divya-deha) free of 
wrinkles and gray hair. 

Thus, with respect to the Buddhist Tantric therapeutics, one may 
draw the following conclusions. Buddhist Tantric therapeutics estab
lishes four aims, namely, to prevent and cure disease, to secure longev
ity, and to bring forth liberation. The first three goals are of a temporal 
nature. They are not mere ends in themselves, but ancillary to the ac
tualization of the ultimate goal which is enlightenment. In order to ac-
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tualize its goals, Buddhist Tantric therapeutics utilizes the syncretized 
knowledge and practices of Tantric yoga, hatha-yoga, Ayurveda, folk 
medicine, religious esoteric rites of healing and exorcism, the science of 
distillation, and alchemy in its distinctive Buddhist Tantric medical 
theory and practice. Thus, the immediate objective of the syncretism of 
the Buddhist Tantric medicine is to utilize all available medical knowl
edge and to provide all possible means of cure and disease-prevention 
in order to facilitate one's liberation. However, the syncretism of the 
Buddhist Tantric medicine should not be understood as areconciliation 
of disparate views and practices but rather as their synthesis. The 
Kalacakratantra does not attempt to reinterpret diverse medical theo
ries and practices, it pragmatically juxtaposes them. 

The Kalacakratantra's medical therapeutics rest on several theo
retical grounds that are characteristic of Buddhist Tantric medicine as 
a whole. The primary theoretical basis of Kalacakratantra medicine is 
Tantric Buddhist soteriology that focuses on the intimate relationship 
among the mind, body, and liberation. On that foundation rests the 
Kalacakratantra's principal medical theory ofthe predominant effects 
of prIJI}.as on one's mental, physical, and spiritual condition. To that 
theory the Kalacakratantra adds the theoretical framework of secular 
Ayurvedic medicine, which operates on the presumption that good health 
is maintained by the equilibrium of the three humors: wind, phlegm, 
and bile. The fourth element ofthis theoretical context is the principles 
of hatha-yoga, which are based on the view of a causal relationship 
among the bodily postures, breathing exercises and mental and physi
cal health. Finally, the last theoretical ground of the Buddhist Tantric 
medical therapeutics is the premises offolk medicine and occult beliefs 
concerning bewitchment and spirit possession, according to which spir
its can possess and thereby influence the individual's mental and physi
cal states. 

Moreover, the theoretical syncretism of Kalacakratantramedicine 
induces a wide variety of medical treatments. Among the aforemen
tioned medical treatments, the Tantricyogicpractices of manipulating 
the prIJI}.as and retaining regenerative fluids are believed to most di
rectly effect the accomplishments of medical and soteriological ends. 
Thus, according to the Kalacakratantra, the yogic methods of actualiz
ing supernormal powers (siddhi) are a part of the Buddhist Tantric 
medical theory and practice. The Tantricyogic practices of manipulat
ing the flows of vital energies (prIJI}.a) and retaining regenerative fluids 
during sexual intercourse are given a dual purpose: spiritual and me
dicinal. When practiced by yogfs endowed with good health, the Tantric 
yogic practices induce spiritual powers and liberation. To those facing 
premature death, that is, death prior to the age of one hundred, and to 
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those suffering from various diseases such as abdominal ailments,'" 
asthma, cough, eye-diseases, poisoning, dysuria, and leprosy, they serve 
as preventive and curative therapeutics. For example, when the signs 
of untimely death occur, the followingyogicpractices are to be sequen
tially perfonned. The first is the obstruction of the vital energies(prBna) 
in the left and right channels (narjI); the immediately following phase 
entails the bringing of those energies into the central channel 
(madhyama)and making them circulate there for a day; the third phase 
involves the filling of one's anns, legs, and fingers with vital energies 
(prana); and the final phase involves the visualization of the buddhas' 
six female consorts with their hands in the protection-Mudra and stand
ing within one's own six caleras. In the case of the abdominal and other 
aforementioned diseases, one is advised to contract the wind ofapana 
from below the navel and the wind ofprsna from above. In this way, 
those two winds collide and cause a strong digestive fire to arise and 
spread throughout the entire body. It is said that after a month of prac
ticing this yoga, one averts the maladies ofiiver, spleen, hemorrhoids, 
asthma, headache, cough, etc." 

Lastly, the syncretism of the KAlacakratantra's medical theory 
reduced the boundaries between magico-religious and empirico-ratio
nal therapeutics. The concurrence of magico-religious and empirico-ra
tional treatments in individual cases was invariably used for two pur
poses: simultaneously to alleviate the symptoms of the disease and to 
eliminate the cause ofthe disease. 

These multiple aims and means of cure in KAlacakratsntra medi
cine required the incorporation of different sciences as additional 
branches of medicine. For example, the science of preparing perfumes 
and incenses, the science of extracting elixirs from foods and herbs, the 
science of alchemy, etc., became supplementary fields of medical study. 
In this way, the syncretism of the Buddhist Tantric medical theory and 
practice broadened the scope of Indian Buddhist medicine as a whole, 
and it extended the Buddhist Tantric framework of theory and prac
tice. 
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Notes 

1 See Romila Thapar, A History of India, vol. I (London: Penguin Books, 
1966), 253-54. 

, The verses 128-147 of the first chapter of the KJllacakratantragive a 
detailed instruction on building the different types of weapons that 
should be used by the KalkI's army in the final battle with Barbar
ians in the land of Mecca. 

, This view of theological knowledge and scientific learning as comple
mentary is dominant in the Vajray!l.na, whereas in the Sutray!l.na 
they are simply compatible rather than complementary. 

• This is not characteristic of the Kslacakratantra only. Much earlier 
medical treatises of Ayurveda, such as the Su§rutasamhitB. (first to 
second centuries C.E.) and the Carakssa1!lhitB.(c. fourth century C.E.), 
assert that the five elements which are present in the body, namely, 
earth, water, fire, wind, and space, form the entire universe. 

• See Jagann!l.tha UpadhY!l.ya's edition of the Vimalaprabhs commen
tary on the SrflaghukslacakratantrarlUa, Bibliotheca Indo-Tibetica 
Series, no. 11 (Saranath: Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Stud
ies, 1989),43. 

• The Nettipakara1)a (London: Pali Text Society, 1962), [76]. 
7 If one asks, "How is introspection scientific in the context of Bud

dhism?" an answer would be that just as physical phenomena are to 
be scientifically studied as far as possible by means of direct observa
tion, so also are first-person mental phenomena; and introspection is 
widely recognized in Buddhism as the sole means of observing one's 
own conscious states. 

• Already in the early Buddhist Pali literature, the Buddhist dhamma 
was referred to as the verifiable teaching (ehipassika). 

• Jagann!l.tha Up!l.dhy!l.ya, ed., SrIlaghukslacakratantrarsja, 
Bibliotheca Indo-Tibetica Series, no. 11 (Saranath: Central Institute 
of Higher Tibetan Studies, 1986), ch. 2, vs. 48-50, reads: 

Within one's own body, Cakrr is one who has the v/V'ra; the eminent 
lords of gods are the twelve restrained limbs; KalkI is the right 
knowledge; the elephants, horses, charlots, and servants are the 
[four] Immeasurables; Rudra's name is Pratyeka [Buddhas]; 
Hantlm!l.n is ~r!l.vakas; a vicious king of Barbarians is the vice of 
living beings; and Kpiamati, a bestower of suffering, is a non-virtue. 

ASvatth!l.ma is spiritual ignorance; the entire host of demons is the 
four classes of Maras; its destruction in the battle is the annihilation 
of the fear of SamslJra; the glorious victory is a path to liberation; 
the teaching of Dharma on Mt. Kail!l.~a is the removal of the fear of 
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sBl1lsSra. The earth is full of substances. Brahma and Sureaa, sons 
of the teacher of thirteen men, are in the rear and in the front [of 
the army, respectively]. 

MaiijuarI, the glorious protector of people and the conqueror of the 
three worlds, is splendid blood and bodhicitta. The offsprings on 
the diverse earth, beginning with Brahma in the rear, etc., are many 
pure Buddhas. Thus, a battle with the king of Barbarians is indeed 
within the body of living beings. However, the battle with 
Barbarians, fought outside in thekingdom of Mecca, is not an illusory 
experience. 

10 See Upadhyaya, Brrlaghukslacakratantrarsja, ch. 2, v. 96 with 
the Vimalaprabhs commentary. 

11 The KIllacakrarantra incorporates the ideas characteristic of the 
SaJPkhya philosophical system, and at least in one occasion, it brings 
in ideas derived from the Jaina world-view. 

1. David W. Evans, trans., The Discourses of Gotama Buddha: Middle 
Collection (London: Janus Publishing Company, 1992), "With 
Magandiya," "Major Discourse on the Destruction of Craving." 

13 Upadhyaya, BrIlaghuklllacakratantrarlJja, ch. 2, v. 107 ,lines a-b read, 
"Firstly, a mantrr should preserve the entire body ofthe Jina for the 
sake of siddhis. In the absence of the body, neither a siddhi nor su
preme bliss is attained in this life." 

" For more information see Kenneth G. Zysk, Asceticism and Healing 
in Ancient India. Medicine in the Buddhist MonasteJy(New York, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) and Encyclopaedia of Bud
dhism, s.v. "Ayurveda," by Jean Filliozat. 

" According to the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, s.v. "Ayurveda," by Jean 
Filliozat, p. 478, some Indian manuscripts ascribe the Yoga§ataka to 
Vararuci instead to Nagarjuna. 

16 These five Buddhist medical treatises are included among the twenty
two Ayurvedic works that are incorporated in Tibetan Tengyur, where 
they are ascribed to Nagarjuna. Apart from the YOg8sataka, the San
skrit originals of the other four treatises are lost. 

17 According to the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, s.v. "Ayurveda," by Jean 
Filliozat, p. 478, an alternative attribution of the Kakllaputa, or the 
Kacchaputa, is to Nityanathasiddha. 

16 See the Vimalaprabhs commentary on Upadhyaya, Brrlaghukilla
cakratantrarl1ja, ch. 2, v. 14l. 

l' Cf. §antideva. Biksl1samuccaya, ed. P. L. Vaidya, Buddhist Sanskrit 
Texts, no. 11 (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute of Post-graduate Stud
ies and Research in Sanskrit Learning, 1961),77-78, where §antideva 
advises bodhisattvas to counteract diseases with the recitation of man-
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tras in addition to the usage of medications and water and in addition 
to the offerings of flowers to the image of the Buddha. 

20 Cf. Maurice Walshe, tr. Thus Have I Heard: The Long Discourses of 
the Buddha: Drgha Niksya: UAtanstiya Sutta: The Atansts Protec
tive Verses,' (London: Wisdom Publications, 1987), 471-78; H. 
Oldenberg, ed., Vinayapitaka, vol. 4, (London: Pali Text Society, 187~ 
83). Cf. Santideva. Siksllsamuccaya, ed. P. L. Vaidya. Buddhist San
skrit Texts, no. 11. (Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute ofPost-gradu
ate Studies and Research in Sanskrit Learning, 1961), 77, where 
Santideva cites the mantras set forth in the Trisamayarsja as the 
mantras to be used for the protection of Bodhisattvas against Maras 
and other evil entities. 

21 Upadhyaya, 8lf/aghuks/acakratantrarsja, ch. 2, VB. 154-160. 
22 Ibid., ch. 2, vs. 152--3 . 
., According to ibid., ch. 2, v. 153, the symptoms of irrevocable death, 

which cannot be warded off by gods, men, or nsgss, are the following: 
the entire body becomes white, very subtle boils appear, the neck is 
bent together with the body, blood drips into the mouth, sexual organ 
or into the rectum. 

"Ibid., ch. 2, v. 146 with the Vimalaprabhs commentary . 
.. Ibid., v. 159. 
26 The fragrant root of Andropogon Muricstus. 
27 Valerianajatamansi. 
'" See Upadhyaya, Slflaghukslacakratantrarsja, ch. 2, v. 149 with the 

Vimalaprabhs commentary . 
.. Ibid., ch. 2, v. 152. 
'" Name of a plant with a bitter root. 
" Methonia Superba. 
32 Cucumis Colocynthis, a wild bitter gourd. 
"See Upadhyaya, SrrlaghuksIacakratantrarsja, ch. 2, vs. 124, 126-7 . 
.. The Vimalaprabhs commentary on ibid., ch. 2, v. 128. 
"Ibid., v. 130: ·0111 phre ViAvamste vajra-kantaksn nsAaya nsAaya 

mama §snti111 kuru kuru svShll .• 
" Ibid., v. 149: "0111 /l.!I hU111 amukllyll garbha§aI81!l hara hara Bvshll.· 
37 Ibid., v. 129. 
"See the Vima/aprabhs commentary on the 8rr/aghuks/a

cakratantrarllja, eds. Vajravallabha DvivedI and S. S. Bahulakara. 
Bibliotheca Indo-Tibetica Series, no. 12 (Saranath, VaranaBi: Central 
Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, 1994), Ch . 4, v. 109 . 

.. Ibid ., v. 56 . 
• 0 See ibid., ch. 3, v. I, where mantra is defined as primordial wisdom 

(jiisna) on the grounds that it protects the mind. 
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" Ibid., ch. 2, v. 112 describes the vajra posture in the following way: 
"The vajra posture entails the left leg on the right thigh, and the right 
leg on the left thigh. Those two legs have the vajra-connection with 
the arms being on the top. The right foot is held by the left hand, and 
the left foot is held by the right hand.' 

" The Sanskrit word ku~tharoga, or "leprosy,· is a general tenn for the 
eighteen types of leprosy. Neither the KiIlacakratantra nor the 
VimaJaprabha specifies whether the tenn kUl!tharoga here refers to 
all of the eighteen types ofleprosy or to a specific type ofleprosy . 

.. Upadhyaya, S111aghukBlacakratantrar~a, ch. 2, v. 122 . 

.. Bu ston (p. 471) in his annotation, indicates the appearance of boils 
in the throat as a symptom of malignant disease of the throat . 

.. See Upadhyaya, S1118ghukBlacakratantrar~a, ch. 2, v. 128 with the 
VimaJaprabha commentary . 

.. Three katukas are three spices, namely, black and long peppers and 
dry ginger . 

., See Upadhyaya, SrrJaghukBlacakratantrar~a, ch. 2, v. 124 . 

.. Arka is a tropical and sub-tropical milky plant that grows in the dry, 
plain areas. It is also known as Calotropis gigantea, linn., or the milky 
weed plant . 

.. See Upadhyaya, S111aghukB1acakratantrar~a, ch. 2, v. 114. 
50 The VimaJaprabha commentary on ibid., ch. 2, v. 135. 
" See the AYUl!parira~lJnlJma, which is preserved in Tibetan transla

tion under the title Tshe bsgrub pa'i gtiams ngag ces bya ba and is 
included in the Tantra commentary(rJD'lld pel)section of the TenJD'llT 
(Peking edition of the Tibetan Tripitaka, edited by D. T. Suzuki, vol. 
69, no. 3236. Tokyo-Kyoto: Tibetan Tripitaka Research Foundation, 
1955-1961); the Ayuhslldhana, which is extant only in Tibetan trans
lation under the title Tshe sgrub pa'i thabs and occurs in the Tantra 
commentary section of the TenBJ'Ul" (Peking edition of the Tibetan 
Tripitaka, edited by D. T. Suzuki, vol. 86, no. 4863. Tokyo-Kyoto: Ti
betan Tripi~aka Research Foundation, 1955-61); the 
Ayurbuddhanusmrti, which is also extant only in its Tibetan transla
tion under the title 'Phags pa sngas rgyas rjes su dran pa and is in
cluded in the Tantra commentary section of the TenBJ'Ul"(P. Cordier, 
ed. Catalogue du Fonds TiMtain, vol. 2, p. 371, no . 4); the 
AyurvardhanIvidhi which is attributed to Candragomin and is pre
served only in Tibetan translation under the title Tshe 'phel ba'i cho 
ga in the Tantra commentary section of the TenJD'IlT (Tohoku-Teikoku
Daigsku HObun-gskubu Tibet-DaizokyI}-So-Mokuroku1932, no. 3666). 

"According to Upadhyaya, S111aghukB1acakratantrar~a, ch. 2, v. 125 
and the VimaJaprabha commentary, the five internal amrtas (feces, 
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urine, semen, blood, marrow), when combined with the equal por
tions of the five external amrf;as (sulfur, nectar from black bees, talk, 
quicksilver, and three myrobalans), soaked for seven days, dried in 
the heat, and ingested with ghee and honey every day for up to six 
months, have a lifegiving power because they release energy, acid, 
oil, and salt . 

.. According to ibid., ch. 2, v. 111 and the VimaIaprabhscommentary, 
the maladies ofliver, spleen, and hemorrhoids are considered as ab
dominal ailments . 

.. See the Vimalaprabhscommentary on ibid., ch. 2, v. 11. 


