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Guest Editor’s Preface:  
Festschrift Honoring James Sanford

Charles D. Orzech
University of North Carolina, Greensboro

In a hidden lair, in these clouded woods 
I lay my head beside a moonlit stream. 
Pine boughs brush the great, flat stone 
sweet springs reach up, gentle, chill. 

I sit, motionless, before such beauty, 
lost in the misted darkness of empty hills. 
I am content in this desolate spot 
pine shadow, stretching before a setting sun. 

云林最幽栖，傍涧枕月谿。松拂盘陀石，甘泉涌凄凄。
静坐偏佳丽，虚岩曚雾迷。怡然居憩地，日斜樹影低。1

—Attributed to Shide
Translation by James H. Sanford

The choice of the above poem, attributed to the famous Tang 
eccentric and Chan poet Shide (拾 得) and translated for this volume, 
seems to me an altogether appropriate opening for a celebration of 
Jim Sanford’s work on his retirement from teaching. Though his house 
is in the woods in Orange County, North Carolina, and one might find 
some semblance in the pines to the “hidden lair” mentioned above, 
visitors will find Jim and his wife Pat surrounded by a variety of 
adopted animals, from peacocks and emus to koi, all the result of a life 
of compassionate action in animal welfare projects. 

Jim Sanford grew up in Gunnison Colorado, did an undergraduate 
degree in linguistics at the University of California, Berkeley, then in 
1961 studied Mandarin at the U.S. Army’s language school in Monterey, 
followed by a stint in Taiwan. Returning to the West Coast he studied 
Japanese literature and language at the University of Washington from 
1963 to 1965, at which point he went to Tokyo for further training at the 
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Inter-University Center for Japanese Language Studies. On his return 
he ventured to the East Coast where he received a PhD from Harvard 
in 1972. From 1972 until his retirement he taught in the Department of 
Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

I don’t remember when I first met Jim, but it must have been 
sometime in 1982. I was just back from a year living in Hong Kong and 
doing research for my dissertation, research that compelled me to make 
the hour’s drive to Chapel Hill to use the UNC and Duke libraries. Once 
having met it was clear that we shared many interests, including those 
of Chinese Buddhism, esoteric Buddhism, and Chinese literature and 
poetry. Coffee breaks from research led to the exploration of mutual 
interests in esoteric Buddhism and the establishment of the Society 
for Tantric Studies. In 1984 the study of the tantras was still associated 
either with sectarian interests or with non-academic pursuits. Jim’s 
idea for the society was to create an international forum for the 
academic study of tantra that would help scholars reach beyond their 
area-specific training and enable them to share their research. Under 
his leadership the society has flourished and has held several national 
and international conferences. Jim was also instrumental in the 
establishment of a five-year American Academy of Religion Seminar on 
Tantra, and then a Consultation. Tantric Studies now has formal group 
status at the AAR, in large part through Jim’s efforts and leadership.

How did a specialist in Zen become the key player in the promotion 
of the scholarly study of the tantras in North America? Perhaps Sanford 
had taken seriously Takakusu Junjirō’s maxim that “in Japan the whole 
of Buddhism became the living and active faith of the mass of the 
people.”2 Whatever the value of Takakusu’s argument, it is certainly 
true that specialists in Japanese Buddhism ignore the impact of India, 
Korea, and China at their peril, while it is considerably easier for a 
scholar of Indian Buddhism to ignore its incarnations outside of the 
subcontinent. 

Jim Sanford’s research has had three enduring foci: the Zen and 
Chan traditions of Japan and China; poetry, especially the Chan-inspired 
poetry of Hanshan, Shide, and their emulators; and esoteric Buddhism 
in its varied manifestations in China and Japan. While the East Asian 
impact of the Buddhist tantras have clearly been one of Sanford’s 
primary interests, a closer look at his work reveals an uncommon eye 
for the incongruous and offbeat that have led him to probe things 
that transgressed sectarian taxonomies. As I got to know Jim better I 
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came to understand that his attraction to the offbeat was more than 
scholarly eccentricity. Indeed, as his works demonstrate, this interest 
in anomaly or difference constituted a theoretical stance, though Jim’s 
interest in theory was not for the theory itself but for what theory can 
help us to see.

Jim’s first publications were indeed, a bit offbeat. “Japan’s ‘Laugh-
ing Mushrooms,’” published in Economic Botany in 1972, explored an 
odd tale from the eleventh-century Konjaku monogatari (今昔物語
集) about waraitake (笑い茸).3 This was followed by his exploration 
of the mythology and historical roots of the iconic Komusō (虛無僧), 
the martial monks whose identity is cloaked by distinctive beehive 
headwear and who can turn their flutes into cudgels.4 Sanford 
demonstrates in this meticulously researched article that in religion 
fact may be stranger than fiction. Despite widespread belief of the 
ancient Zen roots of this tradition, the Komusō is surprisingly modern 
(dating from around the beginning of the Tokugawa) and had little, 
initially, to do with Zen.5

A keen sense of the importance of incongruity (and humor) must 
have drawn Jim to the fifteenth-century Japanese Zen master Ikkyū Sōjun  
(一休宗純, 1394–1481). His now classic and well-written monograph, 
Zen Man Ikkyū, explored Ikkyū’s flaunting of Zen orthodoxy as seen both 
in Ikkyū’s own works and in his later transformation into the “type” 
of the mad Zen master of Tokugawa tales.6 Yet Jim’s interest was not a 
gratuitous one—here as in everything else he wrote Jim sought out the 
offbeat as a clue to the larger human condition, a condition too often 
obscured by pre-interpretive expectations and orthodoxies. Ikkyū’s 
attitude toward orthodoxy, readily apparent in his poetic assaults on 
his contemporaries in the Rinzai lineage, is made more poignant and 
human in his late life love affair with the blind singer Mori. Ikkyū’s 
lament, that it was unfortunate that the Buddha saved Ānanda from 
the clutches of a courtesan, underscores a maturity of understanding 
and a wry humor:7 

I Heard the Crow and Was Enlightened

Anger, pride, I knew the passions.
Twenty years before, just like now.
A crow’s laugh; I tasted the arhat’s fruit.
Whose dappled face do I sing today?8 
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Written some twenty years after his initial enlightenment, Ikkyū 
now sees that achievement was partial—“the arhat’s fruit.” But this 
enlightenment, by implication much more profound, has been made 
possible by different passions than anger and pride.

In addition to the poetry translated in Zen Man Ikkyū Sanford 
translates the prose works “Skeletons” (一休骸骨), “The Buddha’s 
Assault on Hell” (仏鬼軍), and “Amida Stripped Bare” (阿弥陀裸物
語).9 Here we can see indications of Ikkyū’s—and of Sanford’s—abiding 
interests, interests that transcend sectarian boundaries and through 
the uncommon and uncanny reveal something of the human. Sanford’s 
discussion of these prose pieces sets them in the context of Ikkyū’s 
life and fifteenth-century Zen. Although he initially regarded “Amida 
Stripped Bare” as “a fairly original Zen critique of Pure Land ideas,” 
Sanford later came to view the work as “directly dependent on the 
ideas of Kakuban and Dōhan.”10 

Jim’s interests in medieval Japanese religion and the role of 
Buddhism and poetry in it led to his co-editing (with William R. LaFleur 
and Masatoshi Nagatomi) of Flowing Traces: Buddhism in the Literary and 
Visual Arts of Japan.11 The book, based on a set of conferences supported 
by Harvard University and the National Endowment for the Humanities, 
used honji suijaku (本地垂迹) or the idea that the kami are the “manifest 
traces” of the “original ground” (i.e., the buddhas) as its organizing 
theme. Speaking in the introduction to the volume, the editors argue 
that “flowing traces suggests . . . almost effortless movement between 
and across conventional boundaries . . . that is precisely what we see 
happening again and again in the arts studied here.”12

Indeed as Jim’s research progressed he realized that there was a 
substantial and unstudied undercurrent of esoteric ideas and practices 
in Japanese religion and that these practices often transgressed 
sectarian boundaries. While Japanese scholars had worked this field, 
much of that work was inspired by sectarian agendas and was thus 
marginalized. Under the auspices of the Society for Tantric Studies, the 
Association for Asian Studies, the American Academy of Religion, and 
the Seminar for Buddhist Studies (Denmark), Sanford presented a series 
of papers illuminating aspects of this esoteric undercurrent. These 
included, “The Abominable Tachikawa Skull Ritual,”13 “Literary Aspects 
of Japan’s Dual-Gaṇeśa Cult,”14 “Breath of Life: The Esoteric Nenbutsu,”15 
and “Wind, Waters, Stūpas, Mandalas: Fetal Buddhahood in Shingon.”16 
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These essays constitute a significant body of work that highlights 
religious phenomena marginalized by sectarian taxonomies.17 

Poetry, both Asian and contemporary, has been an abiding interest 
of Jim Sanford. His first published translations (with Jerome P. Seaton), 
“Four Poems by Shih-te,” appeared in 1980 in White Pine Journal.18 His 
study of Ikkyū included extensive translations of the master’s poems, 
and the epigraph at the front of that volume is a quote from Kenneth 
Patchen’s The Journal of Albion Moonlight: “The greatest masters foster 
no schools. / They imitate themselves until the matter is ended.”19 
The same year that saw the appearance of Zen-Man Ikkyū also saw 
the publication of The View from Cold Mountain: Poems of Han-shan and 
Shih-te (co-authored with Arthur Tobias and J. P. Seaton).20 Poetry 
and comparative discussion of death come together in Jim’s study 
and translation, “The Nine Faces of Death: ‘Su Tung-po’s’ Kuzōshi.”21 
Throughout his career and right up to the present Jim has continued 
to translate and publish poetry. Recent works have appeared in The 
Literary Review, the White Pine Press, and Norton’s World Poetry, and he 
is currently engaged in the translation of Daoist alchemical poetry.22 

As in Zen, so too in academia we are enmeshed in “the karma of 
words.”23 The eleven essays presented in this volume are from former 
students, friends, and colleagues, all in one way or another influenced 
by Jim’s work. The arrangement is roughly chronological and according 
to geographic situation, with essays dealing with the earliest South 
Asian material first and American material last. A look at the titles 
shows the broad range of Jim’s impact. Not surprisingly, we find here 
essays on Japanese and Chinese materials, but also, notably essays on 
Indian material ranging from the Vedas to modern folk tantra and an 
essay on the American appropriation of Daoism. 

The first essay by Bruce M. Sullivan explores the implications of Jim’s 
use of the term tantroid for the study of early, ostensibly non-tantric 
Indic literature. Taking inspiration from Sanford’s “The Abominable 
Tachikawa Skull Ritual,” David B. Gray traces the use and meaning 
of skulls in the Yoginī tantras. Glen Hayes’s essay on the Vaiṣṇava 
Sahajiyās has grown out of presentations and discussions at Society 
for Tantric Studies and American Academy of Religion Tantric Studies 
Seminar meetings. Hayes has adapted recent methodologies developed 
by conceptual metaphor and blend theorists to probe notoriously 
difficult and anomalous Sahajiyā traditions. Still in India, but now 
among contemporary Bengali folk practitioners, McDaniel looks at Kali 
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temples—and skulls. Henrik H. Sørensen details the Chinese translation 
and appropriation of the cult of Mahāmayurī. Roger Corless, who spent 
many years as Jim’s colleague at Duke University, directs our attention 
to the earliest Chinese treatise on Pure Land practice, Tanluan’s 
“Annotations to the Treatise on Going to Birth [in the Pure Land].” 
Inspired by Jim’s attention to what has been marginalized, Charles 
D. Orzech’s essay challenges the standing assumptions that the later 
tantras did not circulate in Song China. Shifting to Japan, Jacqueline I. 
Stone’s essay on “A” syllable practice follows Sanford’s lead in nuancing 
the dominant picture of Japanese deathbed practices by examining 
minority practices connected with esoteric Buddhism. Blurring the 
boundaries set up by dominant discourses, Richard K. Payne details 
Shingon homa dedicated to Amida. Contemporary understandings and 
practices and the effect of cultural adaptation are the topic of the last 
two essays. Helen Crovetto analyzes the use of the Bhairavī Cakra by 
present-day Ānanda Mārgiis and in traditional sources. Julia M. Hardy, 
once one of Jim’s students, completes the volume with a discussion of 
misplaced critiques of American “Daoism.”
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NOTES

1. The poem is found in Quan Tang wen 全唐詩 (Shanghai: Xin hua shu dian, 
1990), 801. The Song edition is missing the last four characters, which Ye 
Zhuhong 葉珠紅 supplies. See his 寒山詩集論叢 (Taipei: Showwe Technology 
Limited, 2006), 304.

2. Takakusu Junjirō, The Essentials of Buddhist Philosophy (New Delhi: Oriental 
Books Reprint Corp., 1975), back cover.

3. James H. Sanford, “Japan’s ‘Laughing Mushrooms,’” Economic Botany 26, no. 
2 (1972): 174–181.

4. James H. Sanford, “Shakuhachi Zen: The Fukeshū and Komusō,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 32, no. 4 (Winter 1977): 411–440.

5. Ibid., 412.

6. James H. Sanford, Zen Man Ikkyū, Harvard Studies in World Religions 2 
(Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981).

7. “Portrait of an Arhat at a Brothel” appears in Sanford, Zen Man Ikkyū, 156. 

8. Ibid., 166.

9. These also appeared separately in James H. Sanford, “Mandalas of the Heart: 
Two Prose Works by Ikkyû Sôjun,” Monumenta Nipponica 35, no. 3 (1980): 273–
298.

10. James H. Sanford, “Breath of Life: The Esoteric Nenbutsu,” in Esoteric 
Buddhism in Japan: Selected Papers from Two SBS Gatherings on Esoteric Buddhism, 
ed. Ian Astley (Copenhagen and Arhus: The Seminar for Buddhist Studies, 
1994), 88. Sanford’s discussion of the influence of Kakuban and Dōhan on 
Ikkyū is on pp. 87–89.

11. James H. Sanford, William R. LaFleur, and Masatoshi Nagatomi, eds., Flowing 
Traces: Buddhism in the Literary and Visual Arts of Japan (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992).

12. Ibid., 4.

13. Monumenta Nipponica 46, no. 4 (Spring 1991): 1–20.

14. Robert L. Brown, ed., Ganesh: Studies of an Asian God (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York, 1991), 287–335.

15. Ian Astley-Kristensen, ed., Esoteric Buddhism in Japan, Society for Buddhist 
Studies Monograph Number 1 (Copenhagen and Aarhus: Society for Buddhist 
Studies, 1994), 65–98, reprinted in Richard K. Payne, ed., Tantric Buddhism in 
East Asia (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2005). 

16. Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 24, nos. 1–2 (Spring 1997): 1–38.
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17. Along with the published essays there are several as yet unpublished 
that are directly related to this theme. Most important are “The Pure Land 
Visions of Kakuban and Dōhan,” presented at the University of Copenhagen 
and University of Aarhus, Conference on the Esoteric Buddhist Tradition, 
Samso Island, Denmark, 1989; “The Many Faces of Matara,” presented at 
the Object as Insight Symposium on Buddhist Art and Ritual, co-sponsored 
by Amherst College and the Katonah Museum of Art, 1996; and “Shinran’s 
Secret Transmission to Nyoshin: Esoteric Buddhism in a Pure Land Context,” 
presented at the Society of Tantric Studies Meeting, University of Northern 
Arizona, Flagstaff, AZ, 1997.

18. White Pine Journal 24–25 (1980): 9–10.

19. Kenneth Patchen, The Journal of Albion Moonlight (New York: New Directions, 
1941; 5th ed. New York: Padell, 1946), 219. A most apt quote given Ikkyū’s 
reputed destruction of his inka. The line following the quote is not without 
interest: “Oh! The noise the skeletons make trying on new bodies.”

20. Buffalo, NY: White Pine Press, 1981.

21. The Eastern Buddhist, n.s., 21, no. 2 (Autumn 1988): 54–77.

22. Further translations include two poems by Wang Chi (sixth century BCE) 
and three poems by Ikkyū (1394–1481) in The Literary Review 32, no. 3 (Spring 
1989): 357–358; translations of thirty-six Chinese Chan poems (ten with J. P. 
Seaton) in J. P. Seaton and Dennis Moloney, eds., A Drifting Boat: Chinese Zen 
Poetry (Fredonia, NY: White Pine Press, 1994); translations (with J. P. Seaton) 
of two poems by Shih-te and three sets of Shih-te harmony poems, in The 
Literary Review 38, no. 3 (1995): 376 and 335–337; three poems of Shih Shu in The 
Literary Review 41, no. 3 (1998); two poems of Shih Shu in Katharine Washburn, 
John S. Major, and Clifton Fadiman, eds., World Poetry: An Anthology of Verse 
from Antiquity to Our Time (New York: Book-of-the-Month Club, 1998), 849.

23. To borrow the title of a book on Buddhism and the literary arts in Japan 
by William R. LaFleur. See Sanford’s review of it, “Paradigms and Poems: A 
Review of LaFleur’s, The Karma of Words,” The Eastern Buddhist, n.s., 17, no. 2 
(Autumn 1984): 124–133.
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Tantroid Phenomena in Early Indic  
Literature: An Essay in Honor of Jim Sanford

Bruce M. Sullivan
Northern Arizona University

IN MAKING USE OF THE TERM tantroid I feel that I owe a debt to those 
who have used it before me, and I want to highlight those instances of 
which I am aware for historical purposes. In an October 1992 newsletter 
from Glen Hayes to members of the Society for Tantric Studies there 
is a request that they consider whether tantroid phenomena can be 
explored outside Hindu and Buddhist traditions.1 Coinage of the term 
may be attributable to Jim Sanford; he presented a paper at a Society 
for Tantric Studies conference in Flagstaff a few years later on tantroid 
phenomena in Daoism. The term tantroid is also used in a 1994 article 
by Fabio Rambelli in reference to some Pure Land movements in 
Japan.2 My comments in this essay are not inspired by the use of the 
term tantroid as the title of one track on the CD by the techno band Eat 
Static.

I will take three variables as distinctively tantric, and therefore 
indicative of phenomena I want to label as tantroid—suggestive of 
tantric ideas and practices even if the sects and texts clearly claiming 
such a label were as yet not in existence.

(1) fierce goddesses
Kālī in her skull-bearing form•	
the Seven Mothers (•	 mātṛkā)

(2) transgressive sacrality
defying conventional behavioral norms for a religious purpose•	
drawing power from manipulation of impurity•	

(3) identification with one’s deity
possession by the deity •	
emulation of the iconic appearance of the deity•	

This paper, then, raises questions about the definition of “tantra” and 
what would merit consideration as “tantric.” To the extent that any 
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of the evidence adduced can be dated—always highly problematic 
in India—we may be able to draw some conclusions about the rise of 
tantric traditions. 

Other efforts have been made to define the term tantra or tantrism 
with explicit reference to actual texts and movements using the term 
tantra. For example, Douglas Renfrew Brooks in his The Secret of the 
Three Cities approaches the problem of classifying tantric phenomena 
polythetically, listing ten characteristics typical of tantra.3 David 
Gordon White in his Tantra in Practice provides a short “working 
definition of Tantra” that emphasizes the appropriation of divine 
energy.4 The effort in this paper is different in seeking precursors to 
tantra, phenomena prior to the appearance of texts and movements 
using the label tantra.

KĀVYA POETRY AND DRAMA

As my first example I cite Kālidāsa, India’s greatest playwright and 
poet. His name tells us that he was a “servant of Kālī” but we have very 
little information about his actual life apart from the poetic works that 
bear his name.5 It seems likely that he lived in the Gupta Empire when 
it was stable and prosperous, at the height of its power, about 400–450 
CE (shortly after which the empire collapsed). Some legends attribute 
his poetic skill to a radical transformation in which an illiterate but 
devout peasant became a poet through the grace of Kālī.6

Each of his three dramas is dedicated to Śiva as indicated by the 
introductory benedictions, and Kālī does not figure in any. I would like, 
however, to refer to two of his less well-known works. In “Meghadūta” 
the narrator instructs his cloud-messenger to approach the city of 
Ujjaiyinī as a pilgrim to the great temple of Śiva Mahākāla: “You should 
journey to the holy shrine of the guru of the triple world, Caṇḍeśvara 
(Lord of the Fierce Goddess), where Śiva’s troop (gaṇa) will greet  
you . . .” (verse 33). Even more interesting is his poem “Kumārasaṃbhava” 
in chapter 7 of which Śiva marries Pārvatī. The god approaches the 
ceremony accompanied by his gaṇa and the Seven Mothers (mātṛkā), 
who figure prominently in many tantric movements. The text continues: 
“Behind them gleamed Kālī, adorned with skulls (kapāla), like a mass of 
dark blue clouds bringing flocks of cranes, hurling lightning flashes far 
ahead.” This verbal iconography of the fierce goddess, and the pairing 
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of her with Śiva as her lord, suggest a developed theology that I would 
like to call tantroid.

Roughly contemporary with Kālidāsa was the playwright Śūdraka, 
author of the drama Mṛcchakaṭika (The Little Clay Cart).7 The hero 
is Cārudatta, a brahmin merchant who has become impoverished 
through his own generosity. In an effort to procure divine favor, he 
asks his friend, the brahmin Maitreya (who is the vidūṣaka character 
in this drama, the comic brahmin “sidekick” of the drama’s hero), to go 
offer a sacrifice on his behalf to the Mothers (mātṛka) at the crossroads. 
Maitreya protests that these offerings have done Cārudatta no good, 
and that perhaps Maitreya is performing the rituals incorrectly, and 
anyway there are dangerous people on the roads at night, so he’s not 
leaving his friend (act 1). Cārudatta seems to be concerned that the 
Mothers have it in for him. 

This drama was apparently based on an incomplete drama entitled 
Cārudatta that is, by some, attributed to Bhāsa.8 We have only four acts 
of this drama, and again our hero asks his friend Maitreya to go make 
offerings to the Mothers at the crossroads. Maitreya begs off with 
similar excuses, but is sent off with a maidservant Radanikā to protect 
him. Again we do not find out what might have transpired had the 
offerings actually been made, and Cārudatta gets into a lot of trouble. 
Bhāsa was named by Kālidāsa as a past master, one of his predecessors 
(Prologue, “Mālavikā and Agnimitra”).

Another form of kāvya merits our special attention because it can 
be even more reliably dated, namely, royal inscriptions. India has a 
large number of such inscriptions. Surely one of the most interesting 
is the stone inscription of a local ruler named Viśvavarman in eastern 
Rajasthan, dated 423–424 CE: 

For the sake of religious merit, the king’s minister had them construct 
this terrifying home of the Mothers, filled with female demons  
(ḍākinī). . . . These Mothers impel the great booming of the rain 
clouds and rouse the ocean with the mighty wind that arises from 
the tāntras.9

This part of the inscription’s meaning hinges on the word tāntras; 
presuming that Fleet has read the inscription correctly, the first vowel 
in that word is long. Were we to take this as referring to written works, 
it would suggest a tantric canon in 423, much earlier than is usually 
thought, which would be most exciting. David Lorenzen, in what 
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I think is an overabundance of enthusiasm, takes it to mean texts.10 
To me, it makes a lot more sense to take it in the usual meaning for 
tāntra, namely, stringed instrument. Thus, we get the climatic effects 
mentioned in the inscription being caused by music (accompanied 
by booming clouds), not by “magic rites” (Fleet) nor by tantric texts 
(Lorenzen). There is little ambiguity about ḍākinī, though, and the fact 
that the fierce Mothers are attended by a batch of fierce female figures 
of power in the setting of a temple suggests to me a tantroid theology 
embodied in a tradition of tantroid practices in the early fifth century. 
That this receives royal support makes it all the more interesting! Fleet 
himself casually mentions the fact that this “inscription belongs partly 
to the Vaishṇava, and partly to the Śākta or Tāntrika form of religion,” 
but does not see fit to comment further.11 To me, this inscription 
deserves more attention.

HINDU LITERATURE: THE MAHĀBHĀRATA

The origin of Kumāra receives extended treatment in the 
Mahābhārata, perhaps the source for Kālidāsa.12 The account of the birth 
of Kumāra Skanda (MBh 3.207–221) includes a great deal of information 
about the Seven Mothers, their proclivity for eating children, and so on. 
There is reference to the divine Śakti emanating from Kumāra Skanda. 
Finally, the account ends with an attack on the party of the gods by a 
demon horde led by Mahiṣa Asura. In this account, only Kumāra Skanda 
can defeat the demon, and while the demon army was devoured by his 
father’s gaṇa, who gulped down their blood, Skanda killed Mahiṣa with 
his spear (MBh 3.221). In the Mahābhārata account, then, Skanda comes 
into being, is surrounded by the fierce goddesses, and performs the 
quintessential act attributed later to Devī, namely, killing the demon 
Mahiṣa Asura (see also MBh 8.5.55–58).

Another segment of the Mahābhārata seems to me particularly 
rich in tantroid imagery. In the Sauptika Parvan (MBh 10), the brahmin 
warrior Aśvatthāman seeks revenge, so he goes to attack the camp of 
his sleeping enemies and encounters there a fierce being who is the 
camp’s protector: “draped in a tiger-skin soaked in blood, with a snake 
as its sacred thread . . .” (MBh 10.6.4). Flames emanated from his body 
in all directions, and from those flames arose innumerable Hṛṣīkeśa 
figures (the fierce form of Viṣṇu/Kṛṣṇa). Aśvatthāman’s reaction is 
to attack this being (who is unidentified in the text but seems to be 
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Bhairava). The attack is unsuccessful, and then he places himself under 
the protection of Mahādeva, “the skull-garlanded Rudra . . . the trident-
bearing mountain god” (MBh 10.6.32–34). Aśvatthāman worships Śiva, 
and is possessed by his deity: 

Lord Śiva gave the warrior a perfect sword and entered his body. Then, 
being possessed by God, Aśvatthāman blazed with divine energy, and 
by that fiery, God-created power he was transformed into combat 
incarnate. (MBh 10.7.64–65) 

The iconographic form of Śiva is described, and includes the phrases 
“wild inhabitant of the cremation ground” and “the one who brandishes 
the skull-topped pole” (10.7.5). His gaṇa, armed and dangerous, is 
described in detail (10.7.15–44), and toward the end of the description 
we find “those who consume blood, marrow, and other remains, and 
who feast on flesh and entrails” (10.7.36). More tantroid, though, are 
these followers of Śiva: 

Forever fearless, those slaves to Hara’s frowns, behaving as they 
pleased, attainers of their ends, the lords of the Lord of the Triple 
World are perpetually immersed in sensual pleasures, yet untouched 
by passion. (10.7.39–40) 

The account of the gaṇa ends with what I take to be an indication of 
their diversity: some are tantric while others are Vedic. “Some are 
fierce, constant consumers of the blood and marrow of the impious; 
and there are others always drinking soma to the ritual chant in 24 
parts” (10.7.43). 

To return to Aśvatthāman now, the text tells us that he looks like 
the very person of Śiva (10.7.66), destroying his victims like Paśupati 
(10.8.122), roaring like Bhairava (10.8.68). In the camp of his enemies 
there is confusion: is he human or rākṣasa (10.8.30, 34, 43, 116, 119)? 
He uses the Rudra weapon in his irresistible attack (10.8.31). Another 
passage (7.172.82) even attributes the birth of Aśvatthāman to Śiva. 
And at the height of the massacre, the Dark Goddess appeared:

Then there appeared before them a chanting, black-skinned woman, 
the night of all-destroying time (kālarātrī), whose mouth and eyes 
were the color of blood, whose garlands and unguents were just as 
red, who wore a single blood-dyed garment, and held in her hand a 
noose. (MBh 10.8.64)
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This nightmare vision of a sacrifice out of control, its violence terminated 
only by the exhaustion of the supply of oblations, is a representation 
of Aśvatthāman transgressing the bounds of warrior ethics and 
brahmanical behavior. And yet it is also sanctioned and presided over 
by Śiva; the text explicitly states that Aśvatthāman’s actions were 
based on the paradigm of Śiva’s assault on Dakṣa’s sacrifice, which it 
recounts in two chapters (10.17–18).

This section of the Mahābhārata is integral to the text and its 
narrative, so there is little reason to consider it a late addition to the 
text. It is one of the climactic moments of the epic, and features a 
brahmin anti-hero who worships and is possessed by his fierce deity 
Śiva, whose appearance and paradigmatic behavior he then emulates. In 
his massacre of his fellow-warriors at midnight, he violates every norm 
of conventional warrior ethics. And the text includes the appearance 
of a fierce goddess as his assistant—or is he hers? This passage, then, 
contains in a powerful narrative context all three of my variables for 
tantroid phenomena, namely, (1) a fierce goddess, (2) transgressive 
sacrality, and (3) identification with one’s deity. I just wish that we 
could confidently date the Mahābhārata. 

BUDDHIST SOURCES

1. Buddhacarita

Buddhacarita (~ 100 CE) by Aśvaghoṣa has a very interesting verse 
in the chapter in which Siddhārtha overcomes Māra.13 Following upon 
efforts to frighten the meditator with an army of freakish ghouls, and 
just before the divine voice from the sky announces the hopelessness 
of Māra’s campaign, we have the following verse (13.49):

But a woman, black as a cloud, with a skull in her hand and the 
intention of deluding the great seer’s mind, roamed about there 
without restraint and did not remain still, like the intelligence of 
an indecisive man wandering uncertainly among the various sacred 
traditions. 

Multiplicity of meanings being the stock in trade of poets, I suggest that 
for this text’s audience the term meghakālī would have been taken as a 
proper name (Cloud-Kālī) as well as a phrase meaning “black as a cloud.” 
She has a skull (kapāla) in her hand, and was endeavoring to delude 
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the future Buddha—notice, not scare him—to intoxicate (mohanā) him 
by means of her movement, which was “without restraint.” Was she 
dancing naked before him? Perhaps some additional light can be shed 
on the dark woman bothering the future Buddha by seeking her in the 
Pāli canon.

2. Pāli Canon

The Pāli canon began to be produced in the time of the Buddha, 
and was apparently written in its entirety for the first time in the 
first century BCE, though some texts may have been in writing even 
earlier.14 The canonical literature reports that the great saint Mahā-
Moggallāna also had a close encounter with Māra.15 One day he felt 
particularly bloated and thought his belly felt so heavy that it was as 
if he was full of beans. Through mindful attention he determined that 
in fact Māra had entered his belly and bowels and the saint called on 
Māra to remove himself. In the ensuing discussion the saint makes the 
following startling revelation: “It happened once that I was a Māra 
named Dūsī (the Corrupter/Disrupter), and I had a sister named Kālī. 
You were her son, so you were my nephew” (MN 50.8).

In addition to my delight in knowing that being possessed by Māra 
feels like the onset of flatulence, I want to highlight the point that 
this story is a micro-jātaka tale about a former lifetime of a Buddhist 
saint, told to assert authority by the saint over the Māra of his day by 
invoking his former filial relationship. Moreover, it tells us that Māra 
had a sister named Kālī in that former lifetime. Probably it behooves 
us to think that Aśvaghoṣa knew his canonical literature, so that he 
knew of Māra and Kālī as troublesome siblings when he composed the 
Buddhacarita.

A feature of Buddhist practice that we see in the Pāli canon, one 
we usually do not think of as tantric but that I want to consider as 
possibly tantroid, is the cremation ground meditations. Early Buddhist 
canonical literature, such as Majjhima-nikāya 10, “The Foundations of 
Mindfulness” (Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta), describes a meditative practice of 
visualizing a corpse in nine stages of decay (sections 10–30). To me, 
it seems likely that monks and nuns actually went to the cremation 
ground for such practice, at least sometimes. The purpose was to have 
an experiential realization of impermanence, and to be transformed 
thereby. Being in such close proximity to impurity would have been 
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transgressive from the perspective of society as a whole, and the 
religious purpose of such behavior is evident. Would we go too far by 
saying that the meditator was “drawing power from manipulation of 
impurity” by doing this? Even the act of eating together without regard 
for caste, as Buddhists did, might similarly be so regarded. 

One more segment of the Pāli canon merits consideration as 
tantroid. Aṅgulimāla, the murderous thug who became a monk, 
provides an interesting example to consider. His name comes from his 
practice of taking one finger from each of the people he murdered on 
the highway and wearing them as a necklace. There are two sources on 
him, Majjhima-nikāya 86 and Theragāthā,16 and they have some defects in 
the meter of a couple of key lines in Aṅgulimāla’s description of himself. 
The metrical problems compel us to think creatively about what the 
text is saying, and I accept the emendation of the text proposed by 
Gombrich.17 As he rightly points out, the usual translations of the lines 
(MN 86.6) have Aṅgulimāla describing the Buddha (mahesi = maharṣi and 
samaṇo = śramaṇa) as having come to the forest for the thug’s sake, and 
that the thug has honored him after a long time. Such a translation, 
however, makes little sense, as we have no reason to think that the 
thug has been awaiting the Buddha. Moreover, such a translation does 
violence to the meaning of cirassaṃ, which means “for a long time,” 
not “after a long time.” Gombrich proposes, based partly on the two 
commentaries and a Burmese version, to emend the text as follows: 
changing mahesi to maheso (Maheśa, Śiva), and changing cirassaṃ vata 
to ciraṃ vatā—so that the thug was for a long time honoring Śiva in the 
forest due to a vow (i.e., as a way of life) when the Buddha came along. 
This revision has much to commend it, as it restores metrical as well as 
narrative coherence to an otherwise defective and puzzling text. The 
accounts we have about Aṅgulimāla have always been puzzling: he is 
described as a bandit but his actions consist of killing people without 
reference to robbing them—except of their fingers. And presumably 
the striking feature of wearing a garland of fingers must have made 
sense to the original audience of the Pāli canon as something that some 
people might do. Gombrich’s conclusion that “Aṅgulimāla is revealed 
as a proto-Śaiva/Śākta”18 is provocative, but there is no denying the 
elegance of the solution made possible by his emendation of the 
defective text. And for my purposes, this passage with its focus on a 
“proto-Śaiva/Śākta” converting to the Buddha’s path is tantroid. After 
all, it is a story that features transgressive sacrality, some measure 
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perhaps of identification with the chosen deity, and maybe a finger (or 
a whole necklace of fingers) pointing toward Kālī.

VEDIC LITERATURE

One does not usually think of searching in Vedic literature for 
tantra, but we are instead looking for tantroid phenomena, and one 
phenomenon merits consideration. A group that has been the object of 
scholarly interest and disagreement is the Vrātya. By various scholars 
the Vrātya have been regarded as Āryan or non-Āryan, members of 
the Vedic religious tradition or not, forerunners of the Śaivite ascetics 
or ecstatic mystics who were precursors of yogins. The main sources 
of our information on the Vrātya in Vedic literature are the Jaiminīya 
Brāhmaṇa (2.222) and Pañcaviṃśa Brāhmaṇa (17.1–4).19 From these 
sources we learn that the Vrātya are understood to have reached the 
gods in heaven by means of the Vrātyastoma rite. To obtain the cattle 
for this sacrifice, the Vrātya raided their enemies or rivals and rustled 
the cattle. Another Vedic text, Baudhāyana Śrauta Sūtra (18.26),20 

mentions that sons of Kuru brahmins set out on a Vrātya expedition 
against the neighboring Pañcāla, and when asked their identity they 
replied that they were the Maruts (sons of Rudra who accompany 
Indra on his martial exploits as a warrior band). They rustled cattle 
to perform their distinctive ritual practice, a sixty-one-day animal 
sacrifice known as the Vrātyastoma that would provide them religious 
transcendence. At the center of it was the Mahāvrata rite, which entailed 
the drinking of alcohol, dancing, and music, especially singing, and an 
obscene and reviling dialogue between a man and woman whose ritual 
copulation was the rite’s climax, so to speak. The woman is described 
as a puṃścalī, a prostitute. In the tradition of the Vrātya as known in 
Vedic literature, then, we find brahmins stealing the cattle of others 
for their own religious benefit. That they were defying conventional 
behavioral norms seems evident from the later tradition’s attitude 
toward the Vrātya: they were understood as non-Āryan by Manu (2.39), 
for example.21 That the Vrātya would tell others that they were the 
Maruts suggests a desire for or assumption of identity with deities—
perhaps we should say the use of an assumed divine identity to further 
their religious and acquisitive aims. 

To take it a step farther, did they regard themselves as identifying 
with Rudra himself in the Mahāvrata rite and their other actions? Such 
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identification seems to be suggested by book fifteen of the Atharva 
Veda, where the Vrātya is praised as god-like.22 This work introduces 
the figure Ekavrātya who seems to be the divine paradigm for the 
human Vrātya. The Atharva Veda also presents the Vrātya as a (proto-)
yogin whose breathing exercises identify him with elements of the 
cosmos (earth, atmosphere, seasons, etc.), divinizing this practitioner. 
The text uses the term tapas (AV 15.1.3) and refers to the Vrātya’s 
ascetic performance of standing for a year, resulting in the gods 
granting him a boon (AV 15.3). It is not clear to me precisely how 
the breathing exercises that make the Vrātya one with the cosmos 
relate to the Vrātyastoma ritual that bring the Vrātya to heaven or 
to oneness with the gods. Nevertheless, I think that the Vrātya were 
emulating the iconic appearance and paradigmatic deeds of the 
gods, and perhaps especially Rudra. To me it seems that we have  
here an interesting case of a Vedic phenomenon that is strikingly 
tantroid.

I hope that these examples of tantroid elements from Vedic 
literature, early Buddhist canonical literature, the Mahābhārata, and 
kāvya poetry, drama, and inscriptions, taken together, suggest the 
possibility that the complex of tantric ideas and practices may have 
a longer history in India than is usually described. And it is a pleasure 
to thank Jim Sanford for starting me down the path of thinking about 
tantroid phenomena.
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Skull Imagery and Skull Magic  
in the Yoginī Tantras

David B. Gray
Santa Clara University

I. Religious Background

The Buddhist tantras constitute a unique class of Buddhist literature. 
While developing from earlier trends in Buddhist thought and practice, 
they also constituted a serious challenge to Buddhist identity, largely 
due to the fact that many of them contain passages that appear to trans-
gress the tenets of Buddhist morality.1 Tantric literature also departed, 
gradually, from the rhetorical norms of Mahayana Buddhism. While early 
tantras maintained the rhetorical style of the Mahayana sutras, later 
tantras, and most notably the Yoginī tantras, radically departed from this 
style.2 This essay will explore one small facet of the vast array of unusual 
elements that can be found in this literature, namely, the image of the 
skull, as well as the use of skulls in tantric ritual. Like other elements, 
this deployment of skulls in the tantras was disquieting to some, evok-
ing as it does the uncanny atmosphere of the charnel ground. Through 
this exploration, I will argue that skulls are multifaceted symbols in 
tantric literature, simultaneously evoking both death and awakening. 
As a result, they were powerful symbols, fruitfully deployed in tantric 
literature in a number of interesting ways.

The genre of tantric Buddhist literature in which skulls and as-
sociated charnel imagery is most powerful is the Yoginī tantras. These 
texts were composed in India beginning in the late seventh century or 
early eighth century (with the composition of the Sarvabuddhasamāyoga-
ḍākiṇījālasamvara-tantra)3 and continued to be composed up until the 
final decline of Buddhism in India from the thirteenth through sixteenth 
centuries.4  

They are characterized by their focus on fierce deities, particularly 
the yoginīs and ḍākiṇīs, who appear to have originally been understood to 
be flesh-eating demonesses who haunted charnel grounds and wilderness 



Pacific World22

areas. As James Sanford wrote, “they were drafted into the Vajrayāna 
pantheon and transformed from horrifying old crones lurking in cem-
eteries into beautiful spiritual guides.”5 Despite this transformation, they 
retained elements of their dreadful origins and are typically depicted as 
garbed with ornaments derived from the charnel ground.6

As texts that focus on such an awesome class of goddesses, they are 
naturally replete with imagery deriving from the fearsome setting of 
the charnel ground (śmaśāna). Their deities are adorned with charnel 
ground regalia, most notably skulls and skull bowls (kapāla). The charnel 
grounds are also the ideal locale for the performance of many of the 
rites described in these texts, such as the notorious Vetalā Sādhana, in 
which the adept seeks to invoke a spirit to animate a corpse in order to 
compel it to bestow magical powers.

These texts, while at least nominally Buddhist, do not seem to derive 
from the normative Buddhist setting, that is, the Buddhist monastic 
context. According to traditional histories, they derived instead from 
the liminal social setting of the siddhas, the great tantric saints such as 
Lūipa/Matsyendranāth,7 who were seen as the originators of both the 
Buddhist and Śaiva tantric traditions.8 Indeed, charnel grounds were 
long the haunt of Śaiva renunciants. The primal charnel ground deity 
is clearly Śiva, whose paradoxical penchant for both asceticism and 
sexuality firmly earned him a liminal status in Hindu mythology.9 He is 
iconographically linked to the locale of the charnel ground via his pen-
chant for ashes and bone ornaments, items that are found abundantly 
there, as well as the ghoulish company he was fond of keeping. His liminal 
status is recorded in several of the purāṇas, where we find passages such 
as the following, where his father-in-law Dakṣa, who disapproves of his 
dreadful appearance and ferocious companions, curses him:

You are excluded from the rituals and are surrounded by ghosts in the 
burning ground; yet you fail to honor me, while all of the gods give me 
great honor. Good men must scorn all heretics; therefore I curse you 
to be outside the sacrifice, outside caste; all the Rudras will be beyond 
the Vedas, avowing heretic doctrines, Kāpālikas and Kālamukhas.10

The form of Śiva that most clearly embodies the spirit of the charnel 
ground is Bhairava, the fierce and destructive form assumed by Śiva 
following his beheading of the deity Brahmā in a well-known episode 
of Hindu mythology. As a penance for this crime, Śiva qua Bhairava 
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wandered the world with the skull of Brahmā affixed to his hand, earn-
ing him the title kapālin.11

Somadeva, in his eleventh-century work, the Vetālapañca-viṃśatikā, 
describes the charnel ground as being a virtual incarnation of Bhairava, 
as follows:

It was obscured by a dense and terrible pall of darkness, and its aspect 
was rendered awful by the ghastly flames from the burning of the fu-
neral pyres, and it produced horror by the bones, skeletons and skulls 
of men that appeared in it. In it were present formidable Bhūtas and 
Vetālas, joyfully engaged in their horrible activity, and it was alive 
with the loud yells of jackals so that it seemed like a mysterious and 
tremendous form of Bhairava.12

Śiva’s penance as the skull-bearing ascetic Bhairava was assumed as 
the “great observance” (mahāvrata) of the Kāpālikas, an infamous Śaiva 
sectarian group notorious for their extreme modes of practice involving 
violence and sexuality, as David Lorenzen has shown.13 

However, the Śaivas were clearly not the only ones in early medieval 
India spending time in charnel grounds. The very horror of the śmaśāna 
was believed to make it an ideal site for heroic renunciants, who sought 
to completely cut through all attachments to the world. Included among 
them were Buddhists.

The association of Buddhists with charnel grounds is evidently 
quite ancient. Archaeological excavations have shown that Buddhist 
monasteries were often built on or near charnel complexes, as Gregory 
Schopen has shown.14 Buddhists, in taking the reliquary mound (stūpa) 
as one of their central cult centers, implicitly rejected brahmanic no-
tions of the impurity deriving from death. The Buddhist association 
with sites connected with death was not without social implications, for 
in choosing such sites, they deliberately placed themselves in a liminal 
position within larger Indian society, a position that implied a rejection 
of brahmanic notions of purity and pollution.

Most importantly, the charnel ground was the site for a certain sort 
of meditation, the “mediation on impurity” (aśubhabhāvanā). Meditat-
ing in charnel grounds for the purpose of contemplating death and 
impermanence is an ancient Buddhist practice, which is justified by the 
legend that one of the four sights that inspired Siddhārtha Gautama to 
undertake the spiritual journey that would culminate with his achieve-
ment of awakening was the sight of a corpse.15
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Both the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna-sutta16 and the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta17 describe 
the nine charnel ground contemplations or “meditation on impurity,” 
which involve the contemplation of corpses in their various stages of 
disintegration. The practice of this meditation has persisted through 
time, as evidenced by the continuing interest in this subject in scholastic 
literature, where we find varying analyses of corpses into nine or ten 
types.18 We also find treatments of this theme in Mahayana literature,19 
and also contemporary Web sites detailing the stages of the disintegra-
tion of corpses, produced for the sake of meditators who lack access to 
charnel grounds.20 Such meditations were believed to serve as antidotes 
for attachment to the body or sensual pleasures.21

Elsewhere in the Majjhima-nikāya the Buddha recommends charnel 
grounds as meditation sites22 and describes his austerities as a bodhisat-
tva thus: “I would make my bed in a charnel ground with bones of the 
dead for a pillow.”23 Dwelling in charnel grounds had become an ac-
ceptable vocation for Buddhist renunciants by at least the beginning 
of the Common Era, by which time they were designated as śmāśānika 
(Pāli sosānika). The Vimuttimagga, a text composed by Upatissa in Pāli in 
the first or second century CE, describes the benefits of this practice as 
including an understanding of death and impermanence, overcoming 
of fear, and gaining the reverence of supernatural beings.24

II. Skull Imagery in the Yoginī Tantras

The tantric texts that call upon practitioners to perform rituals, such 
as mandala construction in charnel grounds, or to use the substances 
derived from charnel grounds in rituals, followed a venerable precedent. 
A number of the early tantras, later classified as kriyā tantras in the 
Indo-Tibetan classification scheme,25 describe practices necessarily set 
in charnel grounds.26 These likely derive from what I have termed “the 
cult of the charnel ground.”27 Texts resulting from this social milieu 
are characterized by their focus on the charnel ground (śmaśāna) as 
the ideal site for practice and call for the practitioner to dress him- or 
herself in garb derived from this locale, most notably skulls and bone 
ornaments, and to live upon the foodstuffs available there. However, 
the charnel ground culture comes to its fruition in Buddhist literature 
in the Yoginī tantras. Perhaps not coincidently, this is also the genre of 
Buddhist literature that received the greatest degree of influence from 
Śaiva traditions.28
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In additional to textual dependence on Śaiva materials, the Buddhist 
Yoginī tantras also drew upon Śaiva iconography.29 Among a number of 
iconographic elements borrowed from Śaiva sources is the decorative 
use of skulls. In India, the skull is clearly a symbol of death and the fear 
of death and is thus considered inauspicious and impure. In both Śaiva 
and Buddhist tantric contexts, it is deployed as a sign that the deity bear-
ing this symbol has mastered death and has transcended the mundane 
world in which fear of death is nearly universal.

The deity Heruka, who is prominent in a number of texts in this genre, 
is a clear example of a Buddhist deity modeled upon a Śaiva precursor, 
particularly the fierce deities Bhairava or Rudra.30 He is described as 
follows in the Sarvabuddhasamāyoga-ḍākiṇījālasamvara-tantra:

Greatly Glorious Vajraheruka is very terrifying, blazing with ash; his 
visage blazes blue for beings, and his mandala of light blazes red. He 
is as fierce as the end time of great destruction. Greatly blazing, his 
voice blazes, like a charnel ground fire. He has a crown of skulls, fierce 
like the end time of great destruction. Possessing the methods such as 
anger, he is as terrifying as a charnel ground, with various faces, and 
eyebrows arched in anger. With his blazing gaze and dance, he com-
pletely reduces the three worlds to ash, along with Mahādeva, Viṣṇu 
(Upendra), the Sun, the Moon, Yama, and Brahmā.31

It is important to note that that there is a long tradition in tantric Bud-
dhism of associating death with awakening. For early Buddhists, final 
emancipation, parinirvāṇa, is not attained until death. In traditions of 
tantric yoga, it was widely believed that in death one gained a vision of 
the clear light, identified with the dharmakāya or gnosis of awakening, 
meaning that death provided an opportunity for awakening that is dif-
ficult to achieve in normal states of consciousness.32 Hence such dreadful 
images evoking death are also seen as symbols of awakening.

As a result, in tantric Buddhist literature and art, imagery evoking 
death, and skull imagery in particular, is quite pervasive, precisely be-
cause it also evokes the awakening toward which the tradition aspires. 
Such imagery is particularly associated with the authority figures of the 
tradition, the deities, siddhas, and gurus or lamas, as these are seen as the 
awakened figures capable of bestowing the tradition’s teachings. In the 
Cakrasamvara-tantra,33 for example, the tradition’s chief deity, Heruka, 
is described as follows:
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Place in the center of the lotus the hero who is the terror of Mahābhairava, 
who is bright and brilliant, and who makes the tremendous noise of 
very loud laughter. Wearing a skull rosary, divine are his three eyes 
and four faces. Covered with an elephant hide, his excellent eyebrows 
are split by a vajra. His hand wields a khatvanga staff, [and he is] orna-
mented with a half a hundred garland.34

This is immediately followed with the following description of his con-
sort, the goddess Vajravārāhī:

The goddess who stands before him is the truly awesome Vajravārāhī, 
facing the deity Śrī Heruka, with three eyes and of fierce form. Her 
skull bowl is filled [with entrails], blood trickles from her mouth. 
She threatens all of the quarters together with the gods, titans, and 
humans.35

The master (ācārya), like the deities, also must assume a charnel-
ground-derived garb when performing major rituals. He is described 
as follows:

He has the proper knowledge and understands the tantra and Śrī 
Heruka’s mantra. He is not angry, is pure and competent, and he 
understands yoga and is perfected in knowledge. His hair is marked 
with skulls, his limbs are smeared with ash. His body is decorated with 
ornaments, and [he] has a bone garland. His hair is formed into one 
plait, and he wears a bone garland.36

The Hevajra-tantra gives additional information concerning the mas-
ter’s garb, adding details concerning the construction of a skull-tiara 
that “marks” the master’s hair, as well as ash and the sacred thread, 
as follows:

Now he, whose nature is hūṃ, should arrange his piled-up hair as a 
crest and for the performance of yoga he should wear the skull tiara, 
representing the five buddhas. Making pieces of skull five inches long, 
he should secure them to the crest. He should wear the two-stranded 
cord of hair, which symbolizes Wisdom and Means, the ashes and the 
sacred thread of hair.37

This imagery firmly places these texts within the context of charnel-
ground culture. 
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Apparently the use of skulls in tantric Buddhist iconography and 
ritual sparked criticism. Although we do not know the source of this 
criticism, the author or authors of the Cakrasamvara-tantra presumed 
that it would be leveled against the text and thus included a preemptive 
response. It occurs as follows:

By whom is the skull of the relics of the reality body disparaged, aris-
ing as it does from the tripartite cause of conch, mother-of-pearl, and 
pearl? The hero who has a skull garland and who is adorned with a half 
moon is regarded as one who is born as the heroes’ hero.38

While it is certainly possible that criticism might have come from within 
the Buddhist community, made by Buddhists uncomfortable with charnel 
ground imagery and practices, it seems far more likely that this text was 
directed toward Hindu critics, most likely brahmins, who would view 
these bone implements as polluting.39 That this is the case is suggested 
by the late ninth-century commentator Bhavabhaṭṭa,40 who explained 
that “just as conch and so forth is purifying for Vedic brahmins, likewise 
the skull is as well.”41 In other words, the text compares the “impure” 
skull with the “pure” objects of similar appearance, such as the conch, 
used in Vedic ritual.

Interestingly, this passage also refers to a myth in a Vedic canonical 
text, the Atharva Veda, related in its effort to legitimate the use of skulls 
in tantric ritual. This is the myth that holds that pearl and mother of 
pearl derives from the bones of the slain asura Vṛta.42 It is particularly 
interesting that the author of this tantra was familiar with the Atharva 
Veda, given the long association of the study of this text with Śaiva 
groups such as the Pāśupatas.43

While it seems likely that this text was composed in expectation 
of criticism from Hindu circles, the author or authors of this text (or, 
perhaps, a later Buddhist reviser) also attempted to legitimate the use of 
skulls in a Buddhist fashion. They did this with a reference to a key Bud-
dhist philosophical concept, through the modification of the term skull 
(kapālaṃ) with the unusual qualifier “of the relics of the reality body” 
(dharmakāyaśarīrāṇāṃ). At first glance this seems somewhat strange. 
Technically speaking, bone relics should be classified as belonging to 
a buddha’s “form body” (rūpakāya), not the intangible “reality body,” 
dharmakāya.44 A closely related term, dharmaśarīra, typically refers to 
“textual relics,” often mantra or dhāriṇī inscriptions.45
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The text here associates a skull with the dharmakāya, the “reality 
body” of a buddha, representing either the collection of a buddha’s 
teachings or the gnosis of a buddha (buddhajñāna), the realized wisdom 
whereby a buddha is awakened. This association is rooted in several 
trends in Mahayana Buddhism. One factor was the development of Bud-
dhist hierarchical systems of classifying Buddhist teachings in terms of 
the three bodies of a buddha.46 Another factor was the rise of the “relic 
cult,” centering upon stūpas, in Buddhist communities.47 Since stūpas are 
basically reliquary mounds, believed to enshrine the physical relics of 
a buddha, the rising popularity of this cult would naturally elevate the 
significance of these relics.48 The famous talking stūpa episode in the Lotus 
Sūtra, for example, highlights not only the belief that stūpas somehow 
embody the Buddha and preserve his presence,49 but even that a stūpa 
itself could manifest the voice of a buddha (buddhavacana), thus embody-
ing his or her “reality body” in the same manner as a textual relic.50

With the composition of the Yoginī tantras, it is not only stūpas that 
can talk and thus manifest the Buddha’s wisdom. Talking skulls, too, 
are found in the increasingly bizarre terrain of tantric literature. The 
Buddhakapāla Yoginītantrarāja, a ninth-century text, begins with a nidāna 
opening passage that narrates the origin of the scripture. It relates the 
death of Śākyamuni Buddha immediately following his sexual union with 
the yoginī Citrasenā. Although physically dead, his presence lives on via 
his skull, which gives a discourse, and also disgorges this text itself, the 
“Buddha skull king of yoginī tantras.”51

This text, then, clearly indicates what is meant in the tantric context 
by a skull that is a “relic of the reality body,” a skull that can manifest 
a buddha’s gnosis. It is an image that unites the ideas of death and 
awakening. The skull, then, is a symbol that is particularly meaningful 
in the tantric context, in which death truly is seen as an occasion for 
the realization of the dharmakāya, and hence awakening.

III. Skull Magic

Passages such as the above clearly highlight the significance of skulls 
in tantric Buddhist literature and help us to understand their centrality 
in later tantric Buddhist iconography. They are also very important in 
tantric Buddhist ritual. Skulls, or more properly, skull bowls, are ubiq-
uitous elements in the tantric Buddhist ritual practices associated with 
the Yoginī tantras. In the Newar and Tibetan Buddhist contexts, these 
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bowls are formed from the upper hemisphere of a human skull, the inside 
of which is often covered with a decorative layer of metal that makes 
it water-impermeable. These skull bowls are used in a wide variety of 
rituals such as abhiṣeka initiation rites, usually in conjunction with a 
vajra. When so deployed, the skull bowl replaces the lotus, symbolizing 
wisdom (prajñā), while the vajra symbolizes expedience (upāya).

However, in the remainder of this article I will focus on several ritual 
practices in which the skull plays a central role, the focus of the ritual, 
rather than a necessary but peripheral ritual implement. In these cases, 
the skull retains its dual association with awakening and death, and thus 
can serve as an agent for either one of these potentialities.

The example that sparked my interest in this topic is the infamous 
Tachikawa Skull Ritual studied by Jim Sanford. The surviving texts that 
describe this ritual portray it as a secret method for producing for oneself 
a talking skull, one that will tell one the secrets of the world.52 While I 
have not found a ritual for the production of a talking skull in any of 
the Indian materials I have studied, in my study of the Cakrasamvara- 
tantra I have come across several ritual practices employing skulls that 
contain elements of the Tachikawa ritual, including the anointing of 
skulls with body fluids and the association of these rituals with ḍākiṇīs 
and jackals.

In tantric literature, the skull is often used in rituals employing sym-
pathetic magic techniques. Chapter twelve of the Cakrasamvara-tantra 
describes a ritual for giving one’s enemy a hemorrhage or a headache. 
This ritual involves the creation of a simulacrum of one’s enemy’s skull, 
which one enchants with mantra and then ritually acts upon. It occurs 
as follows:

With this mantra, the quintessence53 of Śrī Heruka’s essence, make a 
substitute skull devoid of flesh, and rub it with the tip of one’s forefinger. 
His blood will be drawn out. By rubbing it with the left it will return 
again. If, enchanting with mantra, the skull is struck with one’s fist, 
the head of him whose name one utters will ache. Calling the mantra 
to mind, fill the skull with milk and he will be relieved.54

As is typical of the tantras, the text gives a rather bare-boned descrip-
tion of the ritual, leaving out many elements essential for its practice. For 
example, one element that is left out is the fact that, when performing 
the ritual for causing hemorrhage, one visualizes oneself as the fierce 
deity Vajrarudra and then invokes the fierce goddess Khaṇḍarohā. The 
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visualization one then performs is described as follows by the ninth-
century commentator Jayabhadra:

As for “with the tip of the forefinger,” etc., this refers to drawing out 
blood. The procedure for this is as follows: taking a human skull, the 
mantrin who has performed the prior service instantly utters the syl-
lable hūṃ while in union with Vajrarudra. Khaṇḍarohā, with a sword in 
hand, issues from the deity’s right nostril. Visualize that she pierces in 
five places the head of him who is named and that the skull fills with 
streams of his blood.55

As is typically the case with these rituals, the text also provides the ritual 
antidote. In this case, anointing the skull with milk, a pacifying element 
in Indian magic, relieves the injury caused by the rite.56

The Cakrasamvara-tantra also describes another ritual that is the 
closest analogue I have found in Indian literature to the Tachikawa Skull 
Ritual. Like the latter ritual, it involves anointing a skull with sexual fluids 
and is associated with ḍākiṇīs and jackals. However, unlike that rite, it is 
a violent ritual, used for the elimination of one’s enemies. Chapter 46 of 
the Cakrasamvara-tantra opens with the following passage:

Next, there is the accomplishment of all ritual actions through the five 
ha syllables, by means of which there is rapid engagement in power 
through the cognized only. One should rub one’s hands on which are 
the five syllables, haṃ hau ho hai haḥ. Drawing blood from his mouth 
with a [word of] command, one’s foe dies instantly. Should one anoint 
the skull that is the receptacle of one’s own blood with the blood of 
one’s ring finger, as soon as it dries the victim perishes. Should one, 
angered and with reddened eyes, repeat [the syllables] excitedly, the 
king will quickly be killed, along with his army and his mount. Make 
an offering of the ḍākiṇī sacrifice (bali), with cat, mongoose, dog, crow, 
crane, and jackal; there is no doubt that in this tantra this quickly 
yields power.57

This passage appears to describe two rituals, the first being a ritual for 
killing an enemy by drawing a yantra in the shape of a five-petalled lotus 
on one’s palm, in the center of which is written both the victim’s name 
and a ritual command, and on the petals of which are written the five 
mantra syllables.

The skull ritual can apparently accomplish this same aim, but can 
also be performed so as to kill on a far grander scale, namely, for the 
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elimination of an enemy king along with his army. The ritual description 
is very bare-boned. It clearly involves a skull, but one which is “the re-
ceptacle of one’s own blood.” It is then anointed with the “blood of one’s 
ring finger.” This seems clear, but the commentator Bhavabhaṭṭa, who 
lived circa 900 CE, glosses the term “ring finger” (anāmikā) as a “child-
less woman” (anapatyā) whose “blood” is uterine blood or menstrual 
discharge.58 This detail, along with the injunction that one should per-
form a sacrifice to the ḍākiṇī involving the meat of a number of animals, 
including jackal, invokes the charnel-ground culture that appears to be 
the ultimate origin or inspiration of not only the Cakrasamvara-tantra, 
but also the East Asian tradition that gave rise to the Tachikawa Skull 
Ritual.

Tantric literature focuses on human skulls, which is natural, given 
the fact that in early medieval India, these would be readily available 
in the charnel grounds that were positioned on the outskirts of cities 
and major towns. However, the tantras also contain rituals employing 
animal skulls. In these cases, they are used in order to invoke qualities 
associated with these animals.

For example, chapter 12 of the Cakrasamvara-tantra describes the 
following ritual for driving one’s enemy or enemies insane: “Binding the 
conjoined skull seals, repeat [the quintessence mantra] without breath-
ing. He whose name the fierce one [utters] will instantly become mad. 
As many as one thousand people will be maddened. One can mentally 
release them.”59 The late ninth-century commentator Kambala com-
ments upon it as follows:

Place the magical diagram (yantra) augmented with the name of whom-
ever [is the victim] within the conjoined skull seals, i.e., conjoined 
skull [hemispheres] of a rabid dog, together with the five intoxicants. 
Repeat [the mantra] seven times without breathing, then bind and 
seal them. Should one conceal it together with his name in a charnel 
ground, he will become mad.60

Clearly, the ritual calls for the use of rabid dog skulls in order to inflict a 
similar sort of madness upon the victim of the rite. The aura of madness 
that this ritual evokes is further heightened in the following description 
written by the fifteenth-century Tibetan commentator Tsong Khapa:

Draw a wheel augmented with the victim’s name. Prepare the seeds, 
roots, stalk, leaves, and branches of the datura plant,61 and put it in the 
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closed mouth of a rabid dog’s skull. Bind its fissures with mud [made of] 
charnel ground ash, and repeat the augmented quintessence mantra 
seven times without breathing. If you put it in a charnel ground, he 
whose name one [utters] will become mad. As many as one thousand 
people will be maddened. If one bathes [the skull] with milk reciting 
with a peaceful mind, they will be released.62

The addition of the potent and poisonous intoxicant datura was clearly 
intended to heighten the efficacy of the rite. Tsong Khapa’s descrip-
tion also firmly places this ritual within the scope of charnel-ground 
culture.

In conclusion, it is clear that the skull is a powerful symbol in tantric 
literature and ritual. It is a symbol with twofold significance, just like the 
rituals in which skulls can be employed. Just as “achievement” (siddhi) is 
understood in tantric literature to be twofold, manifesting the ultimate 
achievement of buddhahood or the worldly achievement of mundane 
ends,63 the skull can be a cipher for awakening itself, representing the 
Buddha’s gnosis, and can be employed in ritual to invoke awakening, 
the achievement of enlightening knowledge. But they are also employed 
in rituals to achieve worldly ends, such as the torment or destruction 
of one’s enemies. These worldly applications are largely violent, but 
this seems understandable, given the fact that the skull is commonly 
understood as a symbol of death. It thus plays a prominent role in the 
violent abhicāra Buddhist rituals that are intended to harm or destroy 
enemies.
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Notes

1. Tantric literature, and particularly the Yoginī tantras, contains numerous 
descriptions of violent rituals which, if practiced literally, would involve a 
transgression of the first precept prohibiting killing. Many tantras also contain 
descriptions of sexual practices that would likewise entail a violation of the 
prātimokṣa vow of celibacy for the monastic saṅgha.

2. Early tantras, such as the Mahāvairocanābhisambodhi and the Tattvasaṃgraha, 
largely preserve the style of the Mahayana sutras, and many of them maintain 
the title of “sutra,” at least in their early versions. The opening nidāna verse, 
typically beginning “Thus have I heard . . .” is a particularly useful marker of 
this transformation. Many early tantras follow the venerable Buddhist pattern 
of locating the scripture in the teaching activity of a buddha. Later, tantras 
such as the Guhyasamāja and Hevajra transform this through the eroticization 
of the opening nidāna verse. A number of tantras, such as the Cakrasaṃvara, 
drop the nidāna verse entirely, representing a total break with earlier Buddhist 
scriptural patterns. For further discussion of this topic see my “Disclosing the 
Empty Secret: Textuality and Embodiment in the Cakrasamvara Tantra,” Numen 
52, no. 4 (2005): 417–444.

3. This dating is made on the basis of Amoghavajra’s detailed summary of this 
text in his Index of the Vajraśekhara Sūtra Yoga in Eighteen Sections (金剛頂經瑜
伽十八會指歸, T. 869), a work he composed following his return to China from 
South Asia in 746 CE. For an annotated English translation of this important text 
see Rolf W. Giebel, “The Chin-kang-ting ching yü-ch’ieh shih-pa-hui chih-kuei: 
An Annotated Translation,” Journal of Naritasan Institute for Buddhist Studies 18 
(1995): 107–201.

4. Although the great Northern Indian Buddhist centers such as Nālandā and 
Vikramaśīla were destroyed by the early thirteenth century, Buddhism, at 
least in its tantric form, seems to have been preserved for several centuries by 
itinerant yogī groups. Buddhism seems to have existed in some form in Northern 
India by the late sixteenth century, apparently as preserved by Buddhist Nāth 
yogīs such as Buddhaguptanātha, who traveled to Tibet in the late sixteenth 
century and served as a guru for the Tibetan polymath Tāranātha. See David 
Templeman, “Taranatha the Historian,” Tibet Journal 6, no. 2 (1981): 41–46.

5. James H. Sanford, “The Abominable Tachikawa Skull Ritual,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 46, no. 1 (1991): 15–16.

6. For more information concerning the yoginīs and ḍākiṇīs see my The 
Cakrasamvara Tantra: A Study and Annotated Translation (New York: American 
Institute of Buddhist Studies/Columbia University Press, 2007), 77–103. See 
also David Gordon White, Kiss of the Yoginī: “Tantric Sex” in South Asian Contexts 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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7. Regarding Lūipa/Matsyendranāth and the overlapping lists of Buddhist and 
Śaiva siddhas, see David Gordon White, The Alchemical Body (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996), 78–110.

8. I argue this in my article “Eating the Heart of the Brahmin: Representations 
of Alterity and the Formation of Identity in Tantric Buddhist Discourse,” History 
of Religions 45, no. 1 (2005): 45–69. 

9. This mythology has been admirably studied by Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty in 
her Śiva: The Erotic Ascetic (London: Oxford University Press, 1973).

10. Translated in Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology 
(1976; repr., Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988), 278, from the Skanda-purāṇa 
1.1.1.20–40, and Śiva-purāṇa 2.2.26.14–27, 2.2.27.42–54.

11. For a summary of this story see David N. Lorenzen, The Kāpālikas and the 
Kālāmukhas: Two Lost Śaivite Sects, 2nd rev. ed. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1991) 
and Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology, 272–320.

12. This passage is from the frame story that begins the Vetālapañcaviṃśatikā 
in Somadeva’s retelling, which is in turn embedded within his much larger 
Kathāsaritsāgara. It describes the charnel ground entered at night by King 
Trivikramasena. Trans. in N. M. Penzer, ed., The Ocean of Story, Being C. H. 
Tawney’s Translation of Somadeva’s Kathāsaritsāgara (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1968), 6:167.

13. See Lorenzen, Kāpālikas and the Kālāmukhas, and see also Sunthar Visuvalingam, 
“The Transgressive Sexuality of the Dīkṣita: Sacrifice, Criminality and Bhakti in 
the Hindu Tradition,” in Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: Essays on the Guardians 
of Popular Hinduism, ed. Alf Hiltebeital (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1989), 427–462.

14. See Gregory Schopen, “Archaeology and Protestant Presuppositions in the 
Study of Indian Buddhism,” History of Religions 31, no. 1 (1991): 13, 14. See also 
Robert DeCaroli, Haunting the Buddha: Indian Popular Religions and the Formation 
of Buddhism (London: Oxford University Press, 2004), 55–62.

15. The classic rendition of these events occurs in the Buddhacarita, canto 3, 
in E. H. Johnston, ed. and trans., Aśvaghoṣa’s Buddhacarita or Acts of the Buddha 
(1936; repr., Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1984).

16. Dīgha-nikāya 22, trans. in Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha 
(Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1987), 338–339.

17. Majjhima-nikāya 10, trans. in Ñāṇamoli and others, The Middle Length Discourses 
of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995), 148, 149.

18. A list of ten types of corpses occurs in the Dhammasaṅgaṇi sections 263 
and 264; see C. A. F. Rhys Davids, A Buddhist Manual of Psychological Ethics of the 
Fourth Century B.C. (1923; repr., Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Co., 1975), 69–70. 
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The standard list of nine occurs in the Sanskrit Mahāvyutpatti as follows: (1) a 
discolored corpse (vinīlaka); (2) a festering corpse (vidhūtika); (3) a worm-eaten 
corpse (vipaḍumaka); (4) a bloated corpse (vyādhmātaka); (5) a bloody corpse 
(vilohitaka); (6) a devoured corpse (vikhāditaka); (7) a dismembered, scattered 
corpse (vikṣiptaka); (8) a burned corpse (vidagdhaka); and (9) bones (asthi). See 
Har Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature (1932; repr., 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970), 94. This practice is described in more detail 
in chapter 6 of Buddhaghoṣa’s Visuddhimagga; see Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli, trans., 
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The Guru’s Tongue: Metaphor, Imagery, and 
Vernacular Language in Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā 
Traditions1

Glen Alexander Hayes
Bloomfield College

The praises for Kṛṣṇa are the uterine blood, while the seed syllable is 
the semen.

The guru’s tongue (guru-jihvā) is the penis, while the ear of the disciple 
is the vagina.

So, your birth should result from these things.
You should really try to understand how you can be born through the 

grace of practitioners.

—Ākiñcana-dāsa, Vivarta-vilāsa (The Play of Transformation)2

Introduction: Vernacular Tantra and Bengal

These vivid passages from a seventeenth-century Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā 
text provide us with a good example of the richness and complexity 
of vernacular (in this case, Bengali) tantric literature. We will ana-
lyze these passages later in this essay, but they help to introduce us to 
some of the issues regarding the scholarly study of tantra,3 especially 
those concerning differences between South Asian tantras composed 
in Sanskrit and others composed in Bengali and other vernacular lan-
guages. Most prior scholarship, especially in the area of Hindu tantra, 
has emphasized the more abstract and elite Sanskrit-based texts; more 
recently, however, scholars of tantra have demonstrated that impor-
tant tantric traditions have been expressed in vernacular languages 
such as Bengali, Hindi, and Malayalam.4 In addition to honoring the 
career of Jim Sanford, this essay has two objectives: (1) to briefly re-
view modern metaphor theories and consider their use in the study 
of vernacular tantra, and (2) to apply these insights to brief selections 
of seventeenth-century Bengali Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā texts. But first we 
must consider the general background of vernacular tantra in Bengal.
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To begin with, the area of northeastern India including greater 
Bengal and Assam has historically been one of the most fertile arenas 
for the development and growth of Buddhist and Hindu tantrism. The 
renowned Buddhist centers of Tamralipti and Nālandā were located 
here, and Buddhist tantrics traveled throughout the region, including 
active exchanges between Bengal and Himalayan regions such as Ne-
pal, Bhutan, Sikkim, and Tibet. As noted by S. C. Banerji in his survey 
Tantra in Bengal, from “the Tibetan Bstan-hgyur and Lama Tārānātha’s 
history of Tibet, we learn about quite a number of other Buddhist tan-
tras by Bengali authors. Their Sanskrit originals are lost, and are pre-
served only in Tibetan versions and, in a very few cases, in Chinese.”5 
But tantrism was also being expressed in proto-vernacular languages 
like “old Bengali” or Apabhraṃśa, surviving in manuscript form as 
collections called caryāpadas and dohas (ca. 950–1150 CE) by their dis-
coverer, Haraprasad Sastri.6 These important texts suggest a vital ver-
nacular tradition of Buddhist tantrism in Bengal, outside of the walls 
of universities and the elite, for the songs of the caryāpadas and dohas 
reveal aspects of domestic village life like dancing, cooking, music, 
and boating. In contrast to the refined philosophy and abstractions of 
many Sanskrit- and Tibetan-based tantras, these short Buddhist works 
focus more on the experiences of specific gurus and particular prac-
tices rather than developing a more general tantric system. 

Although the origins of Hindu tantrism are as obscure as those of 
Buddhist tantra, we also find many examples of both elite and popular 
expressions.7 While this is not the place to examine the many important 
tantric teachers and texts connected with Bengal, it should be noted 
that some of the most renowned works are the Sarvollāsa of Sarvānanda 
(ca. 1425 CE), the famous Tantrasāra of Kŗṣṇānanda Āgamavāgiśa (ca. 
1580 CE), and the Śyāmārahasya of Pūrṇānanda (ca. 1575 CE).8 But these 
texts tended to be written by, and intended for, upper-caste Hindus; as 
with Buddhist tantrism, various tantric movements flourished among 
village and rural people, and among the lower castes and outcastes. It 
is especially among these groups that vernacular tantric traditions de-
veloped. As with Buddhist tantrism, in contrast to most Sanskrit-based 
tantric traditions, Bengali vernacular tantrics, such as the Vaiṣṇava 
Sahajiyās, the Bāuls, and the Kartābhajās, did not emphasize cosmic 
abstractions or complex philosophies.9 Instead, these widespread 
movements and their gurus were concerned with the problems of ev-
eryday life, the human body, and desires. In their own ways, Sahajiyās, 
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Bāuls, and Kartābhajās confronted the issues of cosmology, physiol-
ogy, sexuality, and soteriology and came up with their own distinctive 
vernacular responses. Perhaps it is not surprising that they embraced 
the concept of saṃdeha or liberation “with a body” far more than most 
Sanskrit-based texts, for whom the physical body was still regarded 
as less real than, for example, the subtle body (sūkṣma-śarīra, in Śaiva 
tantras).10 Although all tantras regard some type of body as “real” and 
useful for liberation, Bengali vernacular tantras have placed great em-
phasis upon the physical body as the basis of sādhana (psychophysical 
ritual and meditative practices).

Perhaps as an extension of this saṃdeha worldview, Bengali ver-
nacular tantrics tended to embrace a cosmological continuum of sub-
stance and consciousness, as opposed to the more dualistic model 
proposed by Sāṃkhya and Sanskrit-based systems, e.g., the contrast 
between puruṣa (consciousness) and prakṛti (matter). Although vernac-
ular traditions employ classical South Asia homologies between the 
body and the cosmos, microcosm and macrocosm, these connections 
are not based so much upon the precise use of mantras as much as they 
are upon the use of specifically bodily rituals such as ritual sexual inter-
course, ingestion of sexual and other substances, devotional singing, 
and visualization. This focus on embodiment and, in a way, the local 
and immediate world, led in turn to development of various religious 
metaphors dealing with “taste,” “touch,” and “sight” (to name just a 
few). As a result, we find Bengali vernacular tantric communities mak-
ing use of esoteric discourses and rituals expressing these polyvalent 
metaphors to comprehend and achieve cosmic processes, beings, and 
liberation.

Descriptions of the subtle inner yogic bodies and regions use im-
ageries and metaphors from Bengali culture and the Gangetic delta, so 
that, for example, the better-known cakras and kuṇḍalinī-śakti of Śaiva 
and Śākta systems are often replaced in Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā teachings by 
the more hydraulic and riverine images of enchanted ponds (sarovara) 
and winding rivers (bāṅkānadī). In the Amṛtaratnāvalī of Mukunda-dāsa 
(ca. 1600 CE) we find the following (vv. 96–98):11

Through the ninth door12 is the Pond of Lust (kāma-sarovara).
Thus has been proclaimed the story which all the śāstras discuss.

There are the Pond of Lust (kāma-sarovara) [and] the Pond of Self-
Consciousness (māna-sarovara);
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The Pond of Divine Love (prema-sarovara) [and] the Pond of Inde-
structibility (akṣaya-sarovara). 

The four ponds lie within the heart.
If you have a body (deha), you can reach the other shore.13

In other Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā, Bāul, and Kartābhajā texts we also find ex-
tensive use of references to Bengali sweets, flowers, animals, villages, 
marketplaces, and even local coinage. To be sure, many of these have 
pan-Indian cognates, but they exist in these texts as specifically Ben-
gali variants, located in, and expressing, Bengali culture and contexts.

In grappling with the fundamental tantric issues of sexuality, ritual 
transformation, and cosmic powers, Bengali vernacular tantras reflect 
not just a need to balance the feminine with the masculine, but, per-
haps reflecting the prevalence of Śaktism and other goddess traditions 
in the region, a frequent emphasis upon the cosmic feminine, the role of 
the female ritual partner (gopīs, nāyikās), and (especially with Sahajiyās) 
the necessity of the inner visualized female form (śrīrūpa-mañjarī) as 
prerequisites to final liberation. In addition to this important valoriza-
tion of the feminine, we find among the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyās the process 
of what Joseph O’Connell calls “anamnesia,” a ritual transformation 
whereby the practitioner seeks to “remember” (smaraṇa) his/her “true 
nature” (svarūpa) as a participant in the cosmic drama (dhāma-līlā) of 
Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā.14

Finally, the academic study of Bengali vernacular tantric tradi-
tions (as well as those from other regions) has been hampered not 
only by Orientalist strategies, terminologies, sanitizing, and censor-
ship (as Andre Padoux, Doug Brooks, Tony Stewart, and Hugh Urban 
have argued),15 but also by the problems of attempting to study “local” 
and vernacular tantra without having the discourse constrained by the 
generic reductionist concept of Sanskrit-based “tantra” or “tantrism” 
(itself an Orientalist and scholarly construct). This essay will demon-
strate the vernacular “Bengali” and local nature of Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā 
tantric traditions. Rather than understanding them from the perspec-
tive of Sanskrit-based, elite tantric traditions, we will encounter them 
on their own terms, hopefully appreciating their richness and com-
plexity.16

In this short essay I would like to consider some of these problems 
of studying “local” and vernacular tantra by referring to selections 
from two seventeenth-century Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā texts that I have 
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translated.17 Information gleaned from these wonderful, if challeng-
ing esoteric texts can illustrate not only important aspects of vernacu-
lar tantric literature, but also show how the use of modern conceptual 
metaphor theories (especially those developed by George Lakoff and 
Mark Johnson, see below) can help us to better understand the imagi-
native worlds expressed by vernacular texts and traditions. One way to 
“liberate” local tantras from the constraints of the dominant Sanskrit-
based model of “tantra” is to explore the vernacular language itself, to 
coax out the often-profound metaphors and entailments that “live” in 
the texts.

Edward C. Dimock presented some of the basic beliefs and prac-
tices of Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā traditions and discussed the problematics 
of determining their origins in his now-classic The Place of the Hidden 
Moon.18 However, for the convenience of those readers not familiar 
with his work I will provide a quick overview of these fascinating tra-
ditions. The Sahajiyās may be considered—in the very broad sense—an 
interaction of tantric yoga with Vaiṣṇava bhakti, with the resultant a 
quite distinctive vernacular tantric tradition.19 First, Sahajiyās adapt 
classical devotional interpretations of Kṛṣṇa, transforming him from 
a supreme being (as bhagavān, quite distinct from ordinary human be-
ings) into the inner cosmic form (svarūpa) of every human male. Rādhā 
is transformed from the consort or hlādini-śakti (“bliss emanation”) of 
Kṛṣṇa into the svarūpa of every woman. For Sahajiyās, in other words, 
the goal is not to worship Kṛṣṇa or imitate Rādhā and the gopīs in a du-
alistic bhakti sense, but rather to become Kṛṣṇa or Rādhā themselves, in 
a monistic tantric manner. Second, by expressing these alternative and 
antinomian notions of Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā in Bengali language and verse, 
and embedding these narratives in specific Sahajiyā teaching lineages, 
they move Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā even further from the Sanskrit-based and 
classical formulations into the local cultural and cognitive realities of 
Bengali men and women.

As Dimock has shown, Kṛṣṇa and his erotic encounters with Rādhā 
would seem to be natural choices for adaptations by late medieval 
Sahajiyā tantrics as they sought to express the need to reverse the 
phenomenal flow of creation—engendered as the “play” of male and 
female powers—“upwards against the current” (sroter ujāna) back to 
the unitive state of Sahaja, the “Innate” or “Primordial” condition. Of 
course, the popular notion of the religious leader Kṛṣṇa Caitanya (ca. 
1486–1533 CE) as the dual incarnation of both Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa, devel-



Pacific World46

oped by Kṛṣṇa-dāsa Kavirāja (ca. 1615 CE) in his Caitanya-caritāmṛta,20 
was also taken up by some Sahajiyā gurus as a clear reflection of their 
own belief that all Sahajiyās must themselves realize the indwelling of 
both male and female powers within their own physical bodies.

Contemporary Metaphor Theories and  
the Study of Vernacular Tantra

If we can set aside the controversy of possible Sahajiyā influence 
on orthodox Vaiṣṇavism,21 we can turn our attention to how vernacu-
lar tantric traditions are expressed in some Sahajiyā texts, such as the 
Amṛtaratnāvalī of Mukunda-dāsa (ca. 1600 CE) and the Vivarta-vilāsa of 
Ākiñcana-dāsa (ca. 1650 CE).22 Of interest is the fact that, in contrast to 
most other tantric traditions that have extensive written commentar-
ies based on major or “root” texts, there appears to be no such tradi-
tion of written commentaries in Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā traditions. So the 
modern scholar is immediately challenged when dealing with the intri-
cacies and details of the existing texts (many of which remain unstud-
ied manuscripts in Bengali archives and libraries). We lack traditional 
guides to the texts, but we can turn to other methods. One fruitful way 
to do this is to explore the metaphors that lie at the heart of the texts. 
To begin with, the basic Vaiṣṇava notion of avatāra is itself a wonderful 
metaphoric process, for it enables an abstract, cosmic, divine being to 
be expressed in more earthly, concrete terms—one of the basic func-
tions of either religious metaphor (such as “God is love”) or everyday 
metaphor (“Life is a journey”). Whether it is Viṣṇu taking form as a 
fish or a boar or a man-lion or Kṛṣṇa taking form as a baby, a friend, or 
a lover, it is this shape-shifting nature of Viṣṇu and Kṛṣṇa that lends 
itself to additional tantric reinterpretation and metaphorical elabora-
tion.

Until recently, metaphor has been studied by Western scholars pri-
marily as a linguistic and poetic device. And, as scholars of South Asia 
know, metaphor is given extensive treatment in classical Indian aes-
thetics and dramaturgy in terms of rūpaka, alaṃkāra, and dvani (ideas 
that continue in Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava and Sahajiyā aesthetics).23 But over 
the past several decades a decidedly modern theory of “conceptual 
metaphor” has emerged, based on the efforts of a wide range of schol-
ars, including linguists, philosophers, literary critics, folklorists, cog-
nitive scientists, and anthropologists. 24 A methodology using concepts 
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from this emerging field shows great promise in our efforts towards 
understanding religious texts and discourse. Vernacular religious tra-
ditions may be contrasted to classical and elite traditions not only be-
cause they developed in (and responded to) different social, cultural, 
and historical contexts, but also because they make distinctive uses of 
metaphors in their attempt to construe and express sacred realities and 
beings. These are not metaphors just in the sense of literary and poetic 
devices; the modern understanding of conceptual metaphors connects 
metaphors to fundamental cognitive, physiological, and neurological 
processes—many of which we are only just beginning to understand.

As linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson observe 
in their wonderful groundbreaking collaboration Metaphors We Live By, 

“metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in 
thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which 
we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.” 25 Ac-
cording to Johnson, metaphor is

conceived as a pervasive mode of understanding by which we project 
patterns from one domain of experience in order to structure anoth-
er domain of a different kind. So conceived, metaphor is not merely 
a linguistic mode of expression; rather, it is one of the chief cognitive 
structures by which we are able to have coherent, ordered experi-
ences that we can reason about and make sense of. Through meta-
phor, we make use of patterns that obtain in our physical experience 
to organize our more abstract understanding.26

Following the groundbreaking work of Lakoff and Johnson, Gary 
B. Palmer applied their insights to culture and cognition in his useful 
Toward a Theory of Cultural Linguistics, wherein he argues that different 
languages and metaphors correspond to different cognitive models and 
worldviews.27 For our purposes it is worthwhile to note Palmer’s argu-
ment that human communities operate with “folk cognitive models,” 
models of reality that operate in the minds of speakers of a given lan-
guage.28 Thus, vernacular tantric traditions like the Sahajiyās are not 
just using different languages to express the same basic tantric world-
views; they are in fact expressing distinct cognitive and cosmological 
models. That is one of the reasons why the Sahajiyā cosmophysiology 
of lotus ponds and rivers is so different from the Śaiva models of cakras 
and nāḍīs; although structurally similar, the metaphors used are differ-
ent, as are the entailments and the subtle meanings.
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According to Palmer, one of the major goals of language, especially 
metaphors, is to convey images from one person to another. This is also 
a major goal of tantric sādhana and initiation, as gurus experience cos-
mic realities and bodily sensations, then share them with disciples us-
ing rituals, texts, and discourses. But, just as tantric imagery is always 
essentially secretive and esoteric (gupta, rahasya, marma), so are im-
ages never directly related by language; rather, to quote Palmer, they 
are “mental representations that begin as conceptual analogs of im-
mediate, perceptual experience from the peripheral sensory organs.”29 
This is why we must pay close attention to the vernacularity of the 
traditions we study, for if the key to tantric visualization and sādhanas 
are the images of deities and the disciples’ connections with them, the 
shaping influence of vernacular language and culture must be under-
stood. Although not referring to religious images per se, Palmer ob-
serves that images are30

Indirect conceptual analogs of the environment, broadly construed 
to include society, natural phenomena, our own bodies and their or-
ganic (and mental) processes, and the rest of what is often called “re-
ality” or “the world out there.”

So, to summarize, we could argue that basically all imagery is struc-
tured by culture and what Palmer calls “personal history.”31 Thus, in 
order to understand and appreciate vernacular or elite tantric imager-
ies, we must understand the context of the culture and the language.

In an earlier essay32 I suggested how modern conceptual metaphor 
theory can help us to understand tantric visualization and ritual pro-
cesses; here I will apply this methodology to the issues of vernacular 
language and tantric traditions. In order to appreciate the basic theory, 
a bit of linguistic terminology must be used, that involving so-called 
“target” and “source” domains. For example, regarding the LOVE IS A 
JOURNEY metaphor (which exists in variants worldwide, and is found 
in Sahajiyā texts as well), Lakoff observes:

The metaphor involves understanding one domain of experience, 
love, in terms of another domain of experience, journeys. More tech-
nically, the metaphor can be understood as a mapping (in the math-
ematical sense) from a source domain (in this case, journeys) to a 
target domain (in this case, love). The mapping is tightly structured. 
There are ontological correspondences, according to which entities 
in the domain of love (e.g. the lovers, their common goals, their dif-
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ficulties, the love relationship) correspond systematically to entities 
in the domain of a journey (the travelers, the vehicle, destinations, 
etc.).33

Thus, for most metaphors, the basic taxonomy is: TARGET-domain IS 
SOURCE-domain, and much of the theory explores these “ontological 
correspondences,” as well as their various meanings. This same basic 
relationship can be applied to virtually any metaphor, for example: 
ARGUMENT IS WAR or IDEAS ARE FOOD. The multiple meanings found 
in the source domain (war, food) may have complex relationships with 
those in the target domain (argument, ideas), and a wide range of se-
mantic and lexical implications or entailments are the result. Thus, we 
can have, respectively, expressions like “He attacked my position” and 
“Your thesis is hard to digest.” So, even in cases of nonreligious lan-
guage, what we find are local and vernacular expressions being linked 
to underlying metaphorical constructions and to Palmer’s “folk cogni-
tive models.”

The same applies to specifically religious metaphors, which tend 
even more to be polysemic. An example from the Amṛtaratnāvalī helps 
to illustrate this complexity (vv. 162–164):

That Pond is visualized as having a pleasing shape.
I will tell you about it, please listen carefully!

That Pond is adorned with precious gems (maṇika).
That eternal Abode (dhāma) is inlaid with the Jewels (ratna).

In the four directions there are four landing-stairs, connected to the 
path of the village leader.34

The landing-stairs are redolent with the [scents] of musk, vermilion, 
and sandalwood.

This passage, which describes the visualization of one of the inner 
ponds of the yogic body, also contains images of stairs, villages, leaders, 
and ritual cosmetics. But beyond this basic level of simple description, 
there is a deeper underlying level of metaphorical process at work. 
When we examine Sahajiyā religious metaphors (and there are many), 
such as THE BODY IS A POND SYSTEM or REALITY IS FLUID or SAHAJA 
IS A CONTAINER or SĀDHANA IS A JOURNEY, we find that important as-
pects of the source domain (the relatively “concrete” notions of a pond 
system, fluid, container, journey) tend to be applied to the target do-
mains (the more abstract notions of body, reality, Sahaja, and sādhana) 
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in ways that attempt to maintain metaphorical consistency. Thus, the 
local or “folk” details of a river system (e.g., banks, landing stairs, wa-
ters, villages, ponds, current, boats) are connected to the body in a way 
that the Sahajiyās thus envision these details as part of the subtle inner 
body. In other words, the “cognitive topology,” the “nooks and cran-
nies” as it were, of the source domains (the “concrete” image) tend to 
constrain and structure how the target domain (the “abstraction”) is 
perceived and experienced. This is why we must pay attention to the 
specifically local images and vernacular Bengali expressions that are 
used to indicate cosmic abstractions like Kṛṣṇa, Sahaja, or the subtle 
body; it also suggests why the Sahajiyā subtle physiology is typically 
envisioned not as fiery energy centers and ascending kuṇḍalinī-śakti 
(more typically features of Sanskritic texts), but rather as the move-
ment of fluids along a river, past villages, and into a series of inner 
ponds. There is a metaphorical and cognitive consistency that leads to 
what Tony Stewart calls “coherent metaphoric worlds.”35

Metaphors are thus useful because they enable what Mark Johnson 
calls “the imaginative structuring of experience” in human life, which 
consists of “forms of imagination that grow out of bodily experience, as 
it contributes to our understanding and guides our reasoning.”36 And it 
is here where we can gain an appreciation for the use of local, folk, and 
vernacular expressions, for it is this very function of metaphor that 
allows mystics such as the Sahajiyās to “imaginatively structure” their 
yogic, emotional, and sexual experiences. This is based upon what mod-
ern theorists call “image schemata,” essentially “a recurring, dynamic 
pattern of our perceptual interactions and motor programs that gives 
coherence and structure to our experience.”37 Although we are still 
learning more about such cognitive schema as we learn more about 
neurophysiology and other areas, schema theory has been reviewed 
by Ronald W. Casson.38 Casson states that schemas are “conceptual ab-
stractions that mediate between stimuli received by the sense organs 
and behavioral responses” and that they “serve as the basis for all hu-
man information processing, e.g. perception and comprehension, cat-
egorization and planning, recognition and recall, and problem-solving 
and decision-making.”39 While this is not the place to explore the neu-
rophysiological aspects of schema, it is worth quoting Palmer on why 
they are essential to our study of language and culture:40

To understand a word as its speaker intended or to use it appropri-
ately, it is necessary to know the schema or schemas to which it be-
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longs in a particular context of use. Words evoke systems of meaning, 
and often, as in metaphor, they evoke two or more systems at once. 
Whole vocabularies pertaining to the landscape, the body, kinship, 
and other topics all have their own underlying schemas. Along such 
schemas, words and idiomatic phrases are distributed more or less 
systematically.

Some such schemata, such as the “verticality schema” (and the mean-
ing or value of “up” versus “down”) or the “container schema” (which 
can “mark off” a mental space and turn an idea or experience into a 
“vessel”) are perhaps universally found with humans, but it is likely 
that there are important local and individual expressions—issues that 
we are still working out. 

Metaphors thus work together with bodily experience and image 
schemata to create “coherent metaphoric worlds,” allowing us to in-
teract with, and even to “enter,” those worlds. It is precisely this pro-
cess of what Lakoff and Johnson call “mapping” that we can find in 
Sahajiyā notions of subtle physiology and ritual process, of identify-
ing men with Kṛṣṇa and women with Rādhā. This “mapping” (itself a 
spatial metaphor) allows for not just analysis and manipulation of the 
embodied condition and the material world, but for gradual transfor-
mation of the bodies of the male and female practitioners and the at-
tainment of Sahaja.

Although the preceding discussion of contemporary metaphor 
theory is necessarily brief, and the issues are often quite subtle and 
nuanced, I trust that it has shown how metaphors may be related to 
language, thought, imagination, and basic experience. In addition to 
being useful literary devices, metaphors are embedded in our ways of 
thinking about ourselves, others, and the world. Like the operating 
system of a computer that runs quietly “in the background” of what 
we see on the screen, metaphors and image schemata exist underneath 
our words and thoughts and actions. They are at the heart of vernacu-
lar language. As it turns out, they are very “real.” Lakoff observes that 
“metaphors impose a structure on real life, through the creation of new 
correspondences in experience. And once created in one generation, they serve 
as an experiential basis for that metaphor in the next generation.”41 This is 
precisely what seems to have happened in medieval Sahajiyā commu-
nities, as influential gurus like Mukunda-dāsa and Ākiñcana-dāsa de-
veloped distinctive metaphoric worlds based upon their own yogic ex-
periences, expressed them orally and in written texts, and then passed 
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them down to their own students. Through their development of such 
metaphoric worlds they were able to express and disseminate their ex-
periences to others in greater Bengal.

Some further examples of these visionary worlds from the 
Amṛtaratnāvalī will help to illustrate this metaphorical richness (vv. 
42–50):

This dharma is the purest, without division or simple lust (kāma).
The abode (dhāma) beyond the heavenly Virajā River is transcen-

dent.42

Along the far shores of the Virajā River is The Land (deśakhāna).
Sahajapur is that Village (grāma) which is called “Eternal Bliss” 

(sadānanda).

To the west of that [river] is [a village called] Kaliṅga Kalikā;
The female partner (nāyikā) of that place is called Campaka 

Kalikā.43

[In that place are] the Tree of Emptiness,44 and lotuses of one hundred 
and one thousand petals.

The Land surrounds that tree and the waters of the Lotus Pond.

To the north [of the Virajā River] is the Village called Place of Bliss 
(ānandapura).

[In that place are] mystics (rasikas), the grove (kuñja) of rasa, and the 
abode of the God of Love (Manmatha, or Kāmadeva).

Forever blissful, forever overwhelmed, forever desirous,
the Together-Born Inner Person (sahaja-mānusa) always makes [its] 

home there.

To the east of that [Virajā River] is the heavenly village of Sahajapura.
That is the eternal abode of the Together-Born Person.

Forever blissful, forever overwhelmed, forever desirous,
the Together-Born Person always makes [its] home there.45

To the south of that [river] is [the Village called] Place of Conscious 
Bliss (cidānandapura); 

a Land called Radiant Moon (candrakānti) is not far away. 

When we consider such lovely inner worlds depicted in Sahajiyā 
texts, we need to bear in mind that these visionary worlds are con-
nected to underlying metaphorical structures and experienced by 
Sahajiyās as very real—more “real” than the outer realm of zamind-
ars, geckos, and monsoons. Sahajiyās did not just attempt to construe 
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their esoteric language so that it made sense in the ordinary world; 
rather, to paraphrase literary critic Samuel Levin,46 they construed the 
world to make sense of the esoteric language. It is thus this profound 
“process of construal” that we must be sensitive to, by noting regional 
phrasings, local references, and above all metaphorical consistencies 
(or, in some cases, inconsistencies).

For esoteric mystical traditions like the Sahajiyās, ritual practices—
ranging from the beginner’s practices of singing and dancing adapted 
from Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava vaidhi-bhakti to the tantric sexual rituals prac-
ticed at the advanced stage of siddha—thus allow for a visualized inner 
cosmos and body that is construed in terms of the metaphors, be they 
“rivers,” “ponds,” “flowers,” or “villages.” There is, of course, a physi-
cal component, as parts of the human body and material world are ho-
mologized with the metaphors, such as the vagina with a lotus, the 
penis with a honeybee, the urethra with a river, and so forth. Verse 133 
of the Amṛtaratnāvalī, for example, quoting another text by Mukunda-
dāsa, The Garland of Bees (Bhṛngaratnāvalī), compares men to bumble-
bees, allowing possible entailments such as taking honey, flitting from 
flower to flower, and so forth: “Protected by the lotuses of the Pond 
which is a sea of Divine Love and nectar, men become bumblebees. How 
can the passionate ones, clinging to the feet of the blessed Body, en-
ter the world inside the body?”47 This esoteric “process of construal,” 
then, allows for not just metaphoric language based upon concepts, 
but also for religious realities and concepts “created” by the meta-
phoric language. The religious adept is thus “projected into,” engages, 
and responds to such metaphoric worlds as coherent reality, not at all 
fictive illusion.48 For Sahajiyās, they really become bees, alight in floral 
realities.

Folklorist Barre Toelken, in his wonderful study of European and 
American folksongs and ballads, Morning Dew and Roses, argues that 
“We will not want to read meaning into a song, but rather attempt 
to read meaning out by carefully noting . . . the relationship of the 
metaphor to the assumptions in its culture and by charting its coherent 
relationships to the song in which it appears.”49 When reading such 
material (or listening to it), the scholar should be sensitive to the 
“range of metaphorical possibilities” within the text and the culture, 
and will discover that this range can span “almost explicit metonymy 
to complex suggestive metaphor.”50
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In the case of Sahajiyā texts, which are often riddle-like in their 
use of uninflected language and esoteric vocabulary (which, along with 
the lack of written commentaries, makes their study quite vexing for 
modern scholars!), there is an interesting range of imagery and meta-
phor, much of which is “hydraulic” in nature, based upon sexuality, 
fluids, rivers, ponds, and flowers. We find similar imageries and tropes 
in other Bengali vernacular tantric traditions, such as Bāul, Śākta, and 
Kartābhajā songs.51 This consistency suggests that such choices are 
neither coincidental nor random. In explaining the polysemy of Euro-
American “riddle songs,” Toelken observes:

The more fully we can perceive the vernacular system from which 
the song grows and in which such references make sense, the more 
we will realize that there is not a strict code of any sort, but rather 
a field of metaphorical possibility, a pool of culturally recognizable 
resources in the language and in everyday jokes and formulations.52

Thus, in a way, we return to Lakoff and Johnson’s basic point about metaphor, 
that the relationship between the target and source domains (between 
the denotative and connotative, “love” and “journey,” or “woman” 
and “lotus flower”) is not simple and predictable, and certainly not a 
simple or even predictable “code.” But now we will turn to an exami-
nation of selected passages from Sahajiyā texts to apply some of these 
insights regarding metaphor and vernacular language.

Sacred Jewels and Fluids:  
The AmṚtaratnāvalī of Mukunda-dāsa

We have already examined some verses from the Amṛtaratnāvalī 
or Necklace of Immortality of Mukunda-dāsa, which was composed 
around 1600 CE. In its over three hundred couplets we find a rich trove 
of metaphors and Bengali cultural references—as well as the tantric 
visualizations and ritual procedures that are its main focus. As with 
other Bengali vernacular tantras, it expresses a worldview emphasizing 
embodiment, the transformative and salvific powers of ritual sexual 
intercourse, and the importance of “substance” in the religious quest. 
The very title, Necklace (ratnāvalī) of Immortality (amṛta), is itself a 
polysemic metaphor, for it suggests not only the uses of jewels and 
bodily ornamentation in tantric ritual, but the more fundamental 
notion that the practitioner must “fashion” and then figuratively 
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“wear” an encircling mandala made out of the “jewels” or ratna which, 
in the esoteric language of the text, are yogically-reversed sexual 
fluids. Called vastu or “stuff” by Mukunda-dāsa, these fluids are created 
and joined when the male practitioner, as Kṛṣṇa, joins with his female 
partner, who is visualized as Rādhā. The process is one in which the 
male is believed to draw the female sexual fluid (rati) from the woman’s 
vagina into his penis, where it joins with his semen (rasa) and is then 
caused to move upwards along the “crooked river” (bāṅkānadī), through 
four inner ponds (sarovara), and finally up to Sahaja itself.53 (Some have 
playfully termed this the “reverse-fountain-pen technique,” but it is a 
variant of the tantric practice of “reverse suction,” such as the vajrolī-
mudrā of Siddha traditions).54 As abstract and mystical as these inner 
places may be, they are all accessible through the fluids of the human 
body, connected to the very “stuff” (vastu) of this world.

That Mukunda-dāsa and other medieval Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyās would 
use a substantive term like vastu in their description of subtle physiol-
ogy is significant, for it illustrates the use of several different kinds of 
ontological metaphors identified by Lakoff and Johnson: entity, sub-
stance, and container metaphors. Abstractions like the experience of 
a “divine body” (deva-deha) and associated states of consciousness are 
expressed and made more accessible through the use of such images. 
As Lakoff and Johnson note:

Our experience of physical objects and substances provides a further 
basis for understanding—one that goes beyond mere orientation. Un-
derstanding our experiences in terms of objects and substances al-
lows us to pick out parts of our experience and treat them as discrete 
entities or substances of a uniform kind. Once we can identify our ex-
periences as entities or substances, we can refer to them, categorize 
them, group them, and quantify them—and, by this means, reason 
about them.55

Because of the use of such “substantive” metaphors to express mys-
tical experiences, the metaphoric world of the Necklace has a particular 
character or quality that distinguishes it from the metaphoric worlds 
of some Sanskrit-based tantric or Kṛṣṇa traditions, which often use dif-
ferent kinds of metaphors. Whereas the metaphoric world of the Neck-
lace is expressed primarily through metaphors of substances and flu-
ids, other types of tantric worlds—for example, those expressed using 
the better-known systems of cakras and kuṇḍalinī-śakti—use metaphors 
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of energy, sound, power, and light.56 Although this is not the place to 
explore the many fascinating issues arising from such differences (and 
similarities), it should be clear that, once a basic metaphorical world 
is established, certain entailments and outcomes are possible—while 
others are not. In other words, a cosmophysiology based primarily 
(though not exclusively) upon fluids and substances will probably have 
some dynamics or “feel” (to use a modern sensory metaphor) that vary 
from one based primarily upon energy, sound, and light.

Mukunda-dāsa is quite clear about the importance of substance and 
fluid, for early in the text (vv. 7–12), immediately after offering homage 
to notable Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava authorities like Caitanya, Nityānanda, 
and the Gosvāmins, he discusses the importance of rasa, understood on 
several levels—as a religio-aesthetic experience, as a sexual substance, 
and even as an alchemical term (as mercury).57 However, since the 
basic meaning of rasa is “juice” or “essence” (as from a sugar cane), 
this allows Mukunda-dāsa to develop entailments based upon the core 
image of a “sweet fluid” that causes delightful sensations when “tasted.” 
Thus, rasa can be the rapturous aesthetic or devotional experience of 
“sweet” emotions, and it can also be the essence that derives, not just 
from a cane, but from the penis. Furthermore, those who experience 
rasa are called rasikas (“aesthetes,” “connoisseurs,” or “tasters”), and 
Mukunda-dāsa compares their experiences to floating upon a river (vv. 
8–9):

Those devotees who are rasikas seek the subtle inner Body (śrī-rūpa).
Their minds are constantly bobbing (ḍubāya) about in the rasa.

With minds submerged (magna) in rasa, they float along.
Rasa can only be produced by keeping the company of rasikas.

Both meanings of rasa—as aesthetic experience and sexual sub-
stance—share similar entailments, for both “experience” and “semen” 
can “flow” like a river. This riverine entailment or extended mean-
ing of the basic substance/fluid metaphor also helps to suggest why 
the subtle physiology of the Necklace consists of a system of a river 
and ponds, and not the more familiar suṣumṇā-nāḍī and cakras of other 
traditions: fluids naturally run through rivers and streams and into 
ponds. Recalling the earlier metaphors of love and sādhana as a jour-
ney, which defines a path and surfaces, if mystical experience is being 
expressed in terms of fluidic metaphors, then the later stages of the 
process of liberation may be expressed as passage along a river, being 
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contained by the two banks of the river, flowing into a pond, and leav-
ing the waters through landing-stairs (ghāṭ) to enter neighboring ce-
lestial villages (grāma). Of course, much of this also reflects the natural 
topology and climate of deltaic Bengal, with its innumerable streams, 
rivers, and bodies of water. In other words, the experiences of sub-
stances, fluids, rivers, and bodies of water may have been adopted as 
metaphors and then projected in order to refer to, categorize, group, 
and quantify profound mystical and sexual experiences.

But Mukunda continues this use of substance metaphors as he 
introduces the importance of vastu as a “cosmic substance” made out 
of yogically-reversed sexual fluids, which are then used to generate 
the inner visualized form of the female ritual partner. Some relevant 
passages (vv. 10–12) are:

[Through the experience of] that rasa, you should internalize the 
principles of Substance (vastu).

Indeed, the Together-Born Substance (sahaja-vastu) and the princi-
ples of rasa are to be regarded like precious jewels (ratna). 

Influenced by the jewel [of Together-Born Substance] the rasa [as-
sumes] the shape of the Body (rūpa). 

The Body was born [by] the rituals of rasa.

Then, in the company of rasikas, she who possesses the Body (rūpavatī) 
[must appear]. 

Your own inner identity [requires] sporting as he who experiences 
rasa (rasavati). 

We can detect many aspects of Sahajiyā ritual and discourse reflected in 
these few passages, especially the practice of ritual sexual intercourse, 
the yogic reversal of sexual fluids, and the use of those fluids to create 
the inner “Body” (rūpa) of the female partner. Written in riddle-
like vernacular Bengali, they help to illustrate the quite distinctive 
character of Sahajiyā worldviews and ethos. 

The Guru’s Tongue:  
The Vivarta-vilāsa of Ākiñcana-dāsa

In addition to their specifically religious usages, metaphors may 
also be used to claim authority and legitimation. Such examples may 
be found in the Vivarta-vilāsa (The Erotic Sport of Transformation) 
of Ākiñcana-dāsa, an extensive treatise of several thousand couplets 
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composed about 1650 CE. Much of this work is devoted to arguing 
that the renowned Bengali devotional leader Kṛṣṇa Caitanya (1486–
1533 CE) and other notable Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavas were in fact secretly 
practicing Sahajiyā sexual rituals (a claim hotly contested then as now 
by orthodox Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavas).58 Ākiñcana-dāsa quotes extensively 
from the Caitanya-caritāmṛta of Kṛṣṇa-dāsa Kavirāja and from other 
texts in order to argue for this “privileged” Sahajiyā reading of Gauḍīya 
Vaiṣṇava history.59 Most of the work is composed in Bengali, although 
there are some quotations from Sanskrit works like the Bhagavad-gītā 
and philosophical and aesthetic works by Gauḍīya scholars. Ākiñcana-
dāsa had several goals in composing the Vivarta-vilāsa, including 
outlining the basic Sahajiyā worldview and ritual practices; however, 
it is clear from his extensive discourse with the mainstream Gauḍīya 
Vaiṣṇava tradition that issues of authority and legitimation were at 
the core of the text as well. Thus, we can also find sophisticated uses of 
metaphors for these purposes; some, such as the first example below are 
like Mukunda-dāsa’s uses in the Amṛtaratnāvalī, essentially describing 
sādhana and deha-tattva. Others, like the vivid metaphor of the guru’s 
tongue (guru-jihvā), are more complex, weaving issues of authority into 
those of cosmology, physiology, and sādhana.

Like Mukunda-dāsa and other Sahajiyā gurus, Ākiñcana-dāsa em-
braces a basically substantive and hydraulic cosmophysiology, and the 
metaphors help him to do this. One such example of a substance or 
ontological metaphor reflects not only traditions of ritual sexual in-
tercourse and alchemy, but also the Bengali love of making candy and 
other sweets:60

Without the help of experienced devotees, devotion to the divine 
juice (rasa) cannot be understood.

The alchemical candy (bhiyāna) is ritually prepared using the in-
strument of divine love.

*	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	

The alchemical candy was made by seizing the divine juice,
and blending into that precious treasure the female and the male 

principles.

As many sugar-drops and candy pieces that can be made from the 
juice of the sugarcane,

that much cosmic substance (vastu) and power (śakti) are to be gained 
in the great mystical condition (mahābhāva).
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In The Immortal Acts of Caitanya (2.23.23) it is said:

From the sugarcane plant come seeds, stalks, juice, and molasses, but 
they share the same basic essence.

Sugar candy is really just the finest white sugar mixed with spices.

Just as the flavor of these products of the sugarcane gradually increases,
so does religious appreciation increase due to passion and divine love.

The juice and cosmic substance are always present in a special place.
If they remain, what happens? You must understand all of this.

Take the juice in that place and mix spices with it.
You must fashion the confection by transforming that juice.

Using the quaint and intriguing substantive metaphor of candy-
making, this couplet clearly reflects the cultural context of Bengali 
village life. The underlying “folk cognitive model” is that of transforming 
worldly substances like sexual fluids (rasa) into powerful alchemical 
substances or pills which, like candy (bhiyāna) can be ingested to achieve 
the higher stages of Sahajiyā sādhana and immortality. As with many 
Sahajiyā practices, there are additional devotional elements of bhakti 
and “divine love” (prema) adapted from Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavism—hence 
the citation from Kṛṣṇa-dāsa Kavirāja’s great work in an attempt to 
legitimize this tantric alchemical procedure and locate himself within 
the lineage of Caitanya and Kṛṣṇa-dāsa. Furthermore, all of this refers 
to the underlying hydraulic or fluidic metaphorical world found in 
most other Sahajiyā cosmologies. To the best of my knowledge, few if 
any other tantric traditions use this metaphor of candy-making, which 
seems specific to vernacular Bengali texts.

The metaphor of the guru’s tongue, although clearly connected to 
issues of cosmophysiology, initiation, and empowerment, also takes 
us to Sahajiyā attempts to claim authority and legitimation. As Hugh 
Urban has convincingly shown in his study of the nineteenth-century 
Kartābhajās, Bengali tantric movements have attempted to deal with 
their marginal status by employing a number of strategies of appro-
priation, transformation, and concealment.61 In the case of the ear-
lier Sahajiyās, we find not only attempts to claim the teachings and 
personalities of Gauḍīya traditions, but also the goal of achieving an 
entirely “new birth” that would distinguish the Sahajiyās from oth-
ers. These issues appear in the following key passage from the text, 
which has a number of metaphors, such as those of fluids, substances, 
and especially the basic “container” metaphor in which THE BODY IS 
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A CONTAINER. This is connected to a polysemic convergence of images 
of “birth,” “initiation,” and “speaking/hearing,” all of which lead to 
the creation of the inner yogic body. It is worth quoting much of this 
passage to illustrate its richness:62

Those rituals which deserve the highest praise involve childless 
asceticism.

Please, I implore you, behold and understand the secret meanings!

There is a full pitcher (kumbha) upon his head.
When there is such a full pitcher, the practitioner becomes very 

powerful.

Then divine love appears in his body.
Thus everyone says: “That inner country is truly a fine place.”

Hear about the different kinds of birth from the manuals of the 
practitioners and from the mouths of practitioners.

It is not even worth considering other viewpoints concerning the 
nature of devotion. 

The grace of the guru and the grace of practitioners come after the 
grace of mother and father.

This tells you that there are two separate and distinct births.

There is no birth at all without uterine blood, semen, vagina, and penis.
How can that be? I will discuss its significance.

At first there was a birth due to the bonding between mother and father.
But behold how just a little grace from the guru can cause a rebirth 

(punarjanma).

That also involves uterine blood, semen, vagina, and penis.
Clear your mind and listen, for I speak the essence of this.

The praises for Kṛṣṇa are the uterine blood, while the seed syllable is 
the semen.

The guru’s tongue is the penis, while the ear of the disciple is the vagina.

So, your birth should result from these things.
You should really try to understand how you can be born through the 

grace of practitioners.

The eye and ear are some of the five organs of knowledge (jñāna-indriya).
In the beginning and intermediate stages of practice, you must make 

them compassionate.
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Use the organ of knowledge that is the ear to hear about birth.
Use the eye to see the grace of the practitioners and the eternal order 

(nitya dharma).

You will then progress gradually through the three stages of practice: 
Beginner, Intermediate, and Perfected.

Hear with the ear and see with the eye how these are all really one 
process.

You must realize, brother, that everything has its uterine blood and 
semen.

Semen and uterine blood will develop when one assumes the condition 
(bhāva) of Rādhā (“Prosperity”).

The condition of being Rādhā I call the “law of loving another’s spouse” 
 (parakīyā dharma).

All of the principles of greed and devotion can be found in that condition.

There is much to comment about regarding this wonderful passage, 
which extols the virtues of “childless asceticism,” an ironic (and 
seemingly oxymoronic) phrase since this is an asceticism using ritual 
sexual intercourse.63 However, whereas ordinary sexual intercourse, 
through the bodies of the father and mother, leads to the birth of the 
ordinary physical body of flesh and blood, the Sahajiyās seek a form of 
“rebirth” (punarjanma) as the inner subtle body (śrī-rūpa). This passage 
makes use of various container metaphors: the pitcher upon the head, 
referring to the reservoir of semen according to Bengali folk culture, 
and, among Sahajiyās, to the uppermost pond (the akṣaya-sarovara), 
which is fashioned out of reversed sexual fluids.64 But the most vivid 
couplets refer to the creation of this inner bodily container, which is 
made metaphorically from “uterine blood, semen, vagina, and penis.” 
Instead of having a fleshly body born of mother’s blood and father’s 
semen (again based on the Bengali folk model), the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava 
praises (kīrtana) for Kṛṣṇa (used by Sahajiyās in early stages of practice) 
are equivalent to the blood (śoṇita), while the “seed-syllable” or bīja-
mantra used by the guru during initiation is compared to semen (śukra). 
Of note here is the transformation of sounds into substances and sexual 
fluids—yet another example of the core fluidic ontological metaphor. 
As far as the containers that hold these vital sound-fluids, the guru’s 
tongue is creatively compared to the penis; metaphorically both share 
a similar function: they both deliver the female/male sound/fluid 
to what will be the “womb” for the “birth” of the yogic body. The 
disciple’s ear is thus compared to the vagina/womb, as the receptacle 



Pacific World62

for the conjoined principles. So, the guru’s tongue and the disciple’s 
ear serve as polysemic metaphors for initiation, epistemology, birth, 
and salvific passage. But beyond this the guru’s tongue also expresses 
the Sahajiyā claim to authority and legitimation, and the disciple’s ear 
(and, by extension, head) provides the “vessel” within which both the 
“new body” and the “new power” are to grow.

Still, as the penultimate couplet notes: “You must realize, brother, 
that everything has its uterine blood and semen,” meaning that the 
Sahajiyā worldview is grounded in substance, in stuff, in fluids—just 
as the surrounding world of medieval Bengal was based upon sub-
stances and sexuality. In contrast to the classical Sāṃkhya philoso-
phy, which valorizes the consciousness of puruṣa over the matter of 
prakṛti, Ākiñcana-dāsa and Mukunda-dāsa argued that even mystical 
experiences (bhāva, mahābhāva, rasa) are grounded in substance and 
stuff. Such is the “folk cognitive model” that we find in the vernacular 
tantric traditions of the Sahajiyās, a model made all the more vivid and 
“real” through the skillful use of religious metaphors.

Conclusion

So what have we learned about vernacular religious metaphors 
in seventeenth-century Sahajiyā texts? To begin with, we must ap-
proach our understanding of such texts through the larger context of 
medieval Bengali culture and language. Sahajiyā tantric texts express 
a worldview quite distinct from other Bengali Sanskrit tantric texts 
due at least in part to the vernacular language of Bengali. Behind the 
Sahajiyā cosmophysiologies we can find “folk cognitive models” that 
are in turn connected to Bengali language and culture. Thus, using this 
methodology of modern metaphor theory and cognitive linguistics we 
can better understand the development and expressions of medieval 
tantric discourse. Although the goal of Sahajiyās is to become the in-
dwelling cosmic being known as the Sahaja-mānusa (the “innate” or 
“together-born” man), this soteriology is fully grounded “in the flesh” 
of the practitioners, promoted through their control of erotic energies 
and substances, and legitimated through the secretive power of the 
guru’s tongue. Just as we are only beginning to appreciate the rich-
ness and diversity of vernacular tantric traditions like the Vaiṣṇava 
Sahajiyās of medieval Bengal, we are also just beginning to understand 
the important role that metaphor and cognition play in the develop-
ment of language and in the formation of culture and religion. Much 
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of what I have written here must be considered at best as a “work in 
progress,” but I trust that it will inspire others to study vernacular 
texts and make further investigations into the fascinating world of 
metaphor. The “guru’s tongue,” so to speak, may have much to say to 
scholars of tantric traditions. 
�
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NOTES

1. This particular essay grows out of a much earlier draft presented at a work-
shop in September 1997 at the University of Pennsylvania that dealt with the 
problem of addressing the ambiguities inherent in delineating a living Ben-
gali vernacular tantra in concrete geographic, social (economic, political, re-
ligious, academic), and psychological spaces. Organized by Tony K. Stewart 
(North Carolina State University), this workshop, entitled “Constrained by 
Choice? The Places of Bengali Vernacular Tantra,” also included the follow-
ing participants: Rachel Fell McDermott (Barnard College), Hugh Urban (Ohio 
State University), Jeffrey J. Kripal (Rice University), Carol Salomon (Univer-
sity of Washington), Rebecca Manring (Indiana University) and Jason Fuller, 
Pika Ghosh, and Dina Siddiqui (University of Pennsylvania). Subsequent drafts 
were also presented at a meeting of the Society for Tantric Studies at Flagstaff, 
Arizona in October 2002, and at the annual meeting of the American Acad-
emy of Religion in Toronto, Ontario in November 2002. Portions of this essay 
also appear in Alternative Krishnas: Regional and Vernacular Variations on a Hindu 
Deity, ed. Guy Beck (Albany: SUNY Press, 2005), 19–32, and in Yoga: Essays on 
the Indian Tradition, ed. Ian Whicher and David Carpenter (London: Routledge, 
2003), 162–184. My thanks to Charles Orzech for his useful suggestions on this 
current version, and to Jim Sanford for all of the many years of friendship, 
collegiality, scholarship, and fun.

2. Ākiñcana-dāsa, Vivarta-vilāsa, ed. Kṛṣṇa Bhattacharya (Calcutta: Taracand 
Dasa and Sons, n.d. [approx. 1988]), 114–115. This text was composed around 
1650 CE. All translations of this and other Bengali texts by the author, with 
thanks to the late Edward C. Dimock Jr. and to Tony K. Stewart of North Caro-
lina State University for their tremendous help in working with such difficult 
texts. I would also like to thank Dr. Ramakanta Chakravarti of the University 
of Burdwan and the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad for his help during my stud-
ies in Calcutta in 1987–1988. Final responsibility, of course, remains with the 
author.

3. It has been well established, by scholars such as Andre Padoux, Douglas 
Brooks, and others, that the very categories of “tantra” and “tantrism” are 
Western Orientalist constructions. However, as Hugh Urban notes in his re-
cent study of the Kartābhajās, The Economics of Ecstasy: Tantra, Secrecy, and 
Power in Colonial Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), “Tantrism 
is perhaps much better understood as a product of the scholarly imagination, 
which we find it useful to employ as a tool or heuristic device” (p. 179). In this 
essay I will also use the terms as heuristic devices, but look forward to con-
tinuing discussions with colleagues about the problematics associated with 
the terms.
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4. See, for example, Hugh B. Urban, Songs of Ecstasy: Tantric and Devotional Songs 
from Colonial Bengal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), which includes a 
superb introduction to the Kartābhajās and fine translations of many of their 
enigmatic vernacular songs. Also see his Economics of Ecstasy, noted above; Ra-
chel McDermott, Mother of My Heart, Daughter of My Dreams: Kālī and Umā in 
the Devotional Poetry of Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) and 
Singing to the Goddess: Poems to Kālī and Umā from Bengal (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2000); David Gordon White, The Alchemical Body: Siddha Traditions 
in Medieval India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988) and Kiss of the 
Yoginī: “Tantric Sex” in Its South Asian Contexts (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003); Sarah Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother: Sexuality, Violence, and Wor-
ship of the Goddess Kali (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); and my own 
various works, cited in note 17 below. A useful recent study of various aspects 
of tantra in both Asia and the West is Hugh B. Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Poli-
tics, and Power in the Study of Religion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2003).

5. See S. C. Banerji, Tantra in Bengal—A Study in Its Origin, Development and Influ-
ence (Calcutta: Naya Prokash, 1978), 70.

6. See, for example, Atindra Mojumdar, The Caryāpadas, 2nd ed. (Calcutta: Naya 
Prokash, 1973).

7. By using the terms “elite” and “popular” or “vernacular,” I am not suggest-
ing that these are two completely polar areas of culture; obviously, people 
who spoke Bengali and Sanskrit lived in the same region. However, as this 
essay will argue, the uses of elite or vernacular languages can often influence 
how one perceives and experiences the world. Still, in the broadest sense we 
should consider “elite” and “vernacular” as possibilities along a continuum of 
language, culture, and society.

8. For more on these and other texts see S. C. Banerji, Tantra in Bengal, 74–
122.

9. For the Kartābhajās, see Urban, Economics of Ecstasy. For the Bāuls, see Carol 
Solomon, “Bāul Songs,” in Tantra in Practice, ed. David Gordon White (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 187–208, and Jeanne Openshaw, Seeking 
Bāuls of Bengal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

10. For an excellent treatment of the issues regarding saṃdeha versus videha 
(“without a body”), see Andrew O. Fort and Patricia Y. Mumme, eds., Living 
Liberation in Hindu Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996).

11. My translations of the Necklace of Immortality are based upon a manuscript 
edition of the Amṛtaratnāvalī found in the collection of the Department of Ben-
gali at the University of Calcutta, mss. #6451. Two other versions have been 
consulted and are often referred to when there are important variations or 
agreements: “M1” refers to mss. #595 in the University of Calcutta collection, 
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while “P” refers to the printed version found in Paritos Dasa, Caitanyottara 
prathama cāriṭi sahajiyā puṅthi (Calcutta: Bharati Book Stall, 1972), 131–159. 
The author expresses his gratitude to the American Institute of Indian Stud-
ies for their support during 1979–1980 and 1987–1988. This work could not 
have been carried out without the assistance of the Registrar of the University 
of Calcutta, Archivist Tushar Mahapatra, and Department Heads Asit Kumar 
Bandhopadyaya and P. Dasa. During 1987–1988, Dr. Ramakanta Chakravarti 
of the University of Burdwan and the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad shared with 
me his great knowledge of Bengali religions and manuscripts. Deepest thanks 
are also extended to the late Professor Edward C. Dimock of the University of 
Chicago, who guided me in the translation of this difficult text and suggested 
many useful readings of obscure passages. Professor Tony K. Stewart of North 
Carolina State (Raleigh) also suggested many useful changes and interpreta-
tions. The final responsibility for the translation, however, rests with the au-
thor.

12. The ninth door or orifice of the human body is widely known in yogic lit-
erature. It is often the last opening before the tenth door—which serves as the 
first opening to the yogic body. For a discussion of the Buddhist tantric views, 
see Alex Wayman, “The Nine Orifices of the Body,” in The Buddhist Tantras: 
Light on Indo-Tibetan Esotericism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1974), 
139–150. The Śrīvidyā school of Hindu Śaktism envisions a total of nine cakras; 
see Douglas Renfrew Brooks, Secret of the Three Cities: An Introduction to Hindu 
Śakta Tantrism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 56–58, 157–163.

13. On the importance of the symbol of the heart in the Kaula tantric system 
of Abhinavagupta, see Paul Eduardo Muller-Ortega, The Triadic Heart of Siva: 
Kaula Tantricism of Abhinavagupta in the Non-Dual Shaivism of Kashmir, ed. Har-
vey P. Alper (Albany: SUNY Press, 1989), passim. Line 98b is missing from M2 
and is supplied from M1 and P.

14. See Joseph O’Connell, “Were Caitanya’s Vaiṣṇavas Really Sahajiyās? The 
Case of Rāmānanda Rāya,” in Shaping Bengali Worlds, Public and Private, ed. Tony 
K. Stewart (East Lansing, MI: Asian Studies Center, 1989), 11–22; and also his 
“Rāmānanda Rāya: A Sahajiyā or a Rāgānugā Bhakta?” Journal of Vaiṣṇava Stud-
ies 1, no. 3 (Spring 1993): 36–58.

15. See, for example, Urban, Economics of Ecstasy, and Brooks, Secret of the Three 
Cities.

16. These complicated issues have been addressed in a number of venues over 
the past few decades, including the University of Pennsylvania workshop in 
1997, by the participants in the Tantric Studies Seminar of the American Acad-
emy of Religion (AAR; which ran from 1996–1999), the Tantric Studies Consul-
tation of the AAR (2004–2006), and by colleagues in the Society for Tantric 
Studies, which has met several times, most recently in 2002 and 2005.
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17. See notes 2 and 11 above for information on the Bengali versions of the 
two texts. Standard scholarly works on the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyās in English are 
Shashibhusan Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults, 3rd ed. (Calcutta: Firma K. L. 
Mukhopadhyay, 1969), especially pp. 113–156; Manindramohan Bose, The Post-
Caitanya Sahajiā [sic] Cult of Bengal (Delhi: Gian Publishing House, 1986; original 
ed. Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1930); and Edward C. Dimock, Jr., The Place 
of the Hidden Moon: Erotic Mysticism in the Vaiṣṇava-sahajiyā Cult of Bengal (1966; 
repr., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). My own works include: 
“Shapes for the Soul: A Study of Body Symbolism in the Vaiṣṇava-sahajiyā 
Tradition of Medieval Bengal” (PhD diss., University of Chicago, 1985); “On 
the Concept of Vastu in the Vaiṣṇava-sahajiyā Tradition of Medieval Ben-
gal,” in Religions and Comparative Thought: Essays in Honour of the Late Dr. Ian 
Kesarcodi-Watson, ed. Purusottama Bilimoria and Peter Fenner, Sri Garib Dass 
Oriental Series, no. 62 (Delhi: Śrī Satguru Publications/Indian Books Centre, 
1988), 141–149; “Boating Upon the Crooked River: Cosmophysiological So-
teriologies in the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Tradition of Medieval Bengal,” in Shap-
ing Bengali Worlds, Public and Private, ed. Tony K. Stewart, South Asia Series 
Occasional Paper, no. 37 (East Lansing: Asian Studies Center/Michigan State 
University, 1989), 29–35; “The Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Traditions of Medieval Ben-
gal,” in Religions of India in Practice, ed. Donald S. Lopez, Jr., Princeton Readings 
in Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 333–351; “Cosmic 
Substance in the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Traditions of Medieval Bengal,” Journal 
of Vaiṣṇava Studies 5, no. 1 (Winter 1996–1997): 183–196; and “The Necklace of 
Immortality: A Seventeenth-Century Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Text on Ritual Sexual 
Intercourse and the Transformations of the Body,” in Tantra in Practice (see 
note 9), 308–325; “The Necklace of Immortality: Metaphoric Worlds and Body 
Symbolism in Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Tantric Traditions” in Yoga: Essays on the In-
dian Tradition (see note 1), 162–184; and “Contemporary Metaphor Theory and 
Alternative Views of Krishna and Rādhā in Vaishnava Sahajiyā Tantric Tradi-
tions,” in Alternative Krishnas (see note 1), 19–32. Scholarly works in Bengali 
include Manindra Mohan Basu (Bose), Sahajiyā sāhitya (Calcutta: University 
of Calcutta, 1932); Paritos Dasa, Caitanyottara prathama cāriṭi sahajiyā puṅthi, 
and Sahajiyā o Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava dharma (Calcutta: Firma K. L. M. Private Ltd., 
1978); and Gopināth Kavirāja, Tantrik sādhana o siddhānta, 2 vols. (Burdhwan: 
Bardhāman Visvavidyalaya, 1969–1975), which covers the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyās 
in various places. Excellent introductions to Hindu Tantrism, as well as useful 
studies of specific traditions, may be found in Brooks, Secret of the Three Cities 
and Muller-Ortega, The Triadic Heart of Siva. On the Kartābhajās, see Urban, 
Economics of Ecstasy as well as the accompanying volume of translations, Songs 
of Ecstasy: Tantric and Devotional Songs from Colonial Bengal (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001).

18. Dimock, Place of the Hidden Moon.
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19. As Hugh Urban demonstrates in The Economics of Ecstasy, the Kartābhajās 
may be regarded as a later branch of the Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyās, also combining 
tantra and bhakti—but in distinctive ways that reflect the colonial context.

20. See the superb new edition, including an introduction and commentary: 
Edward C. Dimock, Jr. and Tony K. Stewart, Caitanya Caritāmṛta of Kṛṣṇadāsa 
Kavirāja: A Translation and Commentary, Harvard Oriental Series 56 (Cambridge 
and London: Harvard University Press, 2000). The fruit of many years of labor 
by the late Edward C. Dimock, Jr. and his student Tony K. Stewart, this volume 
will become the new standard work in the field.

21. See the works by Joseph O’Connell noted above and also my own “Vaiṣṇava 
Sahajiyā Appropriations of Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavism,” Journal of Vaiṣṇava Studies 
8, no. 1 (Fall 1999): 77–90 for debates concerning Sahajiyā influences on the 
Gauḍīyas. There is no debate about Gauḍīya influences upon the Sahajiyās.

22. Selections from these texts are translated in my contributions to two re-
cent anthologies: “The Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Traditions of Medieval Bengal” and 
“The Necklace of Immortality: A Seventeenth-Century Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Text on 
Ritual Sexual Intercourse and the Transformations of the Body.” 

23. For a brief survey of Western views through the mid-twentieth century, 
see Terence Hawkes, Metaphor (London: Methuen and Co., 1972). On the basic 
traditions of Sanskrit aesthetics, see A. K. Ramanujan and Edwin Gerow, “In-
dian Poetics,” in The Literatures of India: An Introduction, ed. Edward C. Dimock, 
Jr. and others (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 115–143.

24. Perhaps the most comprehensive collection of essays, examining met-
aphor from a range of disciplines, may be found in Andrew Ortony, ed., Meta-
phor and Thought, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
Another valuable collection is Sheldon Sacks, ed., On Metaphor (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1979). The URL for The Center for the Cogni-
tive Science of Metaphor Online is http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rohrer 
/metaphor.htm. This has many links to other related sites. 

25. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1980), 3. See also the later work by Mark Johnson, The Body 
in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and Reason (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1987). I am indebted to both of these works for help-
ing me to appreciate the pivotal role of metaphor in the medieval Vaiṣṇava 
Sahajiyā traditions. More recently, I have been inspired by a groundbreaking 
work on cognitive science: Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The Way We 
Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (New York: Basic 
Books, 2002). I applied some of this more recent methodology to my paper 
delivered at the 2006 meeting of the American Academy of Religion Tantric 
Studies Consultation, “Blended Worlds and Emergent Beings: Metaphors, Cog-
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nitive Science, and the Study of Tantra.” More of these insights will appear in 
a forthcoming publication.

26. Johnson, The Body in the Mind, xiv–xv.

27. Gary B. Palmer, Toward a Theory of Cultural Linguistics (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1996). Palmer also includes a nice discussion of the evolution of 
cultural linguistics from the days of Boas on.

28. Ibid., 36.

29. Ibid., 47.

30. Ibid., 47.

31. Ibid., 49.

32. “The Necklace of Immortality: Metaphoric Worlds and Body Symbolism in 
Vaiṣṇava Sahajiyā Tantric Traditions.” 

33. Ibid., 207.

34. Only ms. #6451 finishes the line this way; ms. #595 and the printed edition 
conclude with “built with golden vessels” (bāndhā svarṇapuṭe). #6451 reads: 
bāndhā sarddā pāthe. However, #595 and the printed version make more sense. 
This couplet also seems to describe the Rādhākuṇḍa in the Kuñjavarṇana of 
Narottama Dāsa, and suggests some of the preparations for mañjarī-sādhana. 
The cosmetics are used by the mañjarīs as they adorn themselves for the ser-
vice of the divine couple in love play.

35. Personal correspondence. My thanks again to Tony Stewart for his guid-
ance and inspiration over these many years.

36. Johnson, The Body in the Mind, 215.

37. Ibid., xiv.

38. Ronald W. Casson, “Schemata in Cognitive Anthropology,” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 12 (1983): 429–462.

39. Ibid., 430; cited in Palmer, Toward a Theory of Cultural Linguistics, 63.

40. Palmer, Toward a Theory of Cultural Linguistics, 66.

41. George Lakoff, “The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor,” in Metaphor and 
Thought (see note 24), 241.

42. Verses 41b through 46 are found only in ms. #595 and #6451, not the print-
ed text.

43. Kaliṅga Kalikā translates as “Orissan Flower Bud,” while Campaka Kalikā is 
“Magnolia Bud.” These obscure references to the flower buds may represent 
female ritual partners seated in a circle.
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44. Śūnya-vṛkṣa is translated as “tree of emptiness.” The usage of the term 
śūnya, “void,” “empty,” may reflect Buddhist tantric ideas. It can also mean 
“void,” or “non-ejaculated” when applied to the term śukra, “semen”; thus, 
this tree may be a metaphor for the phallus while in use during the ritual.

45. The first line of this couplet is found only in ms. #6451 and P, thus dupli-
cating couplet 47. Such repetition suggests the possible use of this couplet as 
a mantra.

46. See Samuel Levin, “Language, Concepts, and Worlds: Three Domains of 
Metaphor,” in Metaphor and Thought (see note 24), 121.

47. This passage refers to earlier references to bees, suggesting that the inner 
experiences of the sweet nectar of divine love transform humans into bees. 
Beyond the metaphorical connection to coitus, this possibly means the ability 
to fly about and such, reminiscent of the classical yogic powers known col-
lectively as siddhis.

48. This is very much what goes on in the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava practice of 
rāgānugā-bhakti-sādhana, adapted by Sahajiyās for beginners. In this, one envi-
sions, and gradually identifies with, a character in the mythical love-play of 
Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa. See David L. Haberman, Acting as a Way of Salvation: A Study of 
Rāgānugā Bhakti Sādhana (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).
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Sacred Space in the Temples of West Bengal:  
Folk, Bhakti, and Tantric Origins

June McDaniel
College of Charleston

Goddess temples develop in India in many ways. In Hindu folk re-
ligion, we have deities who incarnate within material objects, either 
spontaneously (svayambhu) or by choice. However, sometimes they end 
up imprisoned in these objects, and their liberation and worship by 
human beings becomes the origin of a temple. Thus, it is the birth and 
material incarnation of the goddess that lead to the sacred space. In 
tantric Shaktism, we have sacred space based on death and desire. The 
goddess’s sacred space may be associated with death in the past (as in 
the story of Sati’s death), or in the present (the goddess dwells in the 
burning ground or smasana). She may also be called down through the 
desire of the tantrika. In devotional goddess worship or Shakta bhakti, 
the goddess comes down in response to human love, to dwell in tem-
ples as long as she is fed, or temporarily in the puja murtis made for 
yearly festivals. In this paper, I shall examine these origins of sacred 
space: birth, death and desire, and love. I shall observe examples from 
fieldwork in West Bengal, in the areas of Calcutta, Bolpur, and Bakresh-
war.

In folk Shaktism, the goddess has been in matter “from the begin-
ning,” as informants phrase it, or suddenly awoke there for reasons 
unknown. She finds herself trapped, and may spend centuries calling 
out to human beings for help. Most people cannot hear the voices of 
deities, so she must stay until someone can come to rescue her, usu-
ally as a response to a dream command (svapnadesa). The dream will 
recur until the person goes out to find the goddess. If he or she ignores 
the original dream, then the recurring dream will start to torment the 
person and cause all sorts of disasters. It is only after the rock is recog-
nized as a goddess and given offerings that the dreams will stop. 

When the person, usually accompanied by other villagers, goes out 
to find the goddess, they take the stone or statue back to the village 
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and set up a shrine to her. When she has performed miracles, especial-
ly healing particular diseases or answering vows or manats, then she is 
accepted as a living goddess, and her temple starts to attract pilgrims. 

At the most basic level, the goddess shrine may be a rock, statue, or 
pot along a roadside or beneath a tree. When the power of the deity is 
recognized, then a small shrine hut (than) is built. There is just enough 
room inside for the rock or statue, some offerings, and perhaps a per-
son or two. As the deity becomes more popular, a permanent (pakka) 
building with plaster or cement walls may be built, and the local sevait 
will offer food and worship on a schedule.1 These folk Shakta temples 
do not normally have brahmin priests—they have local people willing 
to feed a starving goddess, who has for centuries only had wind to eat. 
Sometimes the goddess is hurt, as when laundrymen have been bang-
ing out the dirty clothes on the rock in which she dwells, or people 
have been breaking oysters open on her rock, thus hurting her back. 
She often begins with a small group of devotees, but with miracles, her 
shrine may grow into a full-fledged temple or even temple complex, 
and eventually official brahmin priests may work there. The place of 
debasement becomes a place of honor, and the goddess is liberated from 
hunger and loneliness, while the devotees get blessings in return.2

While the usual view of folk religion is that human beings depend 
on deities for happiness (for such things as food, fertility, good weather) 
here we see the goddess dependent on human beings for liberation. In 
this case, her freedom does not come from being taken from her material 
home. Instead, she demands worship and food, which strengthen her 
and allow the conversion of her space from secular to sacred.

A special case is the Adivasi or tribal goddesses, where the tribal 
group is forced to migrate due to industrialization or land develop-
ment, and they must leave their traditional land behind. In this case, 
the goddess is a representation of the sacred land, and in forced exile 
she becomes a refugee goddess, carried into a foreign land by her refu-
gee people. Many Hindu Bangladeshi informants in Calcutta told simi-
lar stories, of when they carried their deities on their backs during the 
war, unwilling to leave a family member behind. The goddess brings 
the sacred space of the homeland with her into the land of exile.

In the Shakta tantric tradition, the goddess comes with death. The 
origin may be mythic (as in the story of Sati) or current (where the 
goddess dwells in the burning ground or smasana, in the ground, or in 
the skull asanas upon which the tantrikas sit). While Kali is a goddess 
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of death, she also leads the soul to the next life or to heaven to rest 
in her lap, so she is a goddess much concerned with the future as well 
(some Shakta tantrikas understand her to be the goddess of the future 
apocalypse). She may also come down due to desire by her devotees, 
mediated by ritual action. She may be visualized in various places in 
the body of either gender through the yogic practice of nyasa, or she 
may come to dwell in the female tantrika through possession (avesa) 
during meditation. 

In West Bengal, the major focus of Shakta tantra is death, and 
many informants interviewed either have performed the corpse ritual 
(sava-sadhana, in which a corpse becomes the place of the goddess’s 
incarnation) or plan to do it in the future. There are also piles of skulls 
and seats made of skulls that attract the goddess’s sakti or power, and 
people come to them to gain the goddess’s blessings (or siddhi labh kara, 
to gain perfection in special types of meditation).3

There is also a third type of goddess worship—Shakta bhakti, or 
devotion to the goddess. There is introspective bhakti, where the god-
dess dwells within the individual human heart, and community bhakti, 
where groups of people participate in her worship in a shared space. 
Shakta bhakti is probably the major urban approach to the goddess, 
and may be found in Kali’s annual festival of Kali Puja and also in her 
temples. Kali Puja night is a time for magic shows and theater, for fire-
works and celebrations, but also for animal sacrifice to the goddess and 
contemplation of her importance in this world and in the universe. For 
most devotees, she is not merely Shiva’s wife, but rather the origin of 
the universe, and her night reminds devotees of the fragility of their 
lives and their dependence upon a goddess who is alternately ruth-
less and compassionate. Many informants emphasized how careful one 
must be in worshipping Kali, for an error in worship could bring down 
her wrath. 

During the festival in Calcutta, Kali’s images are varied in the dif-
ferent street-corner shrines that are set up to celebrate Kali Puja. Some 
shrines are the size of small walk-in camping tents, made of rattan or 
bamboo, with Kalis like voluptuous dolls or withered old women, with 
white ornaments made of solapith and bright crepe-paper streamers. 
Large shrines may have beautiful Kalis standing on pale Shivas dressed 
in silk or gold lame or imitation tiger skins. In 1983, when Kali and 
Shiva were used to represent different cultural values, I vividly remem-
ber one set of statues, with a tribal-style Kali with dark skin wearing 
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animal skins and a fierce expression. She was stepping on a blond crew-
cut Shiva dressed in a three-piece grey Western business suit, holding 
a briefcase. Next to him was a jackal, who stood beneath the severed 
head that Kali was holding, drinking its dripping blood. However, there 
were some Kalis at the 1993 Kali Puja with dark skin, large noses, and 
kinky hair, politically-correct Kalis looking like the Adivasis or tribals 
of West Bengal rather than Aryan invaders or Western imperialists.4 In 
many situations, the image of the goddess is a reflection of the image of 
the self, or the personal ideal. Some Kalis were bright blue, voluptuous, 
and smiling happily, looking mature for a sixteen-year-old, while Kali 
with white skin showed her spiritual or sattvic nature. In the larger 
and more well-funded community pandals were giant statues, fifteen 
feet high or more, with piles of offerings all around. Sacred space was 
mobile, as was the goddess herself—her space was where she was wor-
shipped and loved. 

There are also more stable temples, where Kali is believed to dwell 
with mankind in response to their love, and to the priest’s ritual de-
votion. These are often sanctified with the Hindu equivalent of relics 
buried beneath the temple in the form of jewels or gold or other valu-
able objects.

These understandings of sacred space—folk, tantric, and bhakti—
often appear together. I shall give two examples from fieldwork, one 
on a small scale and one on a larger one. Each reflects all three types of 
Shakta sacred space. I shall also note two types of understanding of the 
goddess shown at her temples: as a joint Mahavidya goddess, and as an 
individual goddess who may alternate between wrathful and peaceful 
forms.

I met the female Shakta tantrika Gauri Ma in the town of Bakresh-
war in West Bengal. It is a temple town dedicated to the god Shiva, 
with 108 Shiva lingas in stone shrines heavily overgrown with large 
tree roots. It is also a sakti-pitha, a place where there is a body part of 
the goddess. This town is the traditional locale of the goddess Sati’s 
forehead.

At the old burning ground in Bakreshwar is an ashram of male 
and female renunciants of the Sankaracarya lineage. It is called the 
Bholagiri Abhayananda Ashram, named for the tantrika Shri Shri Pagal 
Maharaj (King of Madmen) Abhayananda Giri. Gauri Ma was head of 
the temple, a strongly-built woman in her fifties, with a rudraksa mala 
necklace and a shaved head. She had an intense gaze, and did a sadhana 
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practice with me that incorporated kundalini yoga and pranayama as a 
precursor to telling me stories about her ashram (she also told some 
stories that I was not permitted to publish). She told me the story of 
the temple’s origin as we sat next to a lakhmunda asana, a great pile of 
human skulls (there are said to be one hundred thousand there). The 
skulls are buried at the base of a great asvattha tree, which appeared 
to be cemented over, and the area was covered with alpana, paintings 
done in white rice paste. Some of the exposed skulls are painted red 
and look out at any visitors who come to worship and meditate. She 
told of Aghor Baba’s call by the goddess Kali in her mahavidya or great 
wisdom form as Tara:

This meditation seat (asana) was built by the tantric practitioner 
Aghor Baba, who was born in Orissa in the nineteenth century, and 
went to Tibet to study and meditate. He achieved several forms of 
empowerment (siddhi) there, and then he went to Tarapith. When he 
went there, the tantrika Vamaksepa was living there. In a dream, Tara 
told Vamaksepa to remove him, that Aghor Baba should not stay at 
Tarapith and did not belong there. 

Now, people in the aghor stage of tantric practice [in which they 
do not distinguish between pure and impure] often disturb people 
around them. Shiva Mahakala spoke of the tantras through five 
mouths, and he is called Mahakala when he sits in the burning ground 
and decides the fate of souls. When a person dies, or enters the state 
of death while living, he is called Aghor Mahakala. The person in this 
state eats unused things and the flesh of dead people, and he drinks 
but does not become drunk. Even when the corpse is burning and 
the skull bursts, he will drink that liquid. He does many things which 
make people uncomfortable.

Tara instructed Vamaksepa to remove him, and Aghor Baba left 
unhappily and involuntarily. He then went to a temple at Howrah (near 
Calcutta), and sat down to meditate. He had a vision in which he was 
told to go to the town of Gorakhpur.

At Gorakhpur, he met a renunciant named Gorakhnath Mahayogi. 
Aghor Baba told him what had happened and of his anger at the god-
dess Tara. Gorakhnath went into meditation and called Tara Ma to 
find out why Aghor Baba had been expelled from Tarapith. Tara Ma 
answered his summons and came in the form of a tribal woman. She 
was quite angry, as it was a long way from Tarapith to Gorakhpur, 
and a long way to travel, even for a goddess. She said that she had him 



Pacific World78

removed because he could not attain any greater power at Tarapith—
he had to go elsewhere to develop spiritually. She suggested that he 
go to Bakreshwar, which was a center of Shiva worship (an aghor-
pitha), and a place more appropriate for his meditation. In the distant 
past, Shiva grew angry at Gauri, and he threatened her by chopping 
himself into five pieces. One of those five pieces came to rest at the 
Bakreshwar burning ground (smasana).5 Here Aghor Baba could gain 
the power and abilities that he desired.

Aghor Baba came to Bakreshwar to do tantric practice. However, 
the burning ground was already occupied—a kapalika (practitioner 
who carried skulls) had come to the place years ago, and was living 
under a tree with his three female ritual partners (sadhikas). The 
kapalika told Aghor Baba to leave, which he did not wish to do, as he 
had been commanded by Tara Ma to go there. They fought there, and 
Aghor Baba killed the kapalika and his three partners. However, he 
did not allow their souls to gain liberation, for he intended to gain 
knowledge of the place from the four souls. Their burned bodies gave 
the first four skulls of his collection. He continued to collect skulls 
from the bodies burned at the burning ground and from the bodies of 
people killed by tigers and wild animals. He would enliven the skulls, 
and draw the souls down to the bones, and by tantric means ask the 
souls about meditation and use their power for his practice. However, 
he still could not attain his final goal.

At the last stage of his practice, a Shakta tantric holy woman 
(bhairavi) named Maheshvari Devi from East Bengal came to Bakresh-
war. She helped him a great deal and finally brought him to libera-
tion. With her help he attained siddhi, and he spent his remaining 
years in Bakreshwar. His pile of skulls is still here, at the base of the 
great asvattha tree.6 

Aghor Baba’s samadhi site at the ashram (where his body rests, for 
renunciants are buried rather than burned) is a five-foot ziggurat of 
bright red, and it is understood to be a place of power. Bakreshwar is 
often called a power place, sacred to both Shaktas and Shaivas. The 
main temple at the ashram is a temple to Kali, with the outside painted 
yellow and the inner room painted blue. There is a statue (murti) of a 
sweet, mischievous goddess, wearing a red and white silk sari and a 
garland of red hibiscus flowers, who stands before a red aura painted 
on the wall. She is called in hymns Satyanandamayi Kali and is sur-
rounded by numerous pictures of deities and saints, including a tantric 
Ganesha with four arms. The priest in saffron waves a black fan and 
performs the offering of lights (arati) with young female assistants. 



McDaniel: Sacred Space in the Temples of West Bengal 79

Sannyasis chant a hymn to Shiva by Sankaracarya before her statue. 
She is not jealous of this worship, but rather is pleased at the praise 
of her husband. There are complex white designs (alpana) before the 
entrance to the Kali temple, often with a dog sleeping in the middle 
of the designs (as Gauri Ma says, “These are not ordinary dogs”). Kali 
is friendly and helpful, and blesses the practitioners of various Hindu 
traditions who come to meditate at the burning ground. Gauri Ma dis-
cussed the nature of tantra generally:

Life stories tell about a person’s worldly history, but tantric practice 
(sadhana) reveals a person’s internal history. When a person has ini-
tiation, he or she is given the power to see inside. True initiation is 
given through the eyes and into the heart, but false initiation goes 
only through the ears (with the mantra)—it is a business. When you 
do tantra-sadhana, your right side becomes like fire and your left side 
like water, and your spine looks like a row of Christmas lights, shin-
ing in different colors. Inside of your mind you can see an inner tele-
vision screen, and you can watch your inner life (prana) on it. Indeed, 
the term tantra is derived from the words body (tanu) and your (tor): 
it is the practice that you do with your own body.

Tantra is a kind of worship that requires the body. Some people 
worship Shiva to gain Shakti, and some worship Shakti to gain the 
blessings of the Mother. Shakti is wonderful in meditation, she does 
everything; Shiva barely helps, that’s why people call him a corpse.

People say that tantrikas do evil things, but real tantric prac-
titioners do not. They do meditation on the five forbidden things 
(pancamakara), which have many secret meanings. For instance, mada 
is not wine, but rather special breathing (pranayama), and it makes 
you full of power. Mamsa (meat) means silence, the control of speech, 
while matsya (fish) represents the uncoiling kundalini energy, which 
looks like a fish when it is active (jagrata). Maithuna is the raising 
of kundalini up and down the spine, which unites the right and left 
sides of the person, the male and female halves. It is not intercourse, 
for no female partner (bhairavi) is used. Mudra means spontaneous 
trance, when the universal spirit (paramatma) and the individual self 
(jivatma) are related. The various finger to hand relationships, which 
most people think of when they hear about mudras, actually repre-
sent these deeper relationships. For instance, the thumb represents 
the universal spirit and the first finger represents the individual self, 
and the mudra where they touch represents their union. The third 
finger is Shakti, the fourth finger is Shiva, and the fifth finger is  
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Dakini or Yogini. The mudras occur spontaneously when people are 
in trance.7

Gauri Ma’s story of the ashram’s origin combines many aspects of 
folk Shaktism (including the power of the goddess in material objects 
and communication with spirits), Shakta tantra (supernatural power 
over death and gaining power from the dead), and both Shaiva and 
Shakta devotion (obedience and love towards Shiva and Shakti).

This site is also based on the story of Sati. There are many variants 
of the story of Sati, who in Bengal was most frequently understood by 
informants as an incarnation of Kali and who had committed suicide 
and was dismembered by the gods as her husband Shiva danced a mad 
dance of grief and destruction. Each place that one of her body parts 
fell become a place sacred to her.

Most goddess temples include all of these aspects, and perhaps the 
most famous set of goddess temples is known as the sakti-pithas or sati-
pithas. There are many temples and shrines dedicated to Kali that arise 
from the story of the sakti-pithas. These are centers of power that extend 
over India and represent the goddess’s identity in a variety of locales. 
These sacred sites of the goddess are based on a myth—the destruction 
of the sacrifice of Daksha Prajapati by the god Shiva, also called Rudra. 
The story is found in many sources, the earliest probably being the 
Mahabharata (XII, 282–283), though it is also found in several major 
puranas (including the Matsya, Padma, Kurma, and Brahmanda puranas). 
The most well-known variant is in Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava (I.21), in 
which Sati was the wife of the god Shiva and the daughter of Daksha. 
When Daksha organized a great sacrifice to which neither Shiva nor 
Sati was invited, Sati decided to attend anyway, and was insulted there 
by Daksha. Sati’s death came about because of this insult, for Kalidasa 
says that she threw herself into the fire and perished. When Shiva found 
out about this, he angrily came with his attendants and destroyed the 
sacrifice. Three of the Shakta puranas—the Kalika, Mahabhagavata, and 
Devibhagavata puranas—also have versions of this story.

In the Kalika Purana version, Daksha did not invite his daughter 
Sati and her husband Shiva to his sacrifice. When Sati learned of this, 
she generated yogic power that burned her body with yogic fire. Shiva 
took her corpse on his shoulders and began to dance madly. To shake 
Shiva out of his frenzy, the gods Brahma, Vishnu, and Sanaiscara (Sani, 
god of misfortune) entered the corpse and cut it into six pieces, which 
fell to earth and formed the six sakti-pithas. The area where Shiva had 
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danced, “the eastern part of the earth,” came to be called “the sacrifi-
cial land.”8

In the Mahabhagavata Purana, Daksha decided to have a sacrifice 
but would not invite Shiva. Narada suggested that they attend the sac-
rifice anyway, and Sati agreed, but Shiva refused. At this Sati became 
furious, took on a wrathful expression, and generated ten forms of 
herself, the ten mahavidya goddesses. Sati predicted that these forms 
would be worshipped in the future by Shaktas in tantric rituals. Shiva 
was very frightened by her terrible forms and praised her, telling her 
he would obey her. Sati later split into two forms, one of which com-
mitted suicide (which was a shadow or chaya form), while the other 
existed secretly. Sati was thus able to survive her own suicide. Shiva 
was angry at Sati’s apparent death and generated out the form of the 
warlike Virabhadra, who went to destroy Daksha’s sacrifice.  

Brahma and Vishnu told Shiva that the real Sati was alive and invis-
ible and that it was the Chaya Sati who had apparently died in the fire. 
All three gods praised Sati, who then appeared before them in the form 
of Kali. She told Shiva to create the pithas by carrying Chaya Sati’s body 
on his shoulders and letting her limbs fall in different places. Then 
Shiva chose to live in the fifty-one pithas in the form of rocks (lingas).9

In the Devibhagavata Purana story, Daksha ignored a gift from his 
daughter Sati, thus insulting her, and she became angry and burned 
herself to ashes in a yogic fire generated by her rage. Shiva roamed 
the world with Sati’s corpse on his shoulders, and Vishnu severed her 
limbs with his arrows. These limbs fell to earth in 108 pieces, creating 
the 108 sakti-pithas.10

As we can see, there are a variety of origin stories for these sacred 
sites and their temples. There are also several different lists of pithas 
in various puranic and tantric texts, and the numbers range from 4 to 
108. Many tantric sites claim to have some piece of Sati as justifica-
tion for their existence, and there are long arguments by priests and 
disciples as to why their site is not listed in any of the traditional lists 
of sati-pithas. Most recently, the temple site of Tarapith has made this 
claim, and many Shaktas accept it as a sati-pitha, or at least a siddha-
pitha (a place where people have gained perfection or siddhi).

However, such justification as a sati-pitha is not necessary—sites 
can begin just on the basis of dream commands from the goddess. The 
most famous dream command story in Calcutta is probably that of An-
nada Thakur, whose picture hangs throughout the marketplaces and 
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shrines. Thakur was an ecstatic who lived in Calcutta around the turn 
of the twentieth century. He had dreams and visions of the goddess 
Kali and would often fall into trances. He was commanded by her in a 
dream to rescue her statue, which had long lay hidden in the muddy 
waters at Eden Gardens. He found the statue between the two trees she 
had specified and had it brought back for worship. It was a statue of 
the goddess Kali in her tantric form as Adya Shakti Kali, or Kali of pri-
mordial power, naked and with matted hair and a sword. This form of 
Kali is often described as the origin of the ten tantric mahavidya forms 
of the goddess.

While the Adya Shakti Kali was initially satisfied with household 
worship of her statue, after a few days she decided that she was 
dissatisfied with worship at only one place—she wanted much broader 
worship, and she also wanted devotional rather than ritual worship. 
So she ordered Thakur to immerse her in the Ganges and have people 
worship her photograph instead. This was new technology at the time, 
and an early case of what came to be known as “photo-bhakti”—taking 
the darsan of a goddess from a photograph. But she could indeed get 
wider worship, for pictures could be spread throughout villages and 
marketplaces and home altars, as well as just temples. While the 
goddess required devotion, she also threatened people who would not 
worship her properly, punishing families with illness and misfortune 
for their neglect of her picture. She continued to come to Thakur in 
dreams and visions, giving him mantras to chant and hymns to write 
down. The mantras would also induce states of trance.

However, many years later, Annada Thakur had another dream 
command. This one was from the late sadhu Ramakrishna Paramaha-
msa, a famous Shakta saint of West Bengal. He told Thakur to build a 
temple to Adya Shakti in Kalisthan (or the Land of Kali, as he called 
Bengal because of its Shakta devotionalism). He gave detailed instruc-
tions on how it was to be composed and run. The new temple was to 
include Vaishnava iconography, as well as a statue of Ramakrishna, 
and another statue of Adya Shakti standing upon the chest of Shiva. 
This started out as a small temple, which grew into the temple complex 
known today as Adyapitha (or Adyapeath), the third member of the 
tourism “Holy Trinity” (as their advertising phrases it) along the Gan-
ges, of Belur Math, Dakshineshwar, and Adyapitha. It is considered a 
modern addition to the shifting number of sakti-pithas in West Bengal, 
and it is included in the stops of the tourist buses that come out of Cal-
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cutta to visit the pithas. It has adopted imagery from other traditions; 
for instance, their Mother Teresa hall can feed two thousand people 
each day, and the poor eat for free. The walls list thousands of donors, 
and there are offices, orphanages, a library, kitchens, meeting halls, 
and housing for the elderly and for renunciant monks and nuns. It has 
been very successful at fundraising and attracting political support.11

In the case of Annada Thakur and Adyapitha, we see the various 
forms of sacred space merged together. Initially, there was sacred 
space by dream command and a neglected and demanding goddess. 
Then she came as a tantric Mahavidya goddess, giving mantras and 
trance states with visions. However, she also requires devotion and de-
velops a form of bhakti that had no name at the time, shifting sacred 
space from building and statue to photograph. For Thakur, Adya Shakti 
Kali was the most important form of the goddess Kali, as primordial 
power. However, we may also see Kali in joint or alternating forms. To 
gain insight into how the goddess is understood, we can look at one 
example where the images of the goddess are united in a Mahavidya 
mandala and another where we have an individual image that alter-
nates between peaceful and wrathful aspects.

At Matrimandir Asrama, in Kalimpong in the mountainous region 
of northern West Bengal, there is an astrology temple dedicated to the 
goddess’s Mahavidya or Great Wisdom forms. This temple was founded 
by the Shakta tantric renunciant Jnanananda and has images of the 
tantric Mahavidya goddesses, which are here associated with astrol-
ogy. The goddesses are believed to control the planets, and they have 
set planetary associations. The temple priest explained the correspon-
dences between the Mahavidya goddesses and the planets and stars 
followed by this temple:

Tara – Sun
Kamala – Moon
Bagala – Mangala (Mars)
Tripura – Budha (Mercury)
Matangi – Brihaspati (Jupiter)
Bhuvaneshvari – Sukra (Venus)
Dakshinakali – Sani (Saturn)
Chinnamasta – Rahu
Dhumavati – Ketu
Durga – Shakti (as universal power)
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At the front of the temple, the smiling black Kali statue in the cen-
ter area was full of heavy silver jewelry: she wore necklaces, bracelets, 
an ornate silver crown with red jewels, and a belt of large, shiny silver 
hands. She carried a silver sword with a large eye on it, and there was 
a silver lamp over her head. Behind her was a sky-blue halo made of 
wood with the images of the Mahavidya goddesses painted on it around 
the edge. The Mahavidyas are understood to be Kali’s ten major forms 
or emanations.

According to the priest, Shiva is the joint husband of all of these 
Mahavidya wives. The goddess takes on different shapes for different 
functions. If a person has problems with Budha, there is no energy for 
work; with Mangala, he loses his business and has political problems; 
with Sukra, he has too much desire. Bagala helps with legal problems, 
both civil and criminal.

When people come to the temple with problems, the priest looks at 
their palms to find out which planet is the cause of the trouble. He also 
finds this out by the date of birth, with which he consults the almanac 
(panjika) and does calculations. Once he has decided upon the planet 
that is causing problems, the person can then worship and give offer-
ings to the goddess who controls that planet and thus take care of the 
problem. The priest finds out which planet is causing the trouble by 
means of palmistry or horoscope, and then that goddess is consulted. 
Astrology has come to be a specialization of tantrikas, and here astro-
logical insight is associated with the tantric knowledge gained through 
worship of the Mahavidyas. While many wandering tantrikas make 
their living doing astrological predictions and selling astrological gems 
informally, here we have a temple dedicated to the practice.

When I asked about his own experience of the goddess, the priest 
said:

I am myself a devotee of the goddess, and my form of the goddess 
was chosen by my guru. Kali appears in my dreams, looking like her 
statue, and she gives me suggestions and instructs me. One may do 
Vedic puja (ritual worship) or tantric puja—here we do tantric puja. 
During tantric puja I am the son of the Mother, and I cling to her. We 
do not sacrifice many goats to her, for the goat is only the symbol of 
lust (kama), which must be sacrificed to have spiritual love (prema).

Kali is like a fire under a kettle, but you cannot put her out. Peo-
ple are like matches—if you go too close to her, you too will catch fire. 
But she is also a person, and she has a personality. This is shown by 
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the fact that she gives boons and she listens to devotees when they 
call. But she is invisible, and people have to sense her presence with-
out seeing her.

Kali is a good goddess. Ma cannot be dangerous to her children, 
for she loves them, and she only punishes wrong actions, according 
to karma. She can change karma, but only to the good. She only 
destroys attachments (ripus), not her devotees.12

Tantric worship uses different mantras than Vedic worship and 
seeks a more personal relationship with the goddess. According to 
the priest, the major goal of Kali worship is the destruction of worldly 
attachments, which is a boon given by the goddess. She destroys the 
bonds that bind the devotees and brings liberation to those who seek 
it. As most people seek only favors, she gives gifts and suggestions to 
devotees through dreams and visions. She gives mostly moral instruc-
tions in dreams. Of the temple’s founder he states:

Usually, the role of guru is handed down from father to son, but sages 
and sannyasis learn from other gurus. The founder of this temple, 
Jnanananda, was a wandering sadhu who spent much time in Bengal 
and Assam. He did tantric ritual meditation at burning grounds, 
with pancamunda asanas and many skulls. We do not do tantric ritual 
meditation (sadhana) here, only tantric puja. But we remember 
Jnanananda, and hope that one day we may be like him.

In this case, the goal of the goddess’s multiple forms is a sort of 
specialization of labor. Kali’s rupas have control over the powers of 
the various planets, and each form benefits the devotee in a different 
aspect of life. However, the Mahavidya goddesses may not be inclined 
to influence the planetary energies without prayers and assurances 
by the devotees.

This tantric temple in the mountains was founded by a sadhu who 
had done meditation in the area and called down the goddess in her 
Mahavidya forms. There are many stories of sadhus who have seen the 
goddess in all of these forms (the most famous is probably Sarvananda, 
whose vision occurred on a new-moon night while he practiced the 
sava-sadhana or corpse ritual). However, specifically tantric temples are 
a minority among the temples of West Bengal. Most temples combine 
tantric imagery with folk and bhakti traditions.

In the village Badabelun in Burdwan, Kali is worshipped in a small 
temple in her form as Bada Kalima (Elder Mother Kali or Big Mother 
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Kali; the term implies power as well as age and size). While the age and 
size show folk influence, the revealed style of worship was tantric. When 
the patriarch of the Bhattacharya family, Bhriguram Vidyavagisa, was 
on his deathbed, he called his sons together. He told them how Kali had 
appeared to him and told him to move from Ketugram to Badabelun 
early in his life, as well as how she had recently appeared to him in 
his dreams, telling him to prepare to die. She wanted her worship to 
continue, and he needed to inform his sons how to worship her. He 
told them of how to perform her worship in a long poem (emphasizing 
tantric rites rather than the Vedic homa fire or the puranic arati or 
worship with lights):

On the new moon of Kartik, sit [in meditation] through the night
Worship the Mother with devotion, after building her image.
It should be fourteen cubits tall
Worship the image according to tantric rites.
Put earth on her body on the full moon of Asvin
Make her tongue from a winnowing tray.
Offer her three bags of rice, and sweets
Then be seated and keep a steady mind.
Offer her a banana, and the blood of goat and buffalo in a skull
But do not perform homa-fire or arati to the Mother.
Light torches at the time of worship
And offer red hibiscus flowers at the Mother’s feet.
Then give her sweets, rice and lentils, and meat offerings.
Continue to worship her until dawn.
Do not immerse her pitcher (in which she was installed)
But keep in inside the house, and daily offer it loving worship
On the third day after Kali Puja.13

He also told his sons about his experiences. After he had moved 
to Badabelun due to the goddess’s dream command, he collected a set 
of five skulls and buried them at the local cremation ground and sat 
there in tantric-style meditation. He built a statue of Kali himself, and 
he would worship her at the burning ground, with vultures and jackals 
roaming about. He would call her “great bliss” (mahananda), and spend 
long hours before the statue. One day he went off for a bath, and when 
he returned he found that the image on the altar was not the one he 
had built. He had made a peaceful goddess, but when he returned he 
saw a terrifying figure. She had become very old and was standing on a 
corpse with a terrible face, full of blood and horrifying to see.
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He was frightened to see the image and was about to run away. 
However, the goddess spoke to him reassuringly, saying, “My name 
is Elder Mother. This image will be worshipped for ages. Anyone who 
worships me with devotion will never have to worry about the next 
world.” She told him to marry, for someone had to serve her after he 
died, and she suggested a bride for him. She told him that on the next 
new moon the daughter of a brahmin would die of a snake bite, and 
her relatives would bring her to the burning ground. He should take a 
handful of ash from the funeral pyre and put it into her mouth, and it 
would bring her back to life. He should then marry this reborn woman 
and start a family.

He agreed to do this, and on the next new moon he saw the funeral 
party. The girl’s father wept like a madman, and he went over to 
Bhriguram and begged him to bring his daughter back to life. Bhriguram 
followed the goddess’s advice and put the ash into the girl’s mouth. She 
sat up and said, “Goddess,” and stretched as if she had just awakened 
from sleep. Bhriguram then told her father of the goddess’s command, 
and he agreed with the proposal for marriage. This was the beginning of 
Bhriguram’s family and the reason for the necessity of maintaining the 
goddess’s worship.14 Tantric worship emphasizes the goddess’s power 
over life, death, and liberation—in this story she is clearly a conqueror 
of death. Her continued worship at her temple reminds people of her 
ability to take life and to give it. In this case, we did not have a joint 
image of the goddess like the Mahavidyas, but rather a single image 
that could transform itself from peaceful to wrathful.

In the examples of Bakreshwar and Adyapitha, we have some ma-
jor understandings of Shakta sacred space. The folk goddess is incar-
nated in matter, and her liberation is the ritual sanctifying of the mat-
ter that imprisons her. She gains not freedom but power and respect. 
The tantric goddess controls birth and death, sanctifying the places 
of death of her own past incarnations and the burning grounds of her 
followers. Death gains new value. Tantric ritual brings the passions of 
both goddess and devotee under control and uses them for creation 
and destruction. Bhakti has a mobile goddess who dwells in puja murtis, 
in temples, and in the hearts of her devotees in response to their love. 
Temples may also be large or small, dedicated to multiple forms of the 
goddess or to one form. There are folk, bhakti, and tantric interpreta-
tions: all of these are ways that sacred space is understood in Bengali 
Shaktism.
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Notes

1. See Tushar Niyogi, Aspects of Folk Cults in South Bengal (Calcutta: Anthropo-
logical Survey of India, 1987), 6.

2. See June McDaniel, Offering Flowers, Feeding Skulls: Popular Goddess Worship in 
West Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), chap. 1.

3. See June McDaniel, The Madness of the Saints: Ecstatic Religion in Bengal (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 120–123.

4. India has problems with affirmative action and prejudice, as does the West. 
In the case of the Kali with non-Aryan features, the statue shows respect for 
the Adivasi or tribal people who wish representation and concern for their cul-
tures.

5. According to Gauri Ma, the five major aghor-pithas are at Ujjain, Bakreshwar, 
Varanasi, Gorakhpur, and Kathmandu. The story may be a variant on the story 
of Sati and the origin of the sakta-pithas.

6. Gauri Ma, interview with the author in Bakreshwar, 1994.

7. Ibid.

8. Kalika Purana, chaps. 17 and 18, cited in Usha Dev, The Concept of Sakti in the 
Puranas (Delhi: Nag Publishers, 1987), 146.

9. Mahabhagavata Purana, chaps. 7–11, cited in Dev, Concept of Sakti, 147–150.

10. Devibhagavata Purana, VII, chap. 30, cited in Dev, Concept of Sakti, 151.

11. Fieldwork and interviews with practitioners, Adyapitha (Adyapeath), 
1994.

12. Kalimpong (a Shakta priest), interview with the author, 1994.

13. Pranavesa Cakravarti, Ei Banglai (Calcutta: Dev Sahitya Kutir, 1992), 56–57.

14. Ibid., 56–58.
































































































































































































































































































































































































































