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ABSTRACT

Avesa and Deity Possession in the Tantric Traditions of South Asia: History, Evolution, &

Etiology

by
Vikas Malhotra

In South Asia divine power is believed to manifest in a variety of ways and through a
variety of means. One of the most fascinating manifestations of this is deity possession,
involving the incorporation of divine power into the human body. While deity possession
remained historically on the margins within the classical literary tradition, in the Tantric
literature of the medieval period, avesa, meaning the "entrance" or "fusion" of oneself with
the deity, becomes a central paradigm of religious praxis, used for both pragmatic (bhoga)
and liberative (moksa) purposes.

The first part of my thesis explores pre-Tantric accounts of worldly, oracular, and
divinatory practices and the various spirits beings and deities employed. Much of this data is
found within South Asia's shared apotropaic and demonological (bhiitavidya) traditions
embedded in early Vedic, Buddhist, Jain, and Epic texts. [ argue that certain groups of these
shared deities described as bhitanathas ("Lord of Spirits"), often assimilated from local
cults, gain growing importance in a variety of protective, exorcistic, and sorceristic rites
during this period. I contend that it is these groups of deities and associated traditions which
become central in the subsequent tantric traditions.

Part two examines the medicalization of possession in early Ayurvedic/bhiitavidyd

literature, which provides emic interpretations of possession etiologies, symptomologies, and
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mechanics. Many of these ideas, continue into tantric and yoga texts and influence the
development of new possession conceptualizations and technologies, such as
parakayapravesavidya, “The Science of Entering Another’s Body.” Such practices were
associated early on with the Saiva Pasupatas, and other renunciant traditions, who I argue
began to model their behavior and practices on these earlier bhiitandatha deities and were key
to the formation of later tantric groups and their institutionalization of deity possession rites.

Part three, which comprises the bulk of the dissertation, examines the various
discourses surrounding the adaption of the term dvesa and its use in the Tantric Saiva
literature from the 5-11th centuries. Throughout this literature we see an evolution and
reformulation of @vesa in terms of techniques (e.g., nydsa, mantra, mudra), interpretation (its
congruence with Saktipata) and mechanics (e.g., as a phenomena involving the subtle body).
Thus, the semantic understanding of @vesa expands not only to refer to deity possession, but
a host of high spiritual states, including liberation. I will argue this is one of the
distinguishing features of Tantric Saivism and Tantric Buddhism, manifested in practices
associated with samavesa and Deity Yoga, respectively. While possession remains marginal
in Jain Tantra, tantric techniques of divinization were also used for liberative purposes by
Jain ascetics, albeit minimally.

The concluding chapter includes data I collected from my fieldwork on various
possession rites [ witnessed in Kerala. [ use Teyyam as a case study to trace how some of the
concepts and techniques developed during the Tantric period were filtered back down to
these low-caste groups, leading to the "Tantricization" of their particular practice. The final
part of this chapter then takes insights gleaned from the data presented on Tantric deity

possession in order to bring it into conversation with recent research from the larger field of
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possession studies, including the social and medical sciences. I end with a series of questions

regarding possession etiologies for future research.
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I. CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

O Mother, by your grace (prasadena), may these three worlds appropriate the nature
of the Goddess that rests within the transcendental void, as I experienced it in the
great cremation ground (mahasmasane). Thus, this eulogy on one's own true nature
(svarupa) has been expressed by me [Jfidnanetra], who is Siva, due to the power/will
(vasena) of the state of complete (samyak) possession (samavesa). O Mangala, may it
be auspicious to the whole Universe, which is in fact my Self.!

In South Asia, divine power is believed to manifest in a variety of ways and through a
variety of means - in temple objects, sacred spaces, through ritual, devotional practices, and
so on. One of the most fascinating manifestations of this is the incorporation of divine power
into the human body, commonly known as deity or spirit possession, which in the Sanskrit
literature was often denoted by the term avesa. From an emic perspective once this divine
presence is embodied, either spontaneously or intentionally through ritual, the human
medium becomes empowered and endowed with supernatural powers, knowledge, and
qualities, their thoughts, actions, and speech wholly attributed to the possessing entity.

Within academia, possession as an object of study has historically been relegated to
the margins, often derided as "superstition" and "primitivism" - an academic legacy,
according to Frederick Smith, arising "from the Protestant-dominated cultures of
anthropology and the study of religion, which subtly yet pervasively establish hierarchies

subordinating sorcery, witchcraft, and 'natural' religion to higher 'revealed religion."? In

South Asia, possession was also generally treated with ambivalence and historically

! yadri mahasmasane dystam devyah svariipam akulastham | tadrg jagattrayam idam bhavatu tavamba
prasdadena || ittham svariapastutir abhyadhayi samyaksamavesadasavasena | maya Sivendstu sivaya samyan
mamaiva visvasya tu mangalakhye | Kalikastotra vv. 19-20: Sanskrit and translation from Sanderson, Alexis.
(2007b: 272). "The Saiva Exegesis of Kashmir." In Mélanges tantriques a la mémoire d’Héléne Brunner, edited
by Dominic Goodall and André Padoux, 231-442. Pondicherry: Institut Francais d'Indologie.

2 Smith, Frederick. The Self Possessed: Deity and Spirit Possession in South Asian Literature and Civilization.
(New York, NY. Columbia University Press, 2006), 20. See for example Oesterreich, T. K. Possession and
Exorcism: Among Primitive Races, in Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and Modern Times. (New York: Causeway
Books, 1974).



marginalized in the scriptures of the great classical religions of India, despite its ubiquity
throughout the sub-continent even today. Gombrich and Obeyesekere provide a partial
reasoning for this view, detailed further in Smith's 2006 magnum opus on spirit possession in
South Asia, The Self Possessed:

Brahmanism, Buddhism, and Jainism - inculcated self-control and discipline...

Possession is of course the very converse of self-control and is normally accompanied

by the display of violent emotion. One could say that the Indian classical religions

precisely censored out possession and opposed emotionalism.?

Despite this marginalization of possession, Erika Bourguignon's well known 1973
transcultural study on trance and possession revealed that out of 488 societies worldwide,
360 of them (74%) showed evidence of spirit possession belief and 251 (52%) of them had
some type of institutionalized forms of possession and trance states.* Bourguignon's data
makes clear that possession is a worldwide and cross-cultural phenomenon - one that should
be taken more seriously by academia. However, the stigma of possession continues to linger
on.

Although anthropologists have long recognized that the term “possession” is
overladen with cultural, philosophical, and ontological biases - a Western cultural concept
attached to certain locally identified markers or symptoms - we nonetheless continue to
discuss such phenomena across cultures under this heading, despite differences in emic
explanatory models and discourses.> Categorizing these varied phenomena simply as “spirit

possession” often obscures differences in the range and meaning of these culturally specific

concepts and potential differences in the markers used to diagnose them. As a complex

* Gombrich and Obeyesekere. Buddhism Transformed: Religious Change in Sri Lanka. (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass: 1990), 457.

4 Bourguignon, Erika. Religion, Altered States of Consciousness, and Social Change. (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1973).

5 Halperin. D. "Trance and Possession: Are They the Same?" Transcultural Psychiatry. 33.1 (1996): 33-41.
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cultural phenomenon, possession has often been equated with, or subsumed under, a variety
of other anomalous experiences such as mediumship, trance, shamanism, channeling,
automatic writing, glossolalia, etc. However, each of these terms have their own particular
genealogies, associations, and features, some which overlap, though no single term seems
adequate to classify the multivalent nature of avesa (literally, "entering into") and its myriad
expressions in meaning, form, and function in South Asia.® Frederick Smith rightly states
that,

as an indigenous category in ancient and classical India, possession is not a single,

simple, reducible category that describes a single, simple, reducible experience or

practice, but is distinguished by extreme multivocality, involving fundamental issues
of emotion, aesthetics, language, and personal identity.’

South Asia is unique in the field of possession studies due to its extensive textual
record on a variety of possession forms and practices that date back thousands of years.
Again, this was most recently seen Smith's The Self Possessed, a comprehensive and
exhaustive account on both negative and positive forms of possession in Sanskrit and
vernacular texts from the Indian sub-continent. My own research supplements his own work,
though my focus lies specifically within the blurry bounds of deity possession in medieval
texts known as the Tantras.® I have chosen this particular literature since it is within these
traditions that possession moves from the margins to the center of religious praxis, providing

not only worldly benefits (i.e., supernatural power and knowledge) but also the potential for

exalted spiritual states, including liberation/enlightenment (moksa). The extensive historical

¢ For example, the term "mediumship" derives from the specific context of nineteenth- to twentieth-century
Spiritualism, involving primarily communication with the dead, while the term "shamanism", originally
represented a host of traditions from Siberia.

7 Smith (2006: 34)

8 By "deity possession" I generally mean spiritually positive and oracular forms of possession. The term "deity
possession" is itself problematic since not all forms of positive possession are affected by deities, or even
necessarily a divine being - as we will see, even spiritually advanced humans can possess other humans and
spirits in positive ways.
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treatment of @vesa in the pre-tantric and tantric literature I examine provides a diachronic
view of the phenomenon, allowing us to see how various groups conceptualization and
interpretations of "possession" evolved over time. I believe much can be gleaned from these
texts regarding the nature of possession in South Asia and, to some degree, the phenomena of
possession in general.

Although I will be using culturally specific terms such as “possession” and "avesa”, 1
will be emphasizing much of the phenomenological data that I was able to cull from the texts
I examined and my ethnographic fieldwork. This is intentional, as I believe using more
generic phenomenological terms will be of value to other scholars when discussing, studying,
and comparing similar cross-cultural experiences. Recently Aditya Malik has criticized the
blanket use of biased terms such as "possession" to describe @vesa-rites in his own fieldwork
on oracular tantric-influenced rites known as jagar ("awakening") in the Himalayan region of
Uttarakhand:

...jagar can be more fruitfully described as a ritual of embodiment rather than a ritual

of possession or trance — since the category of possession itself carries within it a

considerable amount of cultural bias and theoretical implications suggesting a duality

of body and consciousness or spirit. In the language of possession, spirit or
consciousness can exist separate to the body. In fact, possession suggests the taking
possession of a body by spirit or consciousness. Embodiment on the other hand
emphasises "...subjectivity as a self-world relation rather than as consciousness apart
from the world... (in this context) the lived body is this relation ... that crosses
subjectivity and objectivity" (Morley 2001: 75). The dancer, in the case of the jagar,
by embodying God represents the "relation between subject and world that is prior to
their categorical division." (Morley 2001: 74).°

The reasoning for Malik's criticism will become clearer as we begin to understand the

tantric cosmology which undergirds these particular systems of knowledge. I agree with

Malik and his call to create a shift in scholarly discourse away from Western categories such

® Malik, Aditya. "Dancing the body of God: Rituals of Embodiment from the Himalayas". Sites. 6.1. (2009): 92.
4



as "spirit possession" to terminology which is more nuanced and generic. To this end, Malik
proposes to describe "possession" or "@vesa" phenomena under the umbrella of
“transformations in embodied consciousness”, which is closer to emic understandings of
avesa and related terms (i.e., samavesa, graha, adhistana, etc.) in South Asia.!” Focusing on
“embodied consciousness” not only provides a framework that is closer to the cultural
categories within which such forms of worship and practice are situated, but also forces
scholars to focus on the embodied - the socio-cultural and psycho-biological - dimensions
involved in the experience, an approach often lacking in past studies.!!

Historically speaking, the study of spirit possession has been dominated by two
seemingly polarized approaches. The first paradigm is the social or functional approach,
championed by many scholars within the field of anthropology and sociology, and made
popular by .M. Lewis in his 1971 seminal work, Ecstatic Religion: A Study of Shamanism
and Spirit Possession.'? This approach predominantly focuses on the social meaning of
possession and its discursive function (or dysfunction) within that society. Generally
speaking, this framework views possession as a social construct, for example, as a form of
social protest or empowerment for oppressed or marginalized groups. Essentially, the
possession phenomena itself is seen as imaginary or delusional - a way for marginalized
groups to "act out" or express deeply seeded desires. The second paradigm can be called the
psycho-medical approach, introduced by psychoanalysts and psychiatrists with the broad aim
of reducing possession phenomena to some form of mental illness or pathology analyzed in

terms of psychiatric categories developed within Western science (i.e., possession as

10 See Malik (2009)

' See Csordas, Thomas J. "Embodiment as a Paradigm for Anthropology". Ethos (Berkeley). 8 no. 1 (2003): 5-
47.

12 Lewis, I. M. Ecstatic Religion: A Study of Shamanism and Spirit Possession. (London: Routledge, 1971).
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culturally shaped hysteria, Dissociative Identity Disorder [DID], schizophrenia, Multiple
Personality Disorder [MPD], etc.). Because each approach works from its own specific
preconceptions, each arrives at vastly different and contradictory conclusions regarding the
nature of possession. Anthropologist Rebecca Seligman and psychologist Lawrence
Kirmayer elucidated the inherent problem in many of these earlier studies:

Understanding of dissociative phenomena like trance, possession, and certain healing

practices has been derailed by polemical ‘either/or’ arguments: either dissociation is

real, spontaneous and reflects basic neurobiological changes in brain state, or it is
imaginary, socially constructed and entirely dictated by interpersonal expectations,
power dynamics and cultural scripts that demand specific role performances. We
have argued that this is a false dichotomy: every complex human experience emerges
from an interaction of individual biology and psychology with social context.!?

I situate this idea as the foundation of my own integrated approach for studying the
phenomena of Tantric deity possession within South Asia. Broadly speaking, my work will
explore two sets of questions - one set related to South Asian historical discourses
surrounding avesa in the Tantras and in specific contemporary traditions, and a second set
related to investigating the various etiologies of avesa specifically and possession more
generally. My approach views possession as a complex and embodied phenomenon, which
attempts to take into account both its socio-cultural and psycho-biological dimensions.

Thus, like Malik, my ultimate motivation is to begin moving away from complex
culturally specific categories and try to analyze the experiences described from my sources
more generically, for example, as shifts in subjectivity, agency, and objective bodily markers
(or symptoms) associated with these transformations. Discussing it in these terms is also

useful when deconstructing these experiences into their constituent components, or "building

blocks" as Ann Taves describes them, allowing us to potentially compare these various levels

13 Seligman, Rebecca, and Laurence Kirmayer. "Dissociative Experience and Cultural Neuroscience: Narrative,
Metaphor and Mechanism." Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry. 32.1 (2008): 31.
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of analysis (e.g., social/psychological /biological), with similar experiences in other cultural
contexts, such as, New Age channeling or mediumship in the Candombl¢ traditions of Brazil
or even dissociative disorders.!* In this way, we can begin the process of laying down a
framework for the study of possession forms across cultures and disciplines.

However, such a shift has not taken place at this time, so I will continue to use the
word "possession" for "avesa" throughout this dissertation, keeping these caveats in mind. As
far as a definition for "possession", I have opted to follow Janice Boddy's inclusive definition
used in her own anthropological studies in Sudan, who states that possession is “a broad term
referring to an integration of spirit and matter, force, or power and corporeal reality, in a
cosmos where the boundaries between an individual and her environment are acknowledged
to be permeable, flexibly drawn, or at least negotiable.”!> As we will see, her definition

parallels much of what we will see with South Asian notions of avesa.

OVERVIEW & QUESTIONS

Alongside Indologists such as Gavin Flood, J. R. Freeman, and Frederick Smith, I too
generally maintain that possession is one of the central and fundamental paradigms of
religious worship and practice in South Asia. Flood, for example, has stated, "It would be
possible to read the history of religion in South Asia in terms of possession as the central

paradigm of a person being entered by a deity which becomes reinterpreted at more ‘refined’

!4 For more on Taves concept of "building blocks", see Taves, Ann. Religious Experience Reconsidered: A
Building-Block Approach to the Study of Religion and other Special Things. (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton
University Press, 2011). Taves, Ann. Building Blocks of Sacralities: A New Basis for Comparison across
Cultures and Religions. (eScholarship, University of California., 2013). Taves, Ann. 2015. "Reverse
Engineering Complex Cultural Concepts: Identifying Building Blocks of "Religion". Journal of Cognition and
Culture. 1-2. (eScholarship, University of California, 2015).

15 Boddy, Janice. “Spirit Possession Revisited: Beyond Instrumentality.” Annual
Review of Anthropology. 23. (1994): 407.
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cultural levels".! This is true to a degree, though I believe his argument fits most aptly
within the history of demonology and Tantra, rather than South Asia as a whole. While
various forms of possession (avesa) become central in the Tantras as techniques for power
and salvation, in the earlier literature possession is generally marginalized, treated with
ambivalence, and primarily tied to more pragmatic goals associated with oracles and
mediums, such as divining, prophecy, healing, etc. While possession-oriented cults surely
existed in this early time, it was not necessarily reflected in the elite textual traditions which
have been passed down to us. This is what becomes the focus of chapter two, which traces
the earlier textual roots of many possession concepts and practices that become operative in
the Tantras. Of course, avesa's adoption in the Tantras did not arise in a vacuum, but rather
came from these older traditions, some concepts going back to the time of the earliest Vedas.
To this end, this chapter will explore earlier discourses and narratives surrounding
possession/avesa from Vedic, Buddhist, Jain and Epic/Puranic texts.

From chapter two, we will see that references to possession/avesa, both negative and
positive, have a long history in Sanskrit literature, including the earliest surviving scriptures
of South Asia, the Rg Veda (1500-1200 BCE). In these early texts references to possession
were primarily negative, involving the hostile takeover of some demonic entity or angry
divinity. However, there is also evidence of deity possession and positive forms of avesa in
these early texts (e.g., rsis, vipras, the kesin, etc.), which I will be discussing. However, one
of the most important and foundational sources discussing possession in this early time was
the Atharvaveda [AV] (1200900 BCE). In these texts, one of the most significant deities to

come to the foreground was the ambiguous outcaste god Rudra, who is described in this early

16 Flood, Gavin. The Tantric Body: The Secret Tradition of Hindu Religion. (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2006): 87.
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time as a bhiitanatha, a “Lords of Spirits”, who has the power to control and expel harmful
entities (often known as ganas -"troops”) under his command, and to heal those possessed
and afflicted by them. It is this particular aspect of Rudra as the bhiitanatha which, I argue,
becomes the primary model for the Atharvavedic “medicine-men” known as bhisajs’, healers
and specialists in bhiitavidya (“The Science of Spirits™), first mentioned in the Upanisads,
though rooted in the AV.

Bhiitavidya-oriented literature drew not only from Vedic sources (e.g., AV,
Brahmanas, Grhya Sutras, etc.) but also the larger demonological cultural substratum which
included indigenous and non-Vedic local traditions, sramanic/ascetic religions (i.e., Jain,
Buddhist, Upanisadic, Saiva etc.), along with foreign demonologies that can be traced back
to Persian, Greek, and Chinese sources.!” In many of these texts, we also find mention of
various ritualists and sorcerers acting like bhiitanathas - interacting and engaging with
possessing spirits beings (bhiitas/grahas) for purposes of worship, magic (abhicara),
protection, divination, prognostication and oracular possession. I argue in subsequent
chapters that much of the form and function of tantric rites, inducing deity possession, drew
from this wide well of Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic traditions associated with magicians,
sorcerers, diviners, and healers of various stripes, as witnessed in literature of this early
period.

I will also briefly look at some possession accounts in the Epics, paying special
attention to the narrative of Aévatthaman's possession by Rudra-Siva in the Mahabharata

(MBh). As we will see, many of the possession concepts and models detailed in this narrative

17 See White, David G. Daemons are Forever: Contacts and Exchanges in the Eurasian Pandemonium.
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2021) for more on these "foreign" demonologies.
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continue to be operative later in the tantric literature. The final section of chapter two ends
with a closer look at various Hindu, Buddhist and Jain religious narratives from the late
Vedic to Epic period regarding the possessing entities themselves — a genealogy of sorts of
bhiitas (“spirits”) and grahas (“seizers”), such as raksasas (demons), pisacas (goblins),
gandharvas (celestial musicians), apsaras (celestial nymphs), nagas (serpent-beings), and
vaksas (dryads), etc., and their association with both negative and positive forms of
possession. While negative forms of possession continue to dominate in this early period,
there are also some fascinating accounts of positive and oracular forms of possession |
discuss.

Out of this large group of supernatural beings, a number of powerful spirit beings
began to become elevated in the Epic and Puranic literature to the status of bhiitanathas
("Lords of Spirits"), again modeled upon or at least associated with the figure of Rudra-Siva.
In many cases, these fierce and ambiguous beings had their own independent regional cults
which were eventually converted, domesticated, and adopted by Brahmins, Buddhists, Jains,
and Saivas in an attempt to not only access their powers as protectors, healers, holders of
esoteric knowledge, and bestowers of supernatural powers (siddhis), but also to bring them
and their respective cults into their religious fold. I examine some of these narratives and
"conversion" strategies used to transform these ghouls into gods. As we will see, it is these
ambiguous yet powerful beings from the demonological traditions who eventually come to
populate the developing pantheons of the Saiva, Buddhist and subsequent Jain Tantric
traditions in the medieval period.

It is my contention that deity possession in South Asia has always been entwined with

or drew from these earlier demonological systems and ritual paradigms, which primarily
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dealt with sorcery, protective rites, healing, and exorcism. My argument stands in contrast to
J.R. Freeman's conclusion in his studies of Teyyam possession rites in South India:

While this pathological complex of spirit seizure is certainly widespread in South
Asia, it bears no necessary relation to auspicious, voluntary possession. It is in fact
necessary to insist that this latter kind of controlled possession is most often a free-
standing, independent religious institution, and this is no doubt why the two kinds of
possession are everywhere terminologically distinct. Furthermore, it is clear in many
regions that the deliberate forms of possession have more in common with pizja than
with demonic seizure.!

While I agree with Freeman's assessment that "auspicious" or "voluntary" possession
is congruent with temple worship (pizja), an argument I further in my own work, I disagree
with his assertion that these two forms were completely divorced from each other. Though
terminologically distinct (graha vs. avesa), the two systems were closely intertwined
historically, and it may be that "voluntary" possession ultimately emerged from these earlier
demonological systems. This relation is particularly clear in Tantric possession rites I discuss
in subsequent chapters, where yogis willfully become possessed by these same fierce
"seizers" (grahas) designated as malignant afflicters in earlier bhiitavidya traditions. In fact,
as we will see, the tantric yogi, in many ways, becomes the "seizer" themselves.

Chapter three turns to accounts and interpretations of possession found in both the
medical and yoga textual traditions which arose at the turn of the Common Era. From this
data, I examine how spirit possession becomes interpreted using medical lenses prevalent in
the Ayurvedic literature of this time, all of which contain sections dedicated to bhitavidya,
and provide various etiologies, symptomologies, and explanatory models regarding the

causes and mechanics of possession. As we will see, Ayurvedic physicians generally

considered possession to be undesirable and pathological in nature at this time. Although

18 J.R. Freeman, “Formalised Possession among the Tantris and Teyyams of Malabar,” South Asia Research 18
(1998): 75-76.
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some forms of possession resulted in ambiguous or mundane symptoms in their "victims",
such as intoxication or madness (unmdda), or even potentially desirable qualities, such as
supernatural strength or extra-ordinary knowledge, in these texts the supernatural beings
were categorically designated as dangerous and in need of exorcism.!” This, of course,
changes in later tantric traditions, when it was realized that these qualities from these spirit
beings could absorbed by tantric adepts when possessed and used towards their particular
religious goals.

Following this, I continue to examine possession mechanics discussed in various
yogic texts concerned with parakayapravesavidya, “The Science of Entering Another’s
Body”, exemplified by yogic possession narratives found in the Epics (e.g., Vipula Bhargava,
and Vidura). I then turn to scriptures from the Pasupatas, a proto-tantric Saiva ascetic order,
first mentioned within the Epics. As I will show, these Pasupata yogis explicitly modeled
their behavior and radical observances (vratas) upon their bhitanatha Lord, Rudra-Siva. The
ultimate goal of Pasupata yoga was rudra-sayujya ("identification with Rudra"), resulting in
the absorption of Rudra's qualities, including the ability to possess other beings and attaining
the status of a mahdganapati, a "Great Lord of (Rudra's) Troops". I will argue that this group
foundational to the formation of later Saiva tantric groups (Atimarga II, III and the
Mantramarga) and their eventual institutionalization of deity possession rites.

Thus, we see here already an expansion of @vesa as not simply being possession in
this sense of an external deity entering into a human, but also humans possessing other

beings, both human and supernatural. It is this confluence of shamanistic-like ritualists and

19 See Marcy Braverman, Possession, Immersion, and the Intoxicated Madness of Devotion in Hindu
Traditions. (PhD Dissertation, UCSB, 2003).
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ascetic soteriology that ultimately becomes synthesized in the tantric traditions.?® This is
evidenced in chapter four, the bulk of my dissertation, which focuses predominantly on the
medieval tantric literature of the Saivas, but also several Tantras from Buddhist and Jain
sources. In this chapter, I trace the ever-evolving discourses surrounding @vesa and related
terminology (e.g., samavesa, saktipata,; adhisthana, etc.), beginning with what some have
called the earliest surviving Saiva Tantra, the 4th-5th century Nisvasatattvasamhita, and
ending with the 11th century Buddhist Kalacakratantra. My own work greatly expands upon
Smith's, who devotes only one chapter to tantric possession in his book, The Self Possessed. 1
not only give a more comprehensive reading and analysis of several texts Smith briefly
mentions (e.g., the Nisvasatattva-samhita [NTS], the Jayadrathayamala [JYT], the
Tantrasadhbhava [TS], the Tantraloka [TA], etc.), but also discuss texts that Smith does not
mention or analyze at all, such as the Svacchandatantra [SVT], the Brahmayamala [BYT],
the Yoginisaricaraprakarana [YSP], the Siddhayogesvarimata [SYM], the Malinivijayottara,
the Timirodghatana [TU), the Kaulajiiananirnaya [KIN], the Kubjikamatatantra [KMT], and
Manthanabhairava Tantra [MBT], among others. Similarly, among the Buddhist Tantras I
will discuss a variety of texts that discuss avesa, such as the Sarvatathagatatattvasamgraha
[STTS], the Sarvabuddhasamayogadakinijalasamvara [SBDJ), the Vajrakilaya [VT], and the

Catuspitha Tantra [CPT], among others. Many of these sources were unpublished or

20 White (2000: 18) writes, "...the body of doctrines and practices that are grouped under the heading of Tantra
all draw, to varying degrees, upon two types of sources. These are the "shamanic" magical practices or ritual
technologies of nonelite religious specialists and their clienteles; and the speculative and scholasticist
productions of often state-sponsored religious elites...The history of Tantra is the history of the interaction
between these two strands of practice and practitioners, whose clienteles, comprising commoners and political
elites, have nearly always overlapped...". In White, David G. Tantra in Practice. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2000).
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unavailable at the time Smith published his work, a limitation he acknowledged in his own
preface.?!

Ultimately, I argue throughout this chapter that various tantric groups begin to adopt
and adapt possession concepts and practices from earlier demonological and ascetic
traditions when it was realized that possession could be a useful tool not only for worldly
needs (bhoga) and assimilating powers (siddhis) from supernatural beings, but also for
exalted religious states, including liberation (moksa). Within these tantric texts we find, on
one hand, practitioners identifying and assimilating the powers of these bhiitanatha deities,
often through possession, in order to gain lordship over various spirit beings for there more
worldly goals as diviners, healers, and exorcists. On the other hand, we also see possession
not just as a method, but the final goal - understood as the most complete union one could
achieve with the deity, akin to permanent state of possession and tantamount to liberation.

I begin by examining the Saiva Atimarga ascetic traditions (II, and III), which lay
much of the foundation for what was to come in the later tantric traditions. Like the
PASUPATAS orders these groups descended from, these tantric practitioners explicitly
adopted bhiitanatha deities as their primary models in terms of behavior and practice. In
many ways, as we will see, these practitioners were not so much trying to become possessed
by spirit beings, but rather possess and embody the qualities of the spirit beings themselves.
This novel mode of engagement and practice was a new development in the evolution of

avesa that was unique to the Tantras. Building upon these foundations, the Mantramarga and

2! Frederick Smith (2006: xv), who is not a specialist in Tantra, admitted himself in the preface of his book that
much more would be revealed about possession by studying the Tantras in more depth: "I must also mention
that our knowledge of Tantra from the mid-first millennium through the first few centuries of the second
millennium C.E. is rapidly expanding, in great measure because of the efforts of Alexis Sanderson and his
students at Oxford University. Doubtless, there will soon be much more to say about possession in tantric
literature that will add considerably to what I have written in Chapter 10 and may force new paradigms on the
notion of possession itself as it was configured historically in India."
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Kulamarga branches of Saivism began to reformulate possession in various ways with their
own evolving perspectives and soteriologies.

In early Goddess-oriented Vidyapitha texts of the Mantramarga, such as the BYT,
YSP, SYM and the MVT, the language of possession is quite overt and explicit, while later
tantras (e.g., the Kulamarga) began a process of internalization, domestication, sanitization,
and refinement of possession concepts and rites, interpreted with newly developed
philosophies and revelations that were emerging in the latter half of the medieval period. Not
only were possession techniques refined as more powerful methods to their own religious
goals, but it also began to be domesticated by more elite traditions, allowing them to be more
readily available to a wider audience. For example, rather than performing extreme practices
in cremation grounds or making offerings with polluting substances, as seen in earlier texts,
the Kashmiri Brahmanical traditions (Trika-Kaula) began to shift towards more gnosis-
oriented yogic practices, avesa being induced through tantric technologies such as mudras
(ritual gestures), nydsa (mantric divinization), visualization, and varied forms of meditation
and observances (vratas). Furthermore, various Buddhist and Saiva tantric scholars began to
interpret the mechanics behind avesa as being related to tantric physiology i.e., the subtle
body and its systems of channels (nadis), cakras, and the developing concept of kundalini at
this time.

Being a non-dualist school, the Trika-Kaula begin to use samavesa ("co-possession")
as the preferred term over avesa. At this time possession had become reformulated,
understood as a completely internal and non-dual phenomenon, where one is not possessed
by an external deity, but rather "immersed" or "absorbed" by one's own higher nature or Self.

As we will see, this transformation from avesa to samavesa was generally paralleled among
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the Tantric Buddhists with the emergence of Deity Yoga, later considered the hallmark of
Vajrayana practice. Though the structure of these Saiva and Buddhist’s rites were similar, the
Buddhists employed their own interpretations of the phenomenon which were more aligned
with their own particular ontological and soteriological perspectives. The Jains also adopted
some of the transformative and liberative divinization techniques, developed by the Saivas
and Buddhists, though they generally removed any transgressive elements and resemblances
to avesa as a form of deity possession.

Despite the domestication and non-dual exegesis by the Trika-Kaulas and others, the
language and framework of @vesa as possession was clearly retained, even if conflated with
other tantric concepts operative at this time, such as saktipata ("The Descent of Power").
This is particularly seen in discussions of the "proofs of possession", the objective markers of
the avesa experience, which remained relatively consistent from the time of the AV into the
Tantras.?? A key component of my argument is that @vesa (and related terms) is a central and
fundamental feature of Tantric philosophy and practice, one of the qualities that gives Tantra
its specificity. For some tantric schools, this capacity for possession became a pre-requisite
for all future tantric endeavors - if one was unable to become possessed, one could not
continue on the tantric path.??

The final chapter is broken up into two sections. The first portion discusses how
many of these @vesa concepts and practices, adopted and refined by the Tantras from earlier

popular, demonological, and ascetic traditions, were once again filtered down and re-

22 These included, for example, udbhava (‘rising,” or leaping about), kampa (‘trembling’) nidra (loss of
consciousness), ghiirni (‘moving to and fro) and ananda (‘joy’). See, for example, the Malinivijayottara and
Kubjikamata Tantras. Of course, these signs overlap with a number of other pathological and non-patholical
experiences as well, as evidenced in the Ayurvedic literature.

23 This will be discussed in detail in chapter four. See Smith (2006) and Judit Torzsok, "Yogini and Goddess

Possession in Early Saiva Tantras", in "Yogini”' in South Asia: Interdisciplinary Approaches, ed. Istvan Keul
(London; New York, Routledge 2013): 179-197, for examples.
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assimilated by non-elite folk traditions after the decline of state-sponsored Tantra. This the
case in Kerala, South India, where possession is still firmly entrenched as a part of their
everyday religiosity, and where I conducted fieldwork in both 1998 and 2016. I briefly trace
how these ideas from the Tantras spread into Kerala in the medieval period through groups of
itinerant householder ascetics, leading to a synthesis of tantric, Brahmanic, and
folkpossession traditions, exemplified by rites that I will discuss such as Teyyam and the
institution of the temple oracle (veliccappatu) found throughout the region. > Part of my
fieldwork also involved documenting a number of other possession rites [ witnessed during
my time there and will also briefly discuss - including, an oracular possession rite by
members of the Irula tribe; a sarpam thullal (Serpent Song) by the Pulluvan community,
which involved making others ritually possessed by Naga spirits; Mutiyettu, a high-caste
temple performance, appropriated by the Brahmins though rooted in folk possession rites;
and finally, a "muted" form of oracular possession involving the Sanskritized folk deity Shr1
Visnumaya Kutticattan. I mention all these rites in order to show the wide spectrum of
possession forms in Kerala and how they differ depending on which influence predominates
(Tantric, Brahmanic, or Folk). Besides brief descriptions and comparison of these rites, I also
provide a number of emic perspectives and interpretations of these deity possession rites
through interviews I conducted with both practitioners and devotees.

The second and final portion of this chapter brings together some of the data collected
from my textual and ethnographic research into conversation with the larger field of
possession studies, including perspectives from the humanities, social sciences, and psycho-

medical sciences. Using these insights, I lay out some larger questions for future research,

25 By "folk", in this context, | mean local traditions which are both indigenous and belong to the larger
Dravidian culture of South India.
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calling for consilience between these various disciplines (e.g., Anthropology, Psychology,
Cognitive Science, Neuroscience, and Religious Studies) and using integrated approaches to
discuss and analyze complex cultural phenomena such as possession. This chapter is broken
into two broad, though interrelated, inquiries. The first section queries why certain social
groups seem to have a predilection for possession. According to South Asia's textual and
ethnographic record, and attested also across cultures, it appears that women, children, and
other historically marginalized groups (low caste/class, homosexual/transvestites, etc.) have a
higher capacity for the possession experience and are predisposed to both positive and
negative forms. Often these are spontaneous experiences, induced ritually, or enshrined in
lineage rights by communities who somehow pass this ability down to successive
generations. However, in the tantric literature I explore it is primary males (including high-
caste Brahmins) who are involved in possession rites, though these practitioners had to
follow prescribed ritual procedures for extended periods of time, often involving
transgressive and self-mortifying practices which, according to Olga Serbaeva-Saraogi,
induce "artificial psychological trauma" and altered states in order to engender a state of
avesa.?® Thus, a series of questions arise - What is it about marginalized men’s, women’s
and children’s bodies that make them more prone to possession? Can this psychosomatic
capacity really be passed down through one's lineage? Why would non-marginalized men
have to resort to extreme practices to achieve a similar state? What does "marginalization"
actually mean here? That is, how do ideas, beliefs, and discourses shape and transform the

states and dispositions of people’s bodies?

26 Serbaeva-Saraogi, Olga. "Can Encounters with Yoginis in the Jayadrathayamala Be Described as
Possession?" in "Yogini"' in South Asia: Interdisciplinary Approaches, ed. Istvan Keul (London; New York,
Routledge 2013): 200.
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Rather than abstract explanations often characterized by the social sciences - i.e., that
"social forces" have "social consequences" - I argue that we must examine marginalization as
an embodied phenomenon, much in the same way possession is an embodied experience.
What is key to understanding social marginalization as an etiological factor in possession is
acknowledging the numerous cognitive and biological consequences of this marginalization
and how these processes are involved in creating capacities for possession states. To this end,
I review a growing body of anthropological and scientific literature (e.g., Cognitive Science,
Psychology, Neuroscience, etc.) which shows how social relations, learned knowledge
systems, and environmental stressors can have very physical, cognitive, and neurobiological
effects on the body. I believe insights from this material may be useful in illuminating some
of the questions I posed above. Ultimately, I hypothesize that there are three interrelated
factors involved: (1) implicit and explicit belief systems regarding the permeability and
porousness of self and other (2) a fluid sense of identity and self-body relationship, and
finally, (3) past/current trauma or marginalization (including self-induced) in interaction with
associated dissociative states, the primary consequence being ruptures in one's sense of self,
identity, and agency.

The second primary question I address, again related to the first, goes beyond looking
at capacities to try and understand how possession states may be engendered and learned
through tantric ritual practice, in both the textual traditions and ethnographic examples I
discuss. For this I examine recent research which I believe successfully used integrated
approaches to address some of these questions - the first by Rebecca Seligman, who studies
spirit mediums from the Afro-Brazilian tradition of Candomblé, and second by Tanya

Luhrmann, who has been researching how Evangelical Christians learn to "hear" and "talk"
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to God through their religious practices and systems of knowledge. I suggest that the
possession practices described in the Tantras, and those I witnessed during my fieldwork,
involve similar processes to what Seligman and Luhrmann describe in their respective
research. In all three cases, practitioners purposely induce and cultivate non-pathological
dissociative states and train what Luhrmann et al. identifies as a psychological capacity for
absorption, in order to trigger, shape, and eventually master anomalous experiences, like
possession.?” Seligman describes how these transformations in identity among her subjects,
from an individual to a deity, take place through processes of "identity diffusion" and the
mediums subsequent "reconstitution".?® After comparing their work with my own data, I
end the chapter summarizing several key points and factors which emerge in conversation
with these recent insights in order to lay a foundation for future cross-cultural work I hope to
continue. Additionally, I believe the study of possession practices as a healing modality - for
repairing selves and stabilizing self-body relationships - and the pathways individuals take to
get there, is something worth studying and exploring - particularly for those in the
psychological and psychiatric sciences. Traditional systems of knowledge, as seen in South
Asia and Seligman's examples from Brazil, offer alternative frameworks to deal with
experience such as possession, often allowing people to embrace their dissociative or
anomalous experiences as potentially integrative and spiritually productive, rather than

idioms of distress or pathology as seen in cultures where positive frameworks of possession

do not exist.

27 See Luhrmann, Tanya M. "The Art of Hearing God: Absorption, Dissociation, and Contemporary American
Spirituality." Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality. 5.2 (2006): 133-157 and Luhrmann, Tanya M,
Howard Nussbaum, and Ronald Thisted. "The Absorption Hypothesis: Learning to Hear God in Evangelical
Christianity." American Anthropologist. 112.1 (2010): 66-78.

28 See Seligman, Rebecca. "From Affliction to Affirmation: Narrative Transformation and the Therapeutics of
Candomblé Mediumship". Transcultural Psychiatry. 42 (2005): 272-294.
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II. CHAPTER 2: THE TEXTUAL ROOTS OF TANTRIC DEITY
POSSESSION IN SOUTH ASIA

A.INTRODUCTION & CHAPTER OVERVIEW

In the previous chapter I discussed some of issues surrounding the academic study of
“possession”, as well as the particular approach I will be employing in my own dissertation
work on tantric possession or avesa. Part of this approach involves exploring and
contextualizing the many pre-tantric discourses on @vesa and, by extension, notions of the
embodied self as seen in religious texts of South Asia. To this end, this chapter will explore
earlier textual roots, discourses, and narratives surrounding possession, attested to most
commonly in the Sanskrit literature as @vesa. Sources for this chapter will draw primarily
from early Vedic, Buddhist, Jain and Epic/Puranic texts.

References to spirit possession, both negative and positive, have a long history in
Sanskrit literature, going back to the earliest surviving scriptures of South Asia, the Rg Veda
(1500-1200 BCE). Since that time, a plethora of possession-related forms are evidenced
within the literature, many still found throughout South Asia, despite its history of
denigration by most classical Indian religions.?® In the earliest Vedas, references to
possession were primarily negative, involving the hostile takeover of some demonic entity or
an angry divinity. However, positive forms of deity possession are also documented in this

early time, usually associated with the ritual consumption of the soma plant or involving

2% Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1990: 457) write: “The great classical religions of India - Brahmanism,
Buddhism, and Jainism...inculcated self-control and decorum... Possession is of course the very converse of
self-control and is normally accompanied by the display of violent emotion. One could say that the Indian
classical religions precisely censored out possession and opposed emotionalism. The scheme of values they set
up was one of calm and dignified conduct, civilized behavior as opposed to rustic license.”
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marginal figures such as the Kesins. The first part of this chapter will look briefly at some of
these early Vedic accounts of possession found in these earliest texts.

This will be followed by a more in-depth examination of a possession narrative written
about nearly a millennium later in the Epic period - the possession of A$vatthaman by Rudra-
Siva in the famous episode of the Sauptikaparvan of the Mahabharata. I examine this specific
narrative because it is an early yet detailed depiction of possession that contains a number of
relevant themes and patterns found in later Tantric deity possession practices and narratives.
Rudra-Siva’s portrayal as a possessing deity in this time is relatively rare but significant
given early depictions of Rudra in the Vedas, particularly the Atharvaveda, which I will
examine next. In these early texts, Rudra is depicted with great ambiguity — on one hand he is
a fierce and dangerous god prone to attacking humans, while, on the other, he is the
bhiitandtha, a “Lord of Spirits”, who has the power to control and expel harmful entities
under his command, and to heal those possessed and afflicted by them. It is this particular
aspect of Rudra-Siva as the bhiitandtha that I argue becomes the primary model first for the
Atharvavedin “medicine-men” known as bhisajs’, early specialists in bhiitavidya (“The
Science of Spirits”), and then later for tantric ritualists and practitioners of various stripes.

Bhiitavidya, as seen in the early Atharvaveda, itself is a complex system with varied
origins, drawing not only from Vedic sources, but also the larger demonological cultural
substratum that included indigenous, and non-Vedic traditions, along with demonologies
from foreign sources such as the Persians, Greeks, and Chinese. These varied sources left an
indelible mark on the Atharva Veda and came to influence all subsequent Hindu, Buddhist,
and Jain demonological traditions in South Asia. In these early Vedic bhiitavidya texts,

negative possession forms again dominate as they do in the RV - possessing spirits were
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generally seen as malevolent beings in need of exorcism or destruction, a trend which
continues to this day. At the same time, we also find some accounts in early Vedic, Buddhist
and Jain texts of various ritualists and sorcerers interacting with these same spirit beings for
purposes of magic (abhicara), protection, divination, and prognostication. In some cases, this
even involved possession by various spirits and deities into the body of a prescribed medium.
I will argue that much of the form and function of tantric deity possession and magic drew
from this wide well of Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic traditions associated with magicians,
sorcerers, diviners, and healers of various stripes as witnessed in literature of this early
period.

The final section of this chapter will take a closer look at the religious narratives and
cosmologies surrounding the possessing entities themselves — the myriad of bhiitas
(“spirits/ghosts”) and grahas (“seizers”), the two terms most commonly used to denote
possessing spirits, which suffused the Vedic, Buddhist and Jain demonological literature in
this early period. This includes beings such as the raksasas (demons), pisacas (goblins),
gandharvas (celestial musicians), apsaras (celestial nymphs), nagas (serpent-beings), and
vaksas (dryads), among a multitude of others. A genealogy of sorts will be given for some of
these categories, and sources will be drawn from multiple religious traditions from the Vedic
to the Epic period. While negative forms of possession continue to dominate, there are also
some fascinating accounts of positive and oracular forms of possession.

Out of this large group of supernatural beings, a number of powerful bhiitas began to
emerge and become elevated in the literature to the status of bhitandatha, a “Lord of Spirits”,
often modeled upon or associated with the original bhitanatha, Rudra-Siva. In many cases,

these fierce and ambiguous beings had their own independent regional cults or were
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considered demonic beings by the orthodox traditions.’® Many of these ancient deities were
eventually converted, domesticated, and adopted by the Brahmins, Buddhists and Jains, in an
attempt to access their powers as protectors, healers, holders of esoteric knowledge, and
bestowers of supernatural powers (siddhis), but also to bring these deities and their respective
cults into their religious fold. I will examine some of these narratives and the conversion
strategies used to transform these ghouls to gods, including figures such as Hariti, Kubera,
Skanda-Kumara, Ganapati, Bhairava, and Hanuman.

As we will see in later chapters, it is these ambiguous yet powerful beings from the
demonological traditions who eventually come to populate the developing pantheons of the
Saiva and Buddhist Tantric traditions in the medieval period. Tantric practitioners often
modelled themselves upon these bhiitanathas, either by identifying themselves as the deity

or, in some cases, by becoming possessed by them.

B. THE VEDAS: PERVADING GODS, SEERS, CHANNELERS, AND
SHAKERS

The word avesa, and its derivatives (from @\vis ), are first found in the Vedic literature in
the ninth mandala of the RV, a book dominated by hymns related to the divine elixir of the
Vedic sages known as soma, which is said to induce, as Frederick Smith has argued, “a type

of divine possession”.?! These soma drinkers were often known as rsis (“seers™), visionary

30 As Tarabout points out, "Demonic possession" in the Hindu context should be avoided, which 1 agree with,
"... because the value judgment it presupposes leads to a misunderstanding of the pantheon: certainly, certain
Powers are said to be dark forces, sometimes extremely violent and destructive, but all are capable of being
incorporated into the turbulent troops which accompany the superior deities. Departed, vampires and other
ghosts are not opposed to the gods but are subject to them, and thus proceed, despite their disturbances, from the
divine order." Gilles Tarabout, "Corps Possédés et Signatures Territoriales au Kérala", in La Possession en Asie
du Sud. Parole, Corps, Territoire, ed. J. Assayag and G. Tarabout, (Paris: EHESS, 1999): 315. As we will see
continue to see throughout this chapter, the distinction between gods and ghouls is ambiguous at best.

31 See Smith (2006: xxii). See below for other references as well.
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sages who were the first to “see” (from the roots Ndrs, \caks, and \/ci) and transmit the divine
revelations of the Vedas. However, according to the RV, it was not simply the seers who
were the creators of the Vedas, nor was it only the gods - rather, the two were considered co-
creators of this sacred knowledge. Barbara Holdrege describes this process as a dynamic and
synesthetic experience involving both "seeing" and "hearing" the ultimate nature of reality.
Holdrege writes,

...the gods are represented as the inspirers of the hymns, while, on the other hand, the

rsis themselves are said to generate the hymns... the process through which the

hymns emerge is represented as a cyclical process in which the gods and rsis both
have a central role: the gods mediate the process of cognition through stimulating the
visions and inspirations of the rsis; these divinely inspired cognitions then take shape
in the hearts of the rsis, who give them vocalized expression in recited hymns, which
in turn nourish and magnify the gods.*

According to Holdrege, this experience bestowed divine knowledge regarding
creation and the mechanics of the universe, giving the rsis the power to manipulate both the
cosmos and the gods. According to the RV, the hymns themselves originated from the
“Imperishable” (aksara) realm of the gods, which is “beyond space" (vyoman: [RV
1.164.39]).>3 From this realm, the gods impelled the hymns towards the rsis who cognize
and, in turn, recite them back to their original source, empowering both groups in the
process. Thus, a cyclical co-creative relationship occurs where rsis join together with the
gods, who are said to be possessed (avivesa) and pervaded (visvan) by the divine Vedic

meters (jagati) [RV 10.130.5c]. Through this shared revelatory knowledge experience, the

text states, humans become divine sages (rsis). ** This may be one of the earliest explicit

32 Holdrege, Barbara A. Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality of Scripture. (Delhi: Sri Satguru
Publications, 1997): 233.

33 "The res exist in the Imperishable (aksara), beyond space (vyoman), where all the gods abide. He who does
not know that [Imperishable], what can he accomplish with the hymn? Those alone who know it sit collected".
[RV 1.164.39]." Translation by Holdrege (1997: 356).

3 yisvan devaii jagaty a vivesa tena caklpra rsayo manusyah || RV 10.130.5¢
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depictions in Indian literature of the divinization of humans, involving both the commingling
of humans and gods and the employment of mantras. This is a fundamental pattern that
continues into the Epic and Puranic period and becomes standard in later tantric rites and

literature, as we will soon see.>

PERVADING GODS

Two of the most significant deities in the early Rg Veda are Soma and Agni (Fire),
and it is this same duo who are the primary deities involved in the cognition of the rsis just
described.*® These two deities are often called rsis or kavis (inspired poets) and, at times, rsi-
krts ("makers of rsis”), implying that these two had the power to transform humans into
divine rsis. As Smith notes,

...the majority of occurrences of d\vis in the RV appear in the context of descriptions

of relations between the processed and liquid soma, the deity Soma, various other

deities, and the sages themselves. It is used for soma entering, permeating,
psychologically or somatically influencing, and, perhaps, possessing a person or even

a deity....%7

RV 1.91.11, for example, states, “O Soma, we, learned of speech, strengthen you with
words. Gracious one, enter (@visa) into us.”*® Note again the reciprocal relationship here —

the rsis first empower Soma with their sacred words and then ask the deified Soma to enter

into their own bodies, which in turn, empowers them.

35 We should also note the similarities between the rsis cognition and the phenomena of channeling, which is
evidenced in various traditions around the world, most recently in the form of New Age channeling. See Arthur
Hastings, With the Tongues of Men and Angels: A Study of Channeling. (Fort Worth: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1991), for more on this.

36 Indra and Rudra are also notable in this regard. See Smith (2006: 177-197) and Holdrege (1997: 234).

37 Smith (2006: 179) - See this section of his text for a variety of other examples

38RV 1.91.11: soma girbhis tva vayam varhayamo vacovidah | sumiliko na avisa || Translation based on Smith
(2006: 180)
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This quality of pervasion and pervading into bodies, often marked with some
derivative of d\/vis’, is also a dominant feature of Agni, the God of Fire, who is said to
pervade the world and all living beings in the form of heat.?* He is also, most importantly, the
sacrificial fire fundamental to all Vedic rites, acting as the messenger between the various
realms of the cosmos. Not only does he purify and transport all fire offerings to the realm of
the gods, but he also transports the souls of the cremated dead to the realm of Yama, the Lord
of Death. Similarly, Soma is also regarded as a link between the human and divine realms,
bringing divine knowledge and states of supernatural ecstasy to humans as the divine elixir.
Often the two are coupled together in RV, and certain passages even identify these two
pervading gods with each other.*® Also of significance is their roles as divine healers and
protector deities, the two often invoked together to drive away demons, disease, and illness.
As we will see, all of these traits typify many deities who I categorize as bhiitanathas "Lord
of Spirits", a group of deities I will be discussing shortly.

Another important pervading deity, though referenced little in the earliest Vedas, is
Vac, the goddess of speech. Like Soma and Agni, she too is designated as a rsi-krt, a rsi-
maker who "enters into rsis" (rsisu pravistam; RV 10.71.3a)*! and bestows them her divine
power: "Whom I love, I make powerful. I make him a brahman, a rsi, a sage.”** Like Soma
and Agni, Vac is said to pervade (derivative of @\vis) both heaven and earth (dyavaprthivi a

vivesa, RV 10.125.6) and “possesses” or “enters into” (@vesayantim) many forms.** She says

39 See for example, RV 3.3.4 pita yajianam asuro vipascitam vimanam agnir vayunam ca vaghatam | a vivesa
rodast bhitrivarpasa purupriyo bhandate dhamabhih kavih || and RV 5.25.4 agnir devesu rajaty agnir martesv
avisan | agnir no havyavahano 'gnim dhibhih saparyata ||

40 Flood (2006: 46)

41 RV 10.71.3a yajiiena vacah padaviyam ayan tam anv avindann rsisu pravistam |

2RV 10.125.5 yam kamaye tam-tam ugram krpomi tam brahmanam tam rsim tam sumedham ||

RV 10.125.3 tam ma deva vy adadhuh purutra bhiristhatram bhiiry avesayantim ||
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in her own hymn, “The one who eats food, who sees, who breathes, who hears what is said,
does so through me. Though they do not realize it, they dwell in me.”**

As speech, Vac is both immanent in the cosmos, yet transcends it — according to the
RV, only one-fourth of her is what humans speak and comprehend, the remaining three
quarters, "hidden in secret, do not issue forth."*> The one-quarter in the human world is
compared by the texts to the wind (vata), which also pervades and enters into all living
beings (arabhamana bhuvanani visva).*® Furthermore, Vac states that she not only “roams
with the fierce hordes of rudras” (rudrebhih carami),*’ and “carries” or “supports” (from
bhr) gods such as Soma and Agni, but also that it is ultimately she who gives the gods their
power. She states, “I stretch the bow for Rudra so that his arrow will strike down those
hostile to the sacred hymn.”*® This connection with a powerful and pervading female deity
and Rudra is also a continuing pattern that is seen throughout the Tantric literature with Siva
and Bhairava.

Although discussed little in the RV, there are hints of Vac’s supreme and absolute
nature, though this figures more prominently in later Vedic texts. In these texts, she begins to
be explicitly identified with the supreme Brahman (brahma vai vac) of the Upanisads,
making her one of the earliest and most powerful goddesses in Indian literary traditions.*
Texts such as the Taittiriva Brahmana (TB) exclaim that Vac is the imperishable one

(aksara), the first-born of the cosmic order (r7a), the navel of immortality (amrta), and the

4 RV10.25.4 maya so annam atti yo vipasyati yah praniti ya im Srnoty uktam | amantavo mam ta upa ksiyanti
Srudhi sruta sraddhivam te vadami ||

4 RV 1.164.45 Translation by Holdrege (1997: 42)

46 RV 10.125.8a aham eva vata iva pra vamy arabhamana bhuvanani visva

47RV 10.125.1 aham rudrebhir vasubhis caramy aham dadityair uta visvadevaih | aham mitravarunobha
bibharmy aham indragni aham asvinobhd ||

4 RV 10.125.6a aham rudraya dhanur a tanomi brahmadvise Sarave hantava u |

4 The Aitareya Brahmana (12 4.21.1) and Atharva Veda (4.1) explicitly identifying brahman with the Word:
“brahma vai vac”
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“Mother of the Vedas” (vedanam mata) [TB 2.8.8.5]. As speech, she also becomes associated
with the power of the Vedic mantras, which are said to have flowed out from her during the
time of cosmic creation and referred to as her "thousand-fold progeny.">°

As Larson and others note, such references constitute some of the earliest notions of
“female creative forces” which were gradually brought together to create one unifying
conception of Vac as “the personified female principle of energy”.>! Much of Vac’s qualities
and aspects also foreshadow what is to come later in the form of the Great Goddess of the
Devi Mahatmya and the goddesses of the Tantric traditions (e.g. Paravac Brahman),
particularly around the notion of sakti (“power” or “energy”), representing both the feminine
matrix and animating energies of the phenomenal universe. She can also be seen as a pre-
cursor for a number of speech-oriented “Alphabet Goddesses™ in proto-tantric and tantric
traditions.>?

What ultimately unites these early Vedic deities is their all-pervading nature and their
representation as universal animating energies, which various Vedic texts state again and
again, pervade the cosmos as well as humans and gods. As Smith notes, all these entities can
be differentiated from other gods in that they all have forms (ripa) whose “boundaries are
amorphous, if not all-pervasive, while those of the [other] gods are seemingly more
defined.”* To this list of early pervading Vedic deities, we can also add Vayu, the god of

Wind and Rudra, two deities we will discuss in more detail shortly. Vayu not only represents

0SB V.5.5.12; SB1V.6.7.1-3

51'See Gerald James Larson, The Sources for Sakti in Abhinavagupta's Kasmir Saivism: A Linguistic and
Aesthetic Category. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, (1974): 47, who references RV 10.125.

52 These include Saiva/Sakta tantric Alphabet Goddess such as Matrka, Vage$vari, Para, and Malini, some we
will discuss in a later chapter. Matrka, for example, like Vac is described as “the ultimate source (yoni) of all
mantras, all Sastras, and speech.” See Judit Torzsok, "The Emergence of the Alphabet Goddess Matrka in Early
Saiva Tantras", in Tantric Studies-Fruits of a Franco-German Collaboration on Early Tantra, eds., Dominic
Goodall and Harunaga Isaacson. (IFP, EFEO, U. Hamburg, 2016): 135, for Sanskrit references.

53 Smith (2006: 178)
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ordinary wind, but more importantly, comes to be understood as the breath or vital wind
(prana) of humans and the cosmos (as Purusa).’* As we will see, these ideas become primary
features of many of the possessing entities we will be discussing in this and subsequent

chapters.

VEDIC VIPRAS - “THE SHAKERS”

Besides rsi or kavi, another common designation for Vedic seers was the term vipra,
which etymologically means “quiverer,” and derives from the root vip/vep, which translates
as “trembling, shaking, inspired, or ecstatic”.>> Among its many Indo-European cognates is
the Latin term vibrare, “to vibrate”. Holdrege writes,

The inspired thoughts of the rsis, as the subtle reverberations of speech, are described

as vibrating (root vip), and thus the seers themselves are deemed vipras... A vipra is

thus a seer whose awareness is vibrant with the reverberations of divine speech, to
which he gives vocalized expression.>¢

Though vipra later becomes a synonym for a Brahmin, Jan Gonda’s analysis of the
term throughout the early Vedas leads him to conclude that vipra:

...may originally have denoted a moved, inspired, ecstatic and “enthusiast” seer, as a

bearer or pronouncer of the emotional and vibrating, metrical sacred words...the man

who experiences the vibration, energy, rapture of religious and aesthetic inspiration.>’

Rather than simply a Brahmin priest, Gonda and others see the term as describing

more of a shaman or a medicine-man who “trembles” when entering ecstatic states. Gonda

backs this assertion with a quote from RV 10.97.6, which describes the viprah as a

54 See for example, RV 10.90.13

55 Monier-Williams (2007)

6 Holdrege (1997: 230-232)

57 Gonda, Jan. The Vision of the Vedic Poets. (The Hague: Mouton, 1963): 39.
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“physician, a killer of demoniac powers, [and] one who drives away diseases”.>® Frits Stall
concurred with Gonda, stating that the term vipra described “the mystical intoxication of the
Vedic poets, who have been inspired by the gods” and suggests, “that the Brahman is the
trembling Vedic seer who is possessed by inspiring gods.”® Decades later, A.K. Ramanujan
followed suit, countering notions of possession prevalent at that time: “One should not
assume that ‘possession’ is the monopoly of the folk genres; the Vedas had their vipras, ‘the
quivering ones’”®, This is similar conceptually to those in the Christian Protestant traditions
known as “Quakers” or “Shakers” - so called, due to the physical signs these charismatics
display when “inspired” by the Holy Spirit.%! As we will soon see, the quality of kampa,
“trembling”, becomes one of the primary markers and symptoms for possession states in

both medical and tantric texts.

THE KESIN

A unique character found in a single hymn in the tenth mandala of the Rg Veda
[10.136] is the enigmatic Kesin (“The Long-Haired One”’) who is emblematic, in many ways,
of the vipra. Much ink has been spilled trying to understand just who and what this figure
represented in early Vedic India. Some believe the Kesin was a proto-yogin, related to the
unorthodox extra-Vedic group known as the Vratyas, while others claim he is a remnant of

an earlier shamanic culture of the pre-Vedic period or connected with the ascetic and

8 viprah sa ucyate bhisag raksohamivacatanah | RV 10.97.6

39 J. F. Staal, “Sanskrit and Sanskritization.” The Journal of Asian Studies, 22 no. 3, (1963): 267.

0 A. K. Ramanujan, “Two Realms of Kannada Folklore”, in Another Harmony: New Essays on the Folklore of
India, ed. Stuart Blackburn and A. K. Ramanujan, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1986): 71.

6l See Clarke Garrett, Origins of the Shakers. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987).
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Sramanic traditions of early Magadha.5? Whatever the Kesin's origins, it is apparent he stood
somewhat outside of the Brahmanic social order - a renunciant (muni) who was clad in soiled
rags, though praised as an exalted sage who is said to roam alongside the gods themselves.®
Here is a translation of this hymn:

1. The long-haired one (kesi) bears Agni, the long-haired one bears the poison
(visam), the long-haired one bears the heaven and earth. The long-haired one (bears)
the sun for all to see. Indeed, the long-haired one is called this light.

2. The munis, having only the wind as a girdle, are clothed in tawny rags. They follow
the swooping of the wind when the gods have entered (devaso aviksata) them.

3. “Intoxicated (unmaditd) by our asceticism, we have mounted the winds. You
mortals see only our bodies.”

4. He flies through the sky, gazing down on all forms. The ascetic has been
established as the comrade of every god for good action.

5. The horse of the wind, the comrade of Vayu - impelled by the gods (devesito), the
ascetic presides over both seas, the eastern and the western.

6. Roaming in the course of the Apsaras', the Gandharvas, and forest beasts, the long-
haired one is their sweet, most exhilarating comrade, who knows their will.

7. Vayu churned it (the poison); Kunannama prepared it for him. The long-haired one
drank of the poison with his cup, together with Rudra.®*

It is unclear regarding the precise order of events, but we are told in the hymn that the
ascetic’s body had been "entered into" or “possessed” (devaso aviksata — from the root vis)
by the gods at some point. The Kesin is also said to have drunk a poisonous concoction

(visa) with Rudra, prepared by the equally marginalized and mysterious female deity

62 See, for example, Flood (2006); J. C. Heesterman, “Vratya and Sacrifice.” Indo-Iranian Journal 6 (1): (1962):
1-37; Max Deeg, “Shamanism in the Veda: The Ke$in-Hymn (10.136), the Journey to Heaven of Vasistha (RV
7.88) and the Mahavrata-Ritual.” (Nagoya Studies in Indian Culture and Buddhism, Sambhasa, 1993): 95-144;
and D. Acharya “How to Behave like a Bull? New Insight into the Origin and Religious Practices of Pasupatas.”
Indo-Iranian Journal, 56.2. (2013): 101-31, for these various theories.

8 Muni becomes an important appellation taken up by later §ramanic traditions as well.

6 Sanskrit: kesyaghnim kest visam kesi bibharti rodasi | kesivisvam svardrse keSidam jyotirucyate || munayo
vatarasanah pisangha vasate mala | vatasyanudhrajim yanti yad devaso aviksata || unmadita mauneyana
vatana tasthima vayam | Sarivedasmakam yityam martaso abhi pasyatha || antariksena patati visva
riapavacakasat | munirdevasya-devasya saukrtydaya sakha hitah || vatasyasvo vayoh sakhatho devesito munih |
ubhausamudrava kseti yasca pirva utaparah || apsarasam ghandharvanam myrghanam carane caran |
kestketasya vidvan sakha svadurmadintamah || vayurasma upamanthat pinasti sma kunannama | kesivisasya
patrena yad rudrendapibat saha || Translation based upon Jamison and Brereton, The Rigveda: The Earliest
Religious Poetry of India. Vol. 1. (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2014): 1621-1622, but modified.
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Kunamnama, named only once in all the Vedas.®®> The Ke$in is further said to experience a
state of ecstasy, madness, or intoxication (unmadita), causing him to “mount” the winds and
soar in the skies. Sailing through the air, the Kesin states, “Our bodies are all you mere
mortals can see,” implying that he had somehow transcended his mortal frame. Light and
solar imagery, usually associated with the gods, is used to describe the transformed muni in
his state of possession/ecstasy. He also roams with the apsaras and gandharvas — celestial
entities known even in the earliest Vedas to possess humans.®¢

What or who precisely the kesin represents is difficult to surmise with the little
evidence we have, but, as Flood notes, “the description of the Kesin is reminiscent of later
ascetics who undergo extraordinary inner experiences”.%” This is especially true of later
tantric practitioners who were also known to use intoxicants, interacted with various female
entities, divinization through ecstatic states of madness and possession by the gods, and the
bestowal of supernatural powers such as flight. Although it is wise not to make a direct
connection between the two, the resemblance is uncanny and many of these patterns continue
in later possession practices of the tantrikas.

One potential connection hypothesized by various scholars is between the kesins and
their association with the Vratyas, an unorthodox and extra-Vedic brotherhood of itinerant

ascetic-warriors who lived on the edges of Aryan society and attested to in book fifteen of the

Atharva Veda.%® Though on the margins, the Vratyas were considered part of the Vedic-fold

% Wendy Doniger, The Rig Veda: An Anthology. (London: Penguin, 2005): 138, notes in her translation that
Kunamnama’s “...name may indicate a witch or a hunchback”, though she makes no mention why. David
White (2003: 198) also believes there may be a connection between her and the “dread yakkhini (female yaksa)
described in the fifth century C.E. Mahavamsa, the Buddhist chronicle of Ceylon...the powerful yakkhint
Kuvanna”.

% In the later AV gandharvas and apsaras are said to cause disease [AV.4.37], but also known to cure madness
[AV.6.111.4].

67 Flood (2006: 79).

68 See Heesterman (1962: 1-37).
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once they had performed the vratyastoma purification rites and sacrifice - however, evidence
shows that they may still have been looked upon with disdain. Brian K. Smith translates
verses from the Paficavim$a Brahmana [17.1.2], for example, which states:

Those who lead the life of a vratya are defective (hina) and left behind. For they

neither practice the study of the Veda nor do they plough or trade . . . Swallowers of

poison are those [vratyas] who eat foreign food as if it were the food of the Brahmin;
who speak improperly as if it were proper; who strike the guiltless with a stick; and
who, although not initiated, speak the speech of the initiated.®’

It appears the Vratyas practiced their own customs and ceremonies, but the precise
nature and structure of these rites is unclear. Based on textual evidence, Gavin Flood
proposes:

...they were probably concerned with fertility and the magical renewal of life with

the seasons. During the summer solstice ‘great vow’ (mahavrata) ritual, the priest

(hotr) muttered chants, which included reference to the three breaths animating the

body. These breaths...suggest an early kind of breath control, which becomes

developed as prandyama in later yogic traditions. This rite is accompanied by
obscene dialogues and also involves ritual sexual intercourse between a ‘bard’, who
may have otherwise remained celibate, and a ‘prostitute’; a rite which has echoes in
later tantric ritual.”®

According to Flood and others, the Vratyas soteriology was also markedly different
from typical Vedic religious goals. For example, rather than simply appeasing or
worshipping gods, the Vratya-Kanda of the Atharva Veda states that the Vratya “attained
lordship of the gods, he became I§ana (Rudra/Siva).” 7! Thus, this tradition seems to have had
an early religious goal of unification or identification with the supreme God of the Vratyas,
Ekavratya (identified with Rudra), leading them to emulate the dress and behaviors of the

god. This is why they are described in the Vratya-Kanda as being dressed in black with two

ram skins over their shoulders and wearing a turban - all in imitation of their god.

®Brian K. Smith, Reflections on Resemblance, Ritual, and Religion. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998): 89.
0 Flood (2006: 79) ) )
"\ sa devanam i$am padry ait sd isano bhavat AVS 15.1.1-6
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This early evidence, therefore, has led some scholars to believe that the Vratyas may
have been precursors to the Saiva Pasupata and Kapalika traditions, groups which exerted
considerable influence on the tantric traditions, as we will discuss later. Some, such as
Giinther Sontheimer, even suggest there may be a direct continuity between the Vratyas and
present-day possession cults, such as those associated with Khandoba.”? Sontheimer writes,

The imitation of the human leader who incorporated the divine and himself became

Rudra, e.g., the Ekavratya in his cosmogonic ritual (AV XV), seems to have been a

common feature before manifestations of the divine in mirtis became popular... We

need not view the later sects worshipping Siva or Bhairava with their peculiar rituals
of imitatio dei as the antecedents of the Voggus, etc., but would rather suggest direct
continuity between the ancient Vratyas and the present day Voggus, etc. Parallels of
such impersonations of the deity also include the devotee of the early Murukan, the
velan dancing in a frenzy until he became Velan, that is Murukan himself. Similarly,
the devrsi ("shaman") in the Khandoba cult is possessed by the god in the form of the
wind and virtually becomes Khandoba.”

Though direct evidence is sparse, I am inclined to agree with Sontheimer - as we will
see, many of the practices involving both negative and positive forms of possession can be
traced back to the Atharva Veda, and specialists belonging to these early cults did have some
influence on later tantric and folk possession concepts. What is key here, however, is the
confluence of identification with the deity they are imitating and the actual possession by the
deity — according to Sontheimer the two can be seen as the same, conceptually. We must be
cautious, however, given the little evidence we have of early Vratya rites.”* Regardless, this

type of confluence doesn’t really begin to be seen again until we come to the Pasupatas and

later tantric groups. We will return to the Pasupatas again in following chapters.

2 Which, according to Sontheimer includes the Voggus of Andhra Pradesh, the Vaghyas of Maharashtra, and
the Vaggayyas of Karnataka. See Giinther-Dietz Sontheimer, “Between Ghost and God: A Folk Deity of the
Deccan” in Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: Essays on the Guardians of Popular Hinduism, ed. A.
Hiltebeitel, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989): 302.

3 Ibid.

74 See Heesterman (1962) for more on these rites.

35



C. MODELS OF POSSESSION IN THE EPICS

We will continue examining the Vedic literature shortly, but before doing so I wanted
to briefly mention a description and model of deity possession as presented in the
Mahabharata (MBH), written roughly a millennia later. I have chosen to discuss this now as
it encapsulates many of the elements and themes we see not only in earlier literature, but also
in later tantric literature associated with deity possession rites. The MBh is an enormously
important text for scholars due to its magnitude and encyclopedic-like minutiae. Though it is
a composite text, written and redacted over many centuries by numerous authors, it provides
a fascinating window into one of the most consequential times in South Asian history
(200BCE-400 CE).” Some believe it may have originally been an oral warrior’s tale that
belonged to the Ksatryia traditions, though it was eventually taken over by Brahmins who
altered the text to fit their own particular agendas.”®

The period of its composition overlaps globally within what some have designated as
“The Axial Age” (800-300 BCE) 77, which in South Asia corresponds with what many have
called a period of “Hindu” or “Brahmanical” synthesis — an era when Vedic traditions began

to shift their orientation from orthodox ritual to what we consider now more mainstream

5 According to some scholars, parts of the earliest material may reach back as far as the 8-9th centuries BCE,
while most agree that the main period of its composition and redaction was from 400 BCE to the end of the
Gupta period. Although called an “Epic” by Western scholars, the Hindu tradition classifies it has an itihdsa or
historical text. See van Buitenen (1975) and Hopkins (1915) for more on this accepted dating. More recently,
see Fitzgerald ‘s (2004) introduction to volume 7 of the Chicago translation of the MBh for more on dating.

76 See Goldman, Robert P., Gods, Priests, and Warriors: The Bhrgus of the Mahabharata. (New York:
Columbia U.P., 1977) and Alf Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader’s Guide to the Education of
the Dharma King. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2001), for various hypothesis of MBh as a warrior tale and
Richard D Mann. The Rise of Mahasena: The Transformation of Skanda-Karttikeya in North India from the
Kusana to Gupta Empires. (Leiden: Brill, 2012): 16, on the Brahmanical agendas involved in the alterations of
the text.

77 Jaspers first introduced the term in his 1953 book The Origin and Goal of History. Since then, many have
written on the concept: See Armstrong 2006’s book The Great Transformation: The Beginning of our Religious
Traditions for more general perspectives on it.

36



“Hindu” values, orthopraxy, and traditions.”® This synthesis refers not only to the continued
incorporation of non-Brahmanic groups and traditions (tribal/folk/regional cults), but also to
emerging soteriologies and institutions of the renunciant (Upanisadic, Buddhist, Jain,
Pasupata Saivism etc.) and bhakti traditions.” The importance of the MBh in defining what
later becomes “Hindu” cannot be understated.

A number of possession forms are found throughout the Epics of the MBh and
Ramayana, some of which we will briefly discuss in this dissertation, though excellent work
has already been done by the likes of Smith and others, so I will try not to repeat their
efforts.®” Smith adeptly relays, for example, the story of the virtuous King Nala’s possession
(avisat 3.56.3; samavisya 3.56.4) in the Aranyakaparvan (3.50) by the jealous divinity Kali
(“Discord”), after having committed a minor ritual lapse.®! Additionally, Smith and White
have both finely recounted the episode of Vipula Bhargava (MBh 13.40-43), who enters and
possesses the body of his guru’s wife with his yogic powers (yogenanupravisya, 13.40.50a)
in order to protect her against the sexual advances of the lustful god Indra.®? This is similar in
some ways to the story of the ascetic Vidura’s possession of King Yudhisthira as narrated in

chapter fifteen of the MBh, the Asramavasika (Residence in the Hermitage). Both of these

8 See, Ainslie T. Embree, Sources of Indian Tradition. From the beginning to 1800. (NY: Columbia University
Press, 1988.), Hiltebeitel (2001 and 2007) and most recently, Johannes Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won:
From Alexander to the Guptas. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016).

7 As we’ve seen with the Kesin and the Vratyas, synthesis and incorporation of “extra-Vedic” traditions into
the Brahmanic fold is nothing new, and found within the earliest Vedas.

801 refer the reader to chapter six in Smith’s (2006) work The Self-Possessed.

81 As we will soon see, ritual lapses and breaking of vows become two major causes of negative forms of
possession throughout the Epic period and into the medical literature. Another point of note is that we are also
told in this story that Kali’s brother Dvapara, served as his assistant and “possessed” (samavisya) the dice which
ultimately lead to Nala’s demise, including the loss of his entire kingdom and possessions (MBh 3.55.13cd) —
thus, objects can be possessed too.

82 See Smith (2006: 255-258) and David G. White, Sinister Yogis. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2009): 148-151.
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episodes involve what comes to be known in yoga texts as parakdayapravesavidya, “The
Science of Entering Another’s Body”, which I will discuss in subsequent chapters.

While these possession narratives are important, I wanted to focus on what I believe
to be one of the most explicit and fascinating examples of early possession in the Epics, -
found in the tenth book of the MBh and entitled the Sauptikaparvan, “The Massacre at
Night”.®* Smith briefly mention this episode in The Self Possessed, though it is not explored
in any detail. This particular model of possession, I will argue, is closely aligned with tantric
possession in a number of ways. I will first give a brief description of the episode, followed
by some analysis of key elements and themes that we will continue to see throughout this

dissertation.

THE POSSESSION OF ASVATTHAMAN

The Sauptikaparvan details the story of A$vatthaman, the son of the great brahmin
martial-arts guru Drona, and his frenzied slaughter of the sleeping enemy camp of the
Pandavas and the Paficalas. The chapter begins with A$vatthaman and two other Kaurava
warriors, Krpa, and Krtavarman, who return to their camp only to realize that it had been
completely over-run by their enemies. The trio becomes utterly disheartened upon learning
that all their soldiers and relatives are dead after seventeen days of intense battle — they were
the only ones to survive. A§vatthaman’s depression quickly turned to anger when he learned

from his dying commander, Duryodhana, about the deception and severe transgressions of

8 This is W.J. Johnson’s more poetic translation, see W.J. Johnson, The Sauptikaparvan of the Mahabharata:
The Massacre at Night. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1998); while Kate Crosby (2009) is more
literal, calling it the “Dead of Night”. See Crosby, Kate. Mahabharata. Book 10, Dead of Night and Book 11,
The Women. (New York; Chesham: New York University Press, 2009). Monier-Williams (1899) translates the
term sauptika as related to sleep, but in reference to this story he translates it as “nocturnal combat”.

38



ksatriya dharma (the warrior’s code) by their enemy-cousins, leading directly to the death of
his father and their defeat. Traumatized, A$vatthaman becomes hell-bent on revenge.

Having taken refuge in the darkness of the forest, his two companions fell asleep, but
Asvatthaman was too distraught - his mind was reeling and full of one-pointed rage. In this
state, he witnessed a ferocious owl (ulizkam ghora 10.1.36) swoop down and slaughter a
flock of sleeping crows in a banyan tree. Seeing the owl’s success, Asvatthaman immediately
takes this as a divine sign and resolves to massacre the sleeping enemy army surreptitiously
in the dead of night. A$vatthaman told his companions his plan, but they tried to talk him out
of it due to its transgressions of warrior code. Krpa notes at various points in this section that
Asvatthaman appeared to be in a state of total bewilderment (moha, MBh 10.1.69, 10.2.30)
and he advised him to first consult with his elders on the matter. On hearing Krpa’s sound
and moral advice, A$vatthaman became “completely possessed” (samanvitah) with misery
(duhka) and grief (Soka), his “mind inflamed with the burning fire of grief” (dahyamanas tu
Sokena pradiptenagnina). His grief again quickly turned to rage (krodha MBh, 10.4.20) and
he continued on with his cruel resolve (kritram manas),’* claiming that it was the Pandavas
who first breached the rules of battle. A$vatthaman argued they would only be acting as the
“hand of fate and destiny” (10.1.52) by killing the immoral Paficalas and Pandava. He
likened this quest to a battle between the gods and demons, comparing himself to the demon-
slayers Indra and Rudra, and also making references to Rudra’s bow, Pinaka, which was used
in the famous story of the destruction (pralaya) of the universe - foreshadowing what is to

come.?> Asvatthaman states:

8 dahyamanas tu Sokena pradiptenagnind yatha | kritram manas tatah krtva tav ubhau pratyabhasata MBh
10.3.02

85 See Hiltebeitel, Alf. "The Mahabharata and Hindu Eschatology." History of Religions 12.2 (1972): 95-135,
for more on this.
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Tonight, I shall overpower them all, as the bounteous Indra did the Danava demons,
and slay them all together, I shall engulf them as I dispatch them, as a blazing fire to
dry wood. Careening among the Paficalas as I slaughter them in battle before the
night is out, I shall be like the wrathful Rudra himself among the beasts, Pinaka bow
in hand.3¢

With this resolve, A$vatthaman and his two companions head out towards the
Pandava camp, but before they can carry out their ghastly deed they are confronted by a
fierce and terrifying guardian-spirit, a giant fanged being (bhittam mahdakayam) who looked
like the fierce Rudra, though A$vatthaman failed to recognize him despite himself being a
devotee of the god. Undismayed, Asvatthaman battles “the terrible-being” (bhayanakam) to
the best of his ability but is defeated. Believing his defeat to be divine will, he cries out aloud
seeking refuge in Siva, not realizing, he was facing the great god himself. A$vatthaman
exclaims,

Aye, no matter how hard I think, I don’t recognize him at all, surely this is the

terrifying result of my corrupt mind engaging on an unjust path, serving to obstruct it.

My failure on the battlefield like this is ordained by divine will...for this reason I now

seek sanctuary in the powerful Mahadeva... The god of gods, Uma’s matted-haired

lord, who removes disease, the wrathful lord whose garland is a string of skulls

(kapala-malina), the Destroyer...to him I go for sanctuary, focused in sublime

meditation (samadhina). If I survive this terrifying disaster, this insurmountable

ordeal, I shall make today a sacrifice to the pure one with the pure offering of all
beings/all elements (sarva-bhiita).?’

The term sarva-bhiita here can be seen as a double-entendre — Asvatthaman is at once
sacrificing “all elements of his own being”, that is, his own body, as well as foretelling the
upcoming onslaught of the sleeping Pandava-Paficala army — a sacrifice of “all beings”.

Upon stating this terrible vow, A$vatthaman has a vision of a great sacrificial fire rising up

surrounded by thousands of Siva’s troops (ganas) - a dizzying array of terrifying bhiitas

8 MBh 10.3.27-30. Translation based on Crosby (2009: 29).
8 MBh 10.6.130-10.7.12. Translation based on Crosby (2009: 52-57).
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(ghouls), goblins, and animal headed-beings of all sorts, clamoring together to get a good
view of what is to ensue.

After uttering a soma mantra (saumya-mantra, 10.7.52a), Asvatthaman, who is
described as “blazing” (pratapavan) and “possessed of great might” (mahamanyur), offers to
sacrifice his own self (atmanam updaharat) to Rudra, called “The Lord of Fearsome Rites”
(rudram raudrakarmanam), with his own “fearsome rite” (raudraih karmabhir).®® He
exclaims:

Today I offer this, my own self, born in the family of the Angiras seers, into the

excellent fire as an oblation, bounteous Lord. Please accept me as an offering. Out of

devotion to you, Great God, in supreme meditation (paramena samadhina) 1 perform
this rite before you, Self-of-All, in my current misfortune. All beings reside in you,
and you in turn reside in all beings.®

Aévatthaman then mounted the great blazing fire-altar, which pleases Siva-Rudra
immediately, causing him to transform from his fierce form into a more familiar form. Siva
tells the warrior that up until this point he had been backing the Pandavas because of their
association with Lord Krsna, but due to A§vatthaman’s supreme sacrifice, that time had come
to an end. The text continues:

Having said this, the Self of the Lord entered (@vivesa) the high-souled body [of

As$vatthaman] and gave to him the supreme stainless sword. Having possessed

(avistah) him, A$vatthaman shone even greater with the splendor of the lord and

filled with that splendor (bhiiyo jajvala tejasa) he became swift in battle.*

The text goes on to describe how Agvatthaman, now possessed by Siva, enters the

enemy camp, “like the Lord incarnate” (saksad iva isvaram), along with Shiva’s hosts of

fearsome spirits (bhiitas) and raksasas streaming around him. We should note also that an

88 tam rudram raudrakarmanam raudraih karmabhir acyutam MBh 10. 7.55

8 MBh 10.7.54-56. Translation based on Crosby (2009: 65). Note Aévatthaman's mention of being part of the
Angiras seers, a group that belongs primarily to the Atharva Vedic traditions. See more on this below.

0 evamuktva mahatmanam bhagavanatmanastanum | avivesa dadau casmai vimalam khadgamuttamam
|athavisto bhagavata bhiiyo jajvala tejasa | vegavamscabhavad yuddhe devasrstenatejasa || MBh 10. 7.64-65
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explicit connection is made earlier in chapter one of the MBh between A§vatthaman and
Siva, which states that Asvatthaman is, in fact, a partial incarnation (amsa) of Siva and is
also made up of portions of Antaka (“The Ender”’), Krodha (“Wrath”), and Kama
(“Desire”).”! Krpa and Krtavarman are also considered incarnations of Rudra’s fierce troops,
respectively as the rudras and maruts.®> While he may have been considered simply a
portion of the Great God in the beginning of the epic, through this sacrificial act and resulting
possession, A$vatthaman’s total identification with Rudra-Siva becomes complete and his
behavior, as we would presume, becomes wild and fierce like Rudra. Possessed, he violently
slaughters his slumbering enemies, who are likened to sacrificial animals (pasus). The
imagery throughout the rest of the story is thoroughly “Rudraic”, evoking much of the
pralaya (“destruction”) imagery seen in the apocalyptic destruction of Daksa’s sacrifice. >
Descriptions of the Pandava camp at the time of the night raid are also reminiscent of the
fearsome cremation grounds frequented by Siva, a favorite haunt of later tantrikas as well.
Tantric imagery, in fact, abounds in this portion of the text. We are even told that
As$vatthaman has a vision at this point of the fierce goddess Kalratri, a goddess briefly
mentioned in the Vedas, but also the prototype of the future Kali, one of the most important
and fierce goddesses within the tantric traditions.* Visionary meetings with wrathful goddess
figures during cremation-ground rituals, often known as melapas (or melakas), also become
commonplace in many Tantras, some associated with possession rites as we will soon see.
Crosby translates this particular section:

They saw standing there the black goddess Kalt with scarlet mouth and eyes, adorned
in scarlet garlands, a matriarch clothed in scarlet apparel, noose in hand, all alone,

v mahddevantakabhyam ca kamdt krodhdc ca ... ekatvam upapanndndm jajne | MBh 1.61.66-67
2 MBh 1.61.71-75

93 For more on Daksa's sacrifice and this section, see Hiltebeitel (1972).

%4 The name KalT also shows up once more in praises to the Goddess Durga in book 4 of the MBh.
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singing, the embodiment of the night of doom, looking to make her way among them,

trapping men, horses, and elephants in her dreadful nooses, carrying off, trapped in

her nooses, different kinds of departed spirits... [MBh. 10.8.68-72].%3

In the ensuing chaos, Asvatthaman is described again and again using light and fire
imagery while he is in a state of possession by Siva, the text stating that he shone “like a
thousand moons” (sahasracandram vipulam, MBH 10.8.49) and was full of fejas, “fiery
energy” (tejasvi, 10.8.24). This makes sense since Rudra is strongly associated with Agni
since the time of the Rg Veda.”® We also saw this with the story of the Ke$in in the RV, who
was also illuminated when “possessed” by the gods.

Additionally, while possessed, A§vatthaman is said to have acquired superhuman
strength (atimanusa vikramam 10.8.23) and took on a frightful or inhuman form (ghoraripo
8.46-8.47; amanusa ivakaro 10.8.44), his enemies’ continually mistaking him for some kind
of ghoul (bhiitam, 10.8.23) or demon (raksasa/raksas 10.8.30, 10.8.34, 10.8.43). As the
slaughter continued, he becomes more and more frenzied and is described as having “gone
mad with sacrifice” (@hava durmadah MBh10.8.81).°7 It is unclear in the text if A§vatthaman
had any agency, or if he was unconscious during this period, but the end of his possession
state is marked with the statement that “the fever had passed” (gatajvarah, 10.8.138c).

This particular narrative is fascinating for a variety of reasons, primarily because it
contains a number of relevant motifs and themes related to A§vatthaman’s possession state,

which we will continue to see again and again throughout this dissertation. These include:

e Characters in liminal states and liminal spaces, with liminal identities— (e.g.,
Rudra/Siva and As$vatthaman)

% Translation based on Crosby (2009: 79)

% We will return to this topic shortly, but generally both were said to have the same essential nature, and both
were extolled for their generative and destructive powers. For example, RV 2.1.6.1 makes this identification
clear: “O Agni, you are Rudra, the mighty Asura of heaven. You are the troops of Marut, the Lord of Food.”
See also RV 1.27.10; 2.1.6; 3.2.5;4.3.1; 8.61.3.

7 See also MBh 10.8.129 for an early use of the term “bhairava” ("frightful") as an adjective.
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e Extreme psychological trauma and intense oscillating emotional states
(wrath/grief/rage/shock) preceding the possession state

e Extreme changes in behavior and appearance while possessed (e.g., wild behavior,
demonic appearance, and use of light imagery), as well as supernatural abilities and
strength

e Ritualized possession involving a sacrifice of self (self-mortification) and the use of

meditation and mantras

e The transformation of a fierce god (Rudra/Siva) into a benevolent one through ritual

sacrifice and worship

e Association of possession with disease, including insanity (unmada) and fever (jvara)

e “Tantric” imagery — cremation-ground, inclusion of bhiitas and other known

possessing entities, fierce goddesses (vision of Kali), and “fierce rites”

An important aspect preceding Aévatthaman’s possession by Siva is his psychological
state. As described, we find A$vatthaman going through great turmoil, tragedy, and
experiencing a host of conflicting and intense emotions. In fact, we learn in the Epic, that his
whole life has been marked by conflicting identities and roles — he is by birth a brahmin, yet
he is a ksatriya by training and livelihood. His liminal status as a priest-warrior means his
duties are often at odds, and ultimately, he is unable to fulfill his dharma perfectly in either
of his roles. That this was an issue foremost in his mind, is seen in his discussion with Krpa
and Krtavarman:

I was born into the highest, greatly honored family, that of the priests, yet it was my

ill-fated lot to follow the vocation of the warrior. Having known the warrior’s

vocation, if now I were, by reverting to the brahmin way, to accomplish something,

however great, I wouldn’t be respected for it. [MBH 10.3.20-23]®

Learning of the deceit involved in his family’s death also leads A$vatthaman to
vacillate throughout this chapter between extreme emotions of utter despair, shame, and
bewilderment on one hand and pure vengeful rage and wrath on the other. As we saw, his

mind is said to be "ablaze" with grief and he literally becomes “possessed” (samanvitah) by

both grief and misery, which immediately transforms into focused rage and extreme wrath. It

%8 Translation based on Crosby (2009: 29)
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is this wrath that leads him to commit to his heinous task and which connects him with parts
of his essential nature, made up of Wrath, Death, Desire, and Rudra-Siva himself. In this
state of purified fury, he once again experiences defeat at the hands of the disguised Rudra-
Siva, and in a moment of total surrender he offers himself in an act of ritual suicide.
Although we cannot say that any event in this episode is “ritualistic” per se, the text does
state that his mind was in a state of meditation (samadhina), perhaps caused by his focused
emotional state of wrath. It is also notable, that prior to this act he used the soma mantra - it
is unclear, however, if this is related to an actual soma mantra (as in the God/plant Soma) or
if it was just a “mantra spoken softly”, another possible meaning of saumya, since no actual
mantra is given.

As we will see, many of these same patterns and elements become commonplace in
later tantric deity possession rites. The MBh’s description of A$vatthaman’s acts as a “fierce
rite” (raudraih karmabhir, MBh 10. 7.55) is also significant in this regard, I believe. We can
take “fierce rites” to refer to his own self-sacrifice or the ensuing human sacrifices to come,
but either way, these both ultimately result in a sacrifice (bali) to the “Lord of Fierce Rites”.
Let us briefly speculate a bit more on the potential meanings and significance of this term in

this context.

FIERCE RITES

In the Sauptikaparvan, “fierce-rites” (raudra-karman) could simply be read as
“terrible acts”, in the sense of the heinous crimes against dharma that A§vatthaman had

committed to. Elsewhere in the MBh, we find the term applied to Rudra when he is about to
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destroy various demons,” or to the goddess Death when describing the “terrible deeds” she
must commit to fulfill her appointed role.!” The term is also used to describe child-
possessing entities known as kumaras and kumaris, who are said to “act ferociously” like
Rudra when they seize small children — a section we will look at in detail shortly.!"!
However, since Rudra is also designated here as the “Lord of Fierce Rites” (rudram
raudrakarmanam), its usage in this passage may have more significance given the context of
As$vatthaman’s self-sacrifice and subsequent possession.

Self-sacrifice and human sacrifice were widely known in the Sanskrit literature as
high, though terrible, acts of devotion — an act that Rudra himself was said to have done in
chapter twelve of the MBh [12.8.36].192 The symbolism of self-sacrifice is ubiquitous in the
South Asian literary tradition, one that hails back to the self-sacrifice of the Cosmic Man
(purusa) in Rg Veda 10.90, the primordial sacrifice, which become identified as the

archetype for the entire Vedic sacrificial tradition.!%3

This primordial being was at the same
time the sacrificer and the sacrificed, and from his dismemberment arose the creation of the
cosmos and all phenomena. The early ideas found in this cosmogonic myth are ones that

have remained at the core of sacrificial concepts in India over the millennia and are

referenced throughout Indian art, myth, poetry, etc.!%4

% MBH 12.160.50-51: babhau pratibhayam riipam tada rudrasya bharata | tad riipadharinam rudram
raudrakarma cikirsavah | Indeed, O Bharata, the form then assumed by Rudra was exceedingly terrible.
Hearing that, Rudra had assumed that form for achieving fierce deeds.

100 MBH 12.250.2

100 MBH 03.219.31: tasam eva kumarinam patayas te prakirtitah | ajidyamana grhnanti balakan
raudrakarminah | “The kumaras are known as the husbands of the kumaris, and these Rudra-acting (beings)
sieze small children, while they remain unknown.”

102MBh 12.8.36 visvaripo mahdadevah sarvamedhe mahamakhe | juhdava sarvabhiitani tathaivatmanam atmana
||: “Once Rudra offered himself in a sacrifice, a universal sacrifice (sarva-medha) of his own. He poured into it
all creatures, and then he offered himself.” This of course echoes the primordial sacrifice of the Cosmic Man in
the Purusa Siikta of the Rg Veda.

103 Although it appears in the late 10th mandala.

104 See Storm Mary Nancy. The Heroic Image: Self-Sacrificial Decapitation in the Art of India. Ph. D.
Dissertation (University of California, Los Angeles, 1999): 3-4.
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Though the symbolic offering of one’s self is considered one of the most noble of
religious acts, the actual practice was often viewed with ambivalence. Although there are
clear injunctions against suicide all throughout the Brahmana and Dharmasastra literature,
the Kanthasruti Upanisad (KU - dated to the turn of the common era, though some portions
are much earlier) made special allowance for ritual suicide for renunciants (sannyasin),
which included: starvation, drowning, self-immolation, dying in battle (known as “the path of
heroes”), and “the great journey”, which involved walking northward without eating until
one dies.!% Interestingly enough, we find mention in the Vayu Purana, one of the earliest
Puranas roughly contemporaneous with portions of the MBh, that if one repeats a specific
mantra over and over again in one’s mind and then enters into a fire, they will go to the
region of Rudra.!

In earlier Buddhist Jatakas, stories of self-sacrifice abound as well, though their
motivations for doing so were vastly different and usually served to demonstrate ideal
models of unselfishness and heroic generosity. The Maitribala Jataka, for example, tells the
story of King Maitribala who appeases five bloodthirsty yaksa spirits with offerings of his
own flesh and blood. The five yaksa demons were so awestruck with admiration by the
King’s selflessness and compassion, that any anger and malice they had previously harbored,
vanished immediately and they all resolved to follow the Buddhist path. Seeing Maitribala’s
infinite compassion, Sakra, the Lord of Gods, also rewarded the King by healing and fully

restoring his body. This particular example also shows another common motif we will see

105 See chapter three of Storm’s (1999) thesis regarding the Brahmana and Dharmasastra literature as well as
Patrick Olivelle, Samnydasa Upanisads: Hindu Scriptures on Asceticism and Renunciation. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992): 134 who believes the KU is similar in sections to the more ancient Vedic text Manava
Srauta Siitra and was likely a compilation of traditions that existed in the earlier centuries of the 1st millennium
BCE.

106 See Ganesh Vasudev Tagare, The Vayu Purana. Part 1. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,

1987): 129.
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again and again — the transformation and conversion of dangerous possessing entities (here,
the yaksas) into benevolent, boon-bestowing beings through rites of self-sacrifice, much as
the ferocious form of Siva turned into a benign one after A§vatthaman’s terrible vow to
sacrifice himself.

Though rarely mentioned in Vedic texts, ritual suicide does become important for the
Pasupata Saivas, an early Saiva school mentioned for the first time in the MBh. This practice
becomes common in later Saiva and Buddhist Tantric schools as well, often known as
utkranti (“upward advance”) and involved a ritual and forceful ejection of one’s vital energy
from the top of one’s head, leading to bodily death.!” As we will see in the following
chapter, some of the same mechanics involved in this sort of ritual suicide are also found in
tantric rites of possession.

Stories and rites of self-sacrifice become common tropes in later Hindu and Buddhist
tantric texts and tantric-influenced medieval fantasy literature, such as the Kathdasaritsagara
“The Ocean of Rivers of Stories” among others. In many cases, these stories involve
worshippers of Siva-Bhairava, or some goddess figure, performing extreme acts of devotion
in order to unite with or secure boons from the god or goddess. Often this was in the form of
offering of oneself or bodily constituents as a sacrifice to attract various fierce entities
(“becoming food for the yoginis” as White puts it) which could result in attaining
supernatural powers (siddhis), self-deification, or sovereignty over various spirits.!%8
In South India, images involving self-sacrifice (often immolation or decapitation) go

back even earlier to the 3™ century CE Pallava dynasty and continued with great fervor in the

107 See Chapter 3 of White (2009)
198 David G. White Kiss of the Yogini: “Tantric Sex” in Its South Asian Contexts. (Chicago; London: University
of Chicago Press, 2003): 195.
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bhakti traditions of the Vaisnava Alvar and Saiva Nayanmar saints. Their biographies depict
the saints performing various acts of extreme devotion, acting as idealized models of
behavior for other devotees. Calling themselves “Slaves of the Lord”, the saints are
described as being fully immersed, or even “possessed” by their fervent devotion and always
complying with their Gods command, no matter how ghastly the request.!” Some stories
describe macabre acts, with the gods demanding sacrifice, either of their own limbs, their
lives, or, in some cases, even their children. With the rise of left-handed Tantric sects in the
South, transgressive tantric rites coupled with extreme devotion led to many graphic
depictions in art and inscriptions of these gruesome rites from the 6""-8™" centuries. !

These sorts of fierce rites of devotion continue today, though they are often
derogatorily delegated as “folk” forms of worship. Examples can be found again in the cult
of Khandoba mentioned earlier, originally a local “folk deity” who was later identified as a
manifestation of Siva-Bhairava.!!! Besides their oral traditions, a Sanskrit text on Khandoba,
the Mallari Mahdatmya, was composed sometime in the 15" century.!'? The Sanskrit authors
of this text disparagingly called these “folk forms” of devotion as ugra bhakti (fierce

devotion), which generally meant acts involving various forms of self-torture and self-

109 See David Shulman's, Tamil Temple Myths: Sacrifice and Divine Marriage in the South Indian Saiva
Tradition, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980) and The Hungry God. Hindu Tales of Filicide and
Devotion, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) for numerous examples.

110 These began to flourish due to royal patronage from the Pallavas and the Colas, which continued into the
Vijayanagara Empire of the 14th century. Storm (1990: 180-181) states there is ample evidence from literary
sources, such as the Tevaram and the Mattavilasa, that these sects flourished at sites such as Kanchipuram,
Mayilapur, Kodumbalur and areas of Thanjavur. Mahabalipuram and Tiruchirappali from the Pallava/Pandya
period also contain sculptural evidence of these gruesome rites and many compositions and inscriptions are also
found which depict self-sacrificial acts during the Cola period. After the fall of the Cola empire, these practices
continue with Pandyas, Hoysalas, Kakatlyas, Reddis, and the Yadavas and into the Vijayanagara empire of the
14" century. See Storm's (1990) for more.

1 Sontheimer (1989) also identifies Khandoba with the deities Mallanna of Andhra Pradesh and Mailara of
Karnataka.

112 See Sontheimer “The Mallari/Khandoba Myth as Reflected in Folk Art and Ritual”, Anthropos 79, (1984):
1-3.
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mortification. An example from the text is chedapata, "causing themselves to be cut", which
Sontheimer believes is similar to the hook-swinging rites that devotees still perform today
throughout South India. Other versions of the text call other cult practices, such as animal
sacrifice, self-torture, and deity possession, forms of “raksasi” or “pisaci” bhakti, “demonic
devotion”.!!3 This comes as no surprise given the usual orthodox Brahmanic disdain for
“folk” modes of practice.

Finally, we should note that the term “fierce rites” is one that also becomes used in
reference to “black magic” in many magical Tantras and in the popular imagination. !'* One
of Monier-Williams definition for the term is “a terrible magic rite or one performed for
some dreadful purpose” and it’s use generally refers to sorceristic rites (abhicara) involving
subjugation, death, exorcism, etc. — rites we will continue to refer to throughout this
dissertation.

Regardless of the precise meaning of "fierce rites" in this particular passage of the
MBh, I simply wanted to speculate on its various meanings, since all of them show up in
some way in many deity possession rites of the Tantras - the use of transgressive rites, self-
mortification and self-sacrifice, the conversion of fierce entities to auspicious ones, and
magical acts of various sorts involving spirits become characteristic features of Tantric deity
possession. For now, however, let us turn to a deeper examination of the central character in

all this - “The Lord of Fierce Rites” himself, Rudra-Siva.

113 According to Sontheimer (1989: 329-330) these texts include a Marathi translation by Siddhapal Kesari in
1535 and the 1821 Martanda Vijaya by Gangadhara.

114 Ullrey’s dissertation (2016: 652) “Grim Grimoires: Pragmatic Ritual in the Magic Tantras”, for example,
discusses the Uddisatantra (1.25), which states: “During the inauspicious conjunctions, one should do
inauspicious acts. The frightful acts (raudrakarmani) [such as enmity bestowing and eradication] on rikta days
(riktarka), [i.e., Sunday falling on the 4th, 9th, 14th]. On the death days (mrtyuyoga) [the new moon sacred to
the dead], the killing rites [are done].” See also the KSS for numerous examples.
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THE ORIGINAL BHUTANATHA: RUDRA

By the time the MBh was written, Rudra-Siva had already gone through a complex
process of adaptation and assimilation, leading to his rise from a marginal and dangerous
intermediary entity in the Vedas, to one of the great gods of South Asia by the time of the
Epics and Puranas. In MBh [13.171.41-43], he is not only a "God of Gods", but also a "God
of Anti-gods" (asuras).!'> Many of the numerous Epic wars between the gods and demons
within this period actually began due to this indiscriminate granting of boons to various
demons who worship him.

In earlier Vedic texts, Rudra’s strong association with these sorts of nefarious and
demonic beings is explicit. Stella Kramrish poetically describes his demonic troop of ganas
and bhiitas as having the same essential nature as the wrathful Rudra, stating these entities
are,

...part of Rudra’s being, tremors, resonances of his nature, byproducts of tensions

that sustain his contradictory wholeness. They are scintillations of the Rudras,

smithereens of the terrifying glory of Rudra-Siva himself.!!¢

The Epic Siva’s ambivalent depiction is clearly due to his Vedic roots as the
archetypal “fierce” god Rudra (raudra brahman, RV 10.61.4), who is said to be born from
the wrath of the gods in order to avenge the incestuous creator god, Prajapati.'!” Rudra's
appearance in the earliest Vedic literature is marginal, claiming only three hymns addressed
directly to him in the RV. By virtue of being in the Vedas, Rudra is, of course, a Vedic deity,

though most believe his origins do not lie there. Rather, his inclusion in the early Vedic texts

1S devasuravinirmata devasurapardayanah |devasuragurur devo devasuranamaskrtah | devasuramahamatro
devasuraganasrayah | devasuraganadhyakso devasuragandagranih | devatidevo devarsir devasuravarapradah |
devasuresvaro devo devasuramahesvarah | MBH 13.171.41-43

116 Kramrisch, Stella. The Presence of Siva. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992): 298.

117 See Wendy Doniger, Siva, the Erotic Ascetic. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981): 114-118 and
Kramrisch (1992: 115) for more on this famous myth.
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can be seen as early evidence that the assimilation of dangerous non-Vedic entities had
already started — a process that continues with many of the deities we will be discussing
throughout this chapter.!!®

In the RV, Rudra is described as a terrifying and destructive force, a “slayer of men”
(purusaghnam, RV 1.114.10) who attacks “like a ferocious wild beast” (RV 2.33.11).
Petitioners pray again and again to keep Rudra and his destructive aspects far away: “Do not
slay or abandon us, O Rudra, when you become angry (Ailitasya) do not let your noose, seize
us.”'"” Gonda writes, “the essence of [Rudra] was, in the minds of Vedic men, the power of
the uncultivated and unconquered, unreliable, unpredictable, hence much to be feared nature,
experienced as a divinity”.!?° These characterizations continue in the Atharva Veda, where
the earlier Vedic strategy to try to appease Rudra, lest he cause them disease or death, is
adopted and magnified. AV.11.2, for example, likens Rudra to a disease-causing demon, who
has both fever (takman) and cough (kdasikd) as his weapons and is implored by petitioners not
to kill them.!?!

Rudra is often invoked also to keep his army of hosts (ganas/sena), the terrible rudras
and the fierce storm gods (maruts) away in fear of attack.'?? In some cases, the priests even
ask Rudra to send his troops to attack their enemies - which can be seen as a very early form

of hostile sorcery.!?* The earliest descriptions of the rudras essentially depict them as clones

118 White (2003: 28) states, “However, as Asko Parpola, Frits Staal, and, more recently, Bernard Sergent have
emphatically demonstrated, the religion of the Vedas was already a composite of the Indo-Aryan and Harappan
cultures and civilizations.”

19 RV 7.46.4 ma no vadhi rudra ma para da ma te bhiima prasitau hilitasya. See also RV 1.114.10; 2.33.4; 11;
1.43.4; 7.35; 6.74 for numerous other examples.

120 yan Gonda, Vaisnavism and Saivism: A Comparison. (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1996): 5.

121 AV 11.2.22-26

122 RV 1.64.2-12; 3.33.9; 3.99; 5.42.15; 7.35.6; 7.10.4; 8.35.3 and 10.52.6 for a variety of accounts.

123 For example: mria jaritre rudra stavano 'nyam te asman ni vapantu senah || RV 2.33.11
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of Rudra in appearance and qualities.'?* The maruts, on the other hand, are described as
“ever-youthful”, yet ferocious warriors. Both groups, like Rudra himself, are also known as

“howlers”!%

and both have equally inauspicious and auspicious qualities. These dual
qualities of the maruts are also inherited from their "other" father, Vayu, the God of Wind,
bringer of both the life-giving rains and destructive winds and storms. These qualities, along
with Vayu’s inherent pervasiveness, is likely what caused his association, and identification,
in some cases, with Rudra in the RV. Like Rudra, Vayu is a “‘a god who leans more to the
dark gods” and is classified among the ‘‘dread gods’’ whose ranks include Yama, Rudra, and
Agni. %6 In certain passages, the rudras and maruts are also identified as being the same (RV
1.38.7; 1.39.4; 2.34), and like the rudras, the maruts are described as fierce (ugrah, RV
1.166.6), violent (1.37.4), “terrible like wild beasts” (RV 2.34), terrifying to behold
(bhimasamdrsah, RV 5.56.2), having dreadful phantom-forms (ghoravarpasah, 1.64.2;
1.19)'?7, and they are often beseeched by their devotees to keep their wrath at bay (RV
1.171.1-2, 7.56-58).

As J.C. Heesterman has pointed out, the Maruts were also intimately connected with

the Vratyas I discussed earlier, and he argues they may have served as their “mythical

124 In RV 12:283:20, Daksa describes the rudras as all holding pikes and having matted hair. The number of the
Rudras in the Brahmanas (e.g., AB and SB) is usually eleven but is thirty-three in the TS. There is no standard
list of the rudras names, however — various texts and sects often identify their own set of eleven rudras.

125 The name Rudra has been translated as ‘roarer’, ‘howler’, ‘wild one’, ‘the fierce god’ and ‘terrible’. The
alternate etymology derived from the root rud is relates to his redness - ‘to be Red, Brilliant’, ‘to be ruddy’ or
‘to shine’. This may also be related to Rudra’s identification with the fire-god Agni. Most scholars believe the
term Marut to have been formed from the root mr, which can either mean “to shine”, in relation to their
lightening qualities, or “to crush, grind or pound”, related to their destructive activities as storm gods (RV
1.23.12, 1.28.8). Still others believe the term comes from mr as in “to die”, saying the Maruts were the “souls of
the dead”, relating it more to their frightful and dreadful qualities (RV 1.64.3), though this seems unlikely. See
Arthur Macdonell, The Vedic Mythology, (Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1963): 77-83 for these various
theories.

126 As seen in Philip Lutgendorf, Hanuman’s Tale: The Messages of a Divine Monkey, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007): 43, who quotes Sukumari Bhattacharji, The Indian Theogony, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1970): 40.

127 According to Monier-Williams varpasah can also mean “phantom”
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prototype™.!28 According to Baudhayana Srautasiitra 18.26 (of the Black Yajurveda), the
Maruts performed the vratyastoma rite and in the Taittiriva Samhita the Vrdtyas are said to
place their characteristic black-fringed garments on each other while reciting the mantra,
"You are the Marut, you are the power of the Maruts" (marutam asi marutam oja; TS
2.4.9).12° Note the use of the term oja(s), which represents the power and energy of the
Maruts, and how the Vratyas identify with it. As mentioned, this may be one of the hallmarks
of Vratya practice and could be seen as an early parallel to later tantric rites in which
sadhakas become “possessed” (@vesa) by the sakti, the power or energy, of the gods (or
goddesses) they are trying to unite with.

Though considered a “great god” by the time of the Epics and Puranas, some of
Rudra-Siva’s malevolent and “demonic” qualities continue on in the literature. In the MBh,
for example, he is still known as a night-wanderer (nisacara - a term usually employed for
demons), who roams around with other harmful spirits such as pretas (ghosts, of the recent
dead) and bhiitas.!3° The roughly contemporaneous Vayu Purana [VP],'*! also calls Rudra
“the lord of the raksasas” (raksodhipati, VaP 24.109) who is greedy “like a jackal for
embryo flesh” (garbhamamsasrgalaya, VaP 30.212). In essence, Rudra is being called a
balagraha, a class of harmful seizers (grahas), also found within the MBh, who possess and

prey upon children and the unborn. 3

128 See Heesterman (1962: 16-18)

129 ibid.

130 nisacarah pretacari bhiitacari mahesvarah | MBH 13.17.48¢c

131 Vayu Purana is one of the few Purdnas that is explicitly mentioned in the MBh (3.194.15) and its
supplement text, the Harivamsa. Whether this is the same Purana that we now have a text for is uncertain, but
scholars agree that most of it certainly pre-dates the 5" century CE, and some believe portions even pre-date the
great Epic, giving the text a range of composition from the 5th BCE to 5th CE. See D.R. Patil, Cultural History
from the Vayu Purana, (Poona: S.M. Katre, 1946): 4, and Ludo Rocher, The Puranas. (Wiesbaden: O.
Harrassowitz, 1986) for the best data on dating the Puranas.

132 garbhamamsasrgalaya tarakaya taraya ca| namo yajiiadhipataye drutayopadrutaya ca | VaP 30.212
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Despite these malevolent and disease-causing qualities, Rudra is also praised in the
early Vedas as the expeller and destroyer of demons and the primordial divine physician,
alongside Agni and Soma (RV 6.74; AV 6.32.2).!3 His role as both the creator and destroyer
of diseases is made explicit in the AV: “(The god) that has caused (the disease) shall perform
the cure; he is himself the best physician.”!3* This concept continues in the Puranic literature
- the Vayu Purana, for example, states, “You [Rudra] are the mental agonies and all physical
diseases. In the same way you are the killer of diseases and the one who is in diseases.”!?>

To early Vedic authors, he shared many of the same qualities as other Vedic gods -
especially Agni - but also Soma, Vayu, and Indra. In the RV and AV, he is often paired with
other “pervading gods” such as Rudra-Soma or Rudra-Agni, particularly in the context of
destroying or exorcising demons and disease.!*¢

To summarize, Rudra’s dual and ambivalent nature manifests in the early Vedas in a
few different ways: 1.) He is propitiated either to keep himself or his dangerous rudra-marut
hordes away, so that neither causes disease or death; 2.) He is invoked as the divine physician
who empowers medicines and other healing treatments which drive away both diseases and
demons; and finally, 3.) He is invoked to impose his control over and expel other demons,
which may be causing illness or death, usually by possession. This concept is what
eventually leads him to be known within the AV as a bhiitanatha, a “Lord of Spirits”, a point

we will return to shortly.

133 See RV 1.43.4; 1.114.5; 2.33.2-7; 5.42.11; 6.74; 7.35.6; 8.29.5; AV 2.27.6; 7.42.2; 6.57.1-2. The same can
be said of his troops, the maruts, as well — at the same time they are also praised as divine physicians and
bringers of divine medicines (RV 5.53.14; 2.33).

134 ds cakdra s nis karat sd evd subhisaktamah | AVS 2.9.5a

135 ddhayo vyadhayascaiva vyadhiha vyadhigasca ha | VP 30.264

136 RV 6.74.2, for example, states “Soma and Rudra, drive away, in all directions, the illness that has possessed
(avivesa - in the sense of 'inhabited") our dwelling.”
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RUDRA IN THE SATARUDRIYA

Examples of Rudra-Siva’s ambivalent and complex nature as a wrathful yet
benevolent deity is abundant in the Vedic, Epic, and Puranic literature. In order to give a
cursory but concise synopsis of these qualities, I will briefly mention some of the epithets
found within the mantras of the Satarudriya of the Vajasaneyi Samhita which belongs to the
White Yajurveda. In this text, both these malevolent and benevolent aspects of Rudra are
praised in his totality, a sign, according to Jan Gonda, that he was “on the way to become an
All-God.”!37 This litany comprises a huge number of names and qualities that Rudra had
acquired at this early time [8-6™ centuries BCE?] and was recited during the Satarudriya
homa (fire sacrifice) as described in the Satapatha Brahmana (SB 1.7.3.1).138 The text
explicitly states that Rudra has two bodies, a “dread” (ghora) form, and an “auspicious”
(siva) one, and that both were appeased through its recitation and particular ~oma (fire)
rite.!* Recitation and contemplation of the various names of gods, generally known as
namastotras, is a devotional practice still popularly practiced throughout S. Asia as a form of
communication and communion with the gods in order to curry their protection, favor, and
grace. The Satarudriya, in particular, became very popular in later Saiva traditions and its
recitation is still practiced en masse today.

The litany begins with the author identifying Agni, the god of fire, with Rudra — a

move not only bringing a more orthodox Vedic valence to the rite, but perhaps also a way to

137 Jan Gonda, "The Satarudriya,” in Sanskrit and Indian Studies: Essays in Honour of Daniel H.H. Ingalls,
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1979): 80.

138 These verses are found in their entirety in the Vajasaneyi Samhita of the White Yajurveda, and in slightly
modified recensions in the Black Yajurveda (e.g., Taittiriya-samhitd and others), as well as in 14.29 of the
Paippalada recension of the AV. The use of Satarudriya, however, only comes later. See Gonda (1979) for more
on this.

139 Taittiriya-samhita 5.7.3.3
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incorporate the more “non-Brahmanic” qualities of Rudra into the Brahmanic-fold. This
identification is related to the preceding agnicayana sacrifice, which, upon completion,
results in the transformation of Agni by the gods into the deity Rudra, said to be Agni’s
highest and supreme form.'#? The text explains the origin and intention for the performance
of this rite in a variant creation story for Rudra. In this version, Rudra is said to have emerged
from the creator god Prajapati’s wrath (manyu) and subsequent tears (rudita). Prajapati’s
torrential tears eventually pervaded (anupravisan) the whole universe and from that,
thousands of rudra hordes also arose. The gods, afraid of the ferocious Rudra and his terrible
troops, go to Prajapati for help, who tells them to “pacify” (santa-devatya; 9.1.1.2) the
dangerous divinities with sacrificial offerings. According to the text, priests therefore
continue this rite indefinitely in order to appease and satisfy Rudra and his malevolent rudras
so that they will not cause harm to them or their community.

Phyllis Granoff argues that this was a relatively new strategy at the time for dealing
with destructive spirits, as the usual modus operandi of the RV and related literature was
simply expulsion or destruction.!*! She also notes, however, that the pacified agent, in this
cases Rudra and his rudras, were not permanently converted or pacified - rather, the sacrifice
had to be repeated regularly in order to continually keep their destructive forces at bay. As
we will soon see below, full transformation and conversion of these destructive beings

eventually does become a strategy, particularly with the Buddhists and Jains.!#?

140 Satapatha-Brahmana 9.1.1.1, "He then performs the Satarudriya sacrifice. This whole Agni has here been
completed; he now is the deity Rudra". Translation by Gonda (1979: 77). See also Taittiriya-samhita 5.7

141 Phyllis GranofT, "Paradigms of Protection in Early Indian Religious Texts or an Essay on What to Do with
Your Demons," in Essays in Jaina Philosophy and Religion, ed. Piotr Balcerowicz (Motilal Banarsidass
Publishers, 2003): 185.

142 Ibid. See also Robert DeCaroli, Haunting the Buddha: Indian Popular Religions and the Formation of
Buddhism, (New York: Oxford University, 2004), for a number of Buddhist demon conversion stories, some of
which are discussed below.
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In this Satarudriya, Rudra’s wrath (manyu) is first addressed, followed by a plea that
he and his fierce rudras, who hover around him by the thousands, neither slay nor harm the
sacrificer or his livestock. Praise to Rudra’s auspicious (siva) form as the "primordial divine
physician" (prathamo daivyo bhisak) is then made along with another plea to deflect attacks
from enemy sorcerers (vatudhanas). He is addressed throughout this section as “The Leader
of Troops” (senani), “The Lord of Animals” (pashiinam patih), “The Lord of the Field
Protector-Spirits” (ksetranam pati), “The Lord of Forests” (aranyanam pati), “The Lord of
Spells” (mantrin), “The Lord of Merchants” (vanija), “The Lord of Hidden Places”
(kaksanam pati), and “The Lord of Herbs” (ausadhinam pati). He’s also hailed as the Lord of
more undesirable groups, such as “The Lord of Robbers” (taskaranam pati), “The Lord of
Thieves” (stayinam pati) and he is referred to as “The Deceiver” (varicate) and “The
Swindler” (parivaricate). These are likely references to non-Brahmanical communities, as the
text also states thereafter that he lords over a number of lower-caste and tribal groups, such
as carpenters, chariot-makers, potters, blacksmiths, nis@das (MW calls them non-Aryan
tribals/hunters/robbers), hunters, and even dog-keepers.

The verses which follow continue to describe his dual nature, first as “The Dread
One” (ugra), “The Terrible One” (bhima), and “The Slayer” (hantr), but then secondly as
“The Beneficent One” (Sankara) and “The Auspicious One” (siva). He is also extolled as the
“Lord of Spirits” (bhiitanam adhipati, i.e., a bhiitanatha), the “Scatterer of Diseases/Blood”
(vikirida vilohita) and the “Lord of [protective] Amulets” (pratisarydya). Homage is further
made to his ganas, who are described as demonic night-wanders (naktamcaras) and
deformed (viripa), as well as a special class of gana leaders known as the ganapatis (“Lords

of the Ganas”). Rudra is also called the leader of those rudra-beings “who afflict men in food
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and in drinking vessels [e.g., disease]” (ve annesu vividhyanti patresu pibato janan), a

common mode of entry for possessing entities, as we will see in later medical traditions.

A later rudrajapa rite in the Manava-Srautasutra [11.7.1-3] provides some insight
into how the Satarudriya liturgy was used by some around the turn of the millennium.
According to this text, after one has performed various purification rites, they are to recite the
Satarudriya'® and the practitioner is directed to place (nyaset) the different aspects of the
deity in the form of mantras, on the various parts of one's body.'** For example, the syllables
of the formula “Om Nama Bhagavate Rudraya” were placed on one's crown, nose etc. down
to one's feet. Upon completion of the rite, we are told the performer would be delivered from
any harm "that has gone into skin and bones" (i.e., disease), nor would there be any harm to
his village, children, unborn children, etc. caused by demons, ghosts, robbers, and so on.
Next the priest should meditate on himself in the form of the three-eyed, five-faced Rudra.
Having recited the Satarudriya chants, one invites the god and, meditates upon him, the
purpose of the rite given as “the destruction of all evil".!4>

Again, several concurring themes and patterns can be elicited from this data. In
particular:

e The use of mantras and sacrificial offerings in protective rites against diseases/demonic
possession in order to pacify and appease destructive agents, especially the Lord(s) and
controller of these malevolent spirits ( “bhiitanam adhipati” or ganapati” i.e.,
bhiitanathas).

e Rudra’s ambivalent and dual nature, associated with emotions such as “Wrath”
e Rudra’s strong association with non-Brahmanical communities

143 Jan Gonda, 4 History of Indian Literature, Vol. 1 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1977): 483 calls this a “non-
Vedic ritual” due to its use of non-Vedic mantras, and popularity among non-Brahmins.

144 The inclusion of nydsa, a standard Tantric practice, could place this portion of the text around the turn of the
millennium according to Diwakar Acharya's recent work (2015) in Early Tantric Vaisnavism: Three Newly
Discovered Works of the Paricaratra - The Svayambhuvapanicaratra, Devamrtapaiicaratra and
Astadasavidhana. We will discuss this further in a subsequent chapter.

145 Gonda (1979: 78-79)
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e The ritual transformation of the performer into Rudra (just as Agni in the rite before it)
through various tantric rites involving nyasa, mantra recitation, and visualization

Let us now take a closer look at the bhiitas that serve under Rudra in his role as the
bhiitanatha - a role that begins in the AV and is taken up by a host of other supernatural

beings, gods, and goddesses in later Epic, medical, and tantric traditions.

D. Bhiitas, Bhutavidya, & Bhutanathas — The Science of Spirits and its
Masters

An interesting feature of A$vatthaman’s story in the Sauptikaparvan of the MBh
mentioned earlier, is the description of Rudra’s attendants, which, as a collective, are
generically termed ganas or bhiitas. These umbrella terms come to signify an infinite variety
of ghoulish and nightmarish characters, which cluster around and accompany Rudra-Siva
wherever he goes. These varied beings are described in the Sauptikaparvan as having:

...a thousand eyes, with one hundred bellies, fleshless, with the faces of crows and of
hawks...Some were even headless, or bear-mawed...their eyes and tongues gleaming
and flame-colored. The hair of their heads was flame, chief of kings, and the hairs on
their four arms ablaze. Some had the heads of sheep, others the faces of goats...some
gleamed like conches, had conches for heads, or conch ears...That night furnished
delight for the night-wanderers (nisacaranam), so dreadful and destructive was it for
men, elephants, and horses alike. There appeared in that place ogres and goblins
(raksas and pisdcas), of every possible kind, gobbling the flesh of men, slurping at
their blood. Deformed, discolored, craggy-toothed, streaked with dirt, fur matted,
brows protruding, five-footed, swollen-bellied, with backwards pointing fingers,
ragged, hideous, emitting frightful sounds, with nets of gongs hanging down, blue-
throated, terrifying, accompanied by their mates and offspring, vicious, dreadful to
see, merciless, these were the various features of the ogres’ appearance that could be
seen there too. Gleefully quaffing blood, some danced forth in droves and
commented, “This is excellent. This is fresh. This is tasty stuff.” The voracious
feasters on entrails, the fat, the marrow, the bones and blood, the carrion-consumers
that thrive on flesh, then tucked further into that flesh. Some of the many-mouthed,
fierce carrion-consuming flesh-eaters, having gorged their fill of entrails, capered
around with bloated bellies. There were tens of thousands, millions, nay tens of
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millions of gargantuan, torturing raksasas, delighted and sated, and many were the
ghouls gathered together at that great butchery, sovereign of the people. !4

This vivid hallucinatory-like illustration continues for many more verses, describing a
variety of frightening supernatural agents found throughout the literature of this period. Some
of these beings have earlier Vedic and Indo-Iranian roots, some likely belonged to regional
non-Brahmanical cults - regardless, many were known possession entities by this time,
shared by a variety of demonological traditions (Hindu, Jain, Buddhist, Folk, etc.).'4” Much
of this same imagery is found in earlier texts and continues well into the tantric traditions, as
we will soon see.

Tradition holds that many of these fierce beings predominantly reside in cremation
grounds, and this imagery, as we mentioned earlier, abounds in the Sauptikaparvan section of
the MBh as well. We are told in an extended edition of the MBh, that their Lord Rudra also
dwells in these cremation grounds, due to his deep love for his bizarre entourage. In this
edition, Parvati asks Siva why he stays in polluting and inauspicious places like cremation
grounds, to which he replies:

I always wander over the whole earth in search of a sacred spot. I do not, however,

see any spot that is more sacred than the cremation ground. Hence, of all abodes, the

cremation ground pleases my heart most... O thou of sweet smiles, the multitudes of

ghostly beings that are my companions love to reside in such spots. I do not like, O

goddess, to reside anywhere without those ghostly creatures being by my side. Hence,

the crematorium is a sacred abode to me. Indeed, O auspicious lady, it seems to me to
be heaven.!'*?

146 MBH 10.8.134-8.143. Translation by Crosby (2009: 91)

147 Besides the characteristic flesh-eating cremation ground entities, this section also descibes a host of other
more abstract or less ghoulish supernatural agents in his entourage — for example, “Lords of Speech” (vagisa),
“those who have attained the eight-fold superhuman powers” (prapy ‘astagunam aisvaryam)” or those beings
who are “perpetually immersed in sensual pleasures (kamakarakara nityam),isteiyet free from passion
(vitamatsarah).

148 MBH 13.141 from the Anusasanaparva or the "Book of Instructions” translated in Ganguli, Kisari M, and
Chandra Roy, The Mahabharata of Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa. (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1975):
290.
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As we’ll see, the cremation ground also becomes sacred ritual ground for later
ascetics and tantrikas, who often modeled themselves after Rudra in hopes of encountering,
interacting with, and even being possessed (or consumed!) by these same supernatural
beings. It is many of these earlier ganas as bhiitas who can be seen as precursors to later
tantric cremation-ground entities such as the yoginis and dakinis who are popularized within
the tantric traditions. We will, of course, return to these accounts in a subsequent chapter.

As stated, since the time of the early Vedas, these sorts of supernatural agents have
been generically categorized as either bhiitas (“spirits”), or grahas (“seizers”), and usually
associated with a variety of human afflictions, including disease, mental illness, and death.
These categories incorporated a wide variety of entities ranging from celestial planets (also
known as grahas), to disgruntled gods and goddesses (devas), to more ambivalent beings like
the gandharvas, apsaras, yaksas, and ndagas, and finally to more demonic entities like the
raksasas, and pisdacas. It is these sorts of beings that make up the vast and massive landscape
of the Indian “demonological” traditions we will be discussing - though it should be noted
that much of the surviving literature represents only a small fragment of the religious reality
that may have existed on the ground in this early period. 4

In some cases, these entities were categorically malevolent beings, classified as such
among all the variant traditions. However, in other cases, these same malevolent beings were
more ambivalent in nature, exhibiting auspicious and inauspicious attributes, and even
considered “gods” by other groups - signifying local, non-Brahmanical cult deities who were
included within the demonological fold of the orthodox Sanskritic traditions. As we will see,

many of these entities designations often change and evolve between traditions over time.

149 “Demonological” is a misnomer, of course, since not all these beings are classified as demons.
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Historically the predominate mode of worship in South Asia did not necessarily involve the
often-abstract deities of the Brahmanic pantheons, or the enlightened Buddha’s or Jinas of
the Buddhists and Jains, but rather a multitude of regional entities, often tied to the land and
sacred spaces. The general population usually propitiated these kinds of beings for immediate
worldly concerns — progeny, agricultural welfare, physical or mental healing, divination,
protection against malignant spirits, sorcery, etc. David White nicely summarizes this point
in his book, Kiss of the Yogini:
In ancient times as in the present, village India has had its own local or regional
deities that it has worshiped in its own ways and in its own contexts. These deities,
which are multiple rather than singular, often form a part of the geographical as well
as human landscapes of their various localities: trees, forests, mountains, bodies of
water; but also the malevolent and heroic dead, male and female ancestors, and
ghosts, ghouls, and rascally imps of every sort...these multiple (and often feminine)
deities are, before all else, angry and hungry, and very often angry because hungry.
Their cultus consists of feeding them in order that they be pacified...Brahmanic
sources have qualified these as laukika devatas (popular deities), while Jain and
Buddhist authors have termed them vyantara devatas (intermediate deities, as
opposed to enlightened jinas and tirthamkaras), and devas (unenlightened deities, as
opposed to enlightened Buddhas and bodhisattvas), respectively. Yet when one looks
at the devotional cults of the gods of so-called classical Hinduism, the gods of the
Hindu elites, one finds remarkable connections—historical, iconographic, ritual, and
regional—between these high gods and the deities of the preterite masses.!>°
This last point is precisely the case with Rudra-Siva and a host of other gods and
goddesses we will be looking at throughout this and subsequent chapters. As we’ll see, many
of the entities incorporated into the tantric traditions, and those specifically involved in
tantric deity possession, have roots that lay in local yaksa, graha, and fertility cults of various
sorts — cults in which possession was a common or even central feature, as is often the case

today. Their inclusion and eventual incorporation from the common demonological

substratum into earlier textual traditions was often a way to bring their respective cults and

150 White (2003: 4)
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followers, into the Brahmanic, Buddhist or Jain fold.!>! They may have been deemed
“demonic” beings by Sanskrit authors, or “/aukika devatas’ as mentioned by Panini, but in
the tantric traditions it is precisely these sorts of “lower” deities who eventually move from
the margins of the Epic/Puranic period and rise to the top (or center to be more precise) of the

tantric pantheons.

BHUTAVIDYA IN THE EARLY VEDAS

It was the knowledge of these ambiguous beings that eventually comes to be known
as bhitavidya, “The Science of Spirits”, first attested to in the 7th-4th century BCE
Chandogya Upanisad (ChU 7.1.2). Here bhiitavidya was considered one particular branch of
knowledge (vidya) alongside a host of others, including Vedic and Puranic knowledge,
mathematics, and even a science of serpent-beings (sarpadevajanavidya). Little description
of what bhiitavidya entailed at that time is given, but it is clear this is a genre of literature that
goes back at least 2,500 years, and its inclusion in the infamous Sage Narada’s list of vidyas
implies its importance even at this early time.

Very early on the term bhiita may have had a wider semantic range, though in
bhiitavidyd-related literature this term becomes most associated with trans-local possessing
entities such as yaksas, raksasas, nagas, grahas, pisacas, yatudhanas, gandharvas, apsaras,
pretas (spirits of the dead), etc. along with a wide-ranging assortment of local spirits,

depending on the region of the demonological tradition.!>?> While bhiita comes to mean most

151 See Ruegg, David Seyfort. The Symbiosis of Buddhism with Brahmanism/Hinduism in South Asia and of
Buddhism with “Local Cults” in Tibet and the Himalayan Region. (Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2008) on the concept of a shared cultural substratum among the Buddhists,
Hindus and Jains.

152 Smith (2006: 474) writes, “It is probable that at this date the term bhiita indicated any type of being, animate
or otherwise, visible or otherwise...including deities, heaven and earth, days and nights, the year and its
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generically “a spirit”, a similar category known as grahas, “seizers”, was also commonly
used in the Vedic period, though with a much more negative valence. The term comes from
the root Vgrh meaning “to seize”, and its usage in relation to male grahas and female grahis
in early Vedic and later medical texts was almost always employed to describe dangerous
disease-causing possession entities who "seized" their victims.

RV 10.161, as just one example of many, asks Indra and Agni to set free a human
who has been “seized” or possessed by a grahi (grahir jagraha), a female “seizer”. In the
next verse (RV 10.162), Agni is called upon as the demon-slayer (raksohd) and is asked to
drive away a fetus-attacking flesh-eating demon (kravyadam garbham) known as Durnaman
(literally, “He with a Wicked Name”) who is said to strike women in their wombs. These two
Rg Vedic hymns, in particular, anticipate two separate branches in later Ayurvedic and
medical texts we will be discussing shortly — bhiitavidyad, which primarily focuses on
exorcising possessing entities who cause mental and physical afflictions in adults, while the
second, kaumarabhrtya (“child-rearing”), as it comes to be known, is focused on pediatrics,
part of which involves driving off dangerous “child-seizers” known as balagrahas. These
two branches are separated in the early medical/Ayurvedic texts, though they are often found

together in later texts due to their shared context dealing with possessing entities.

THE ATHARVAVEDA

divisions, lunar asterisms, the spatial midregion, the syllable om, numbers, oceans, rivers, mountains, trees,
serpents, and birds. In addition...apsaras, gandharva, naga, siddha, sadhya, vipra (viz. brahmans), yaksa, and
raksas, as well as cows, ancestors, and teachers, both living and long deceased. Thus, by the mid-first
millennium b.c.e. the word bhiita was applied to all manner of perceived ontological entities, including
“spirits.” Bhiita may also have signified beings allied with an “element” (also indicated by the word bhiita),
hence used to ‘personify the elemental fragments of creation, infinite in number.’”
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Most of the bhiitavidyd-related texts we will look at trace their tradition back to the

texts and lineages of the Atharva Veda.'>

In the case of later Ayurvedic medical texts, the
stamp of the Atharva Veda is clearly there, though these were certainly not the only sources
they drew from. Even the earliest Vedas included not only Vedic and local non-Brahmanic
traditions, but also drew from the larger Indo-Iranian traditions of the Avesta and
Zoroastrians. Evidence shows that later Buddhist and Hindu tantric demonological programs
drew just as much from this shared substratum as they may have from early Vedic sources.!>*
Grether argues, in fact, that:

many of the demonological conceptions associated with tantric ~oma rites should not

be seen as a continuation of an unbroken Vedic tradition. Rather, they derive

primarily from Indo-Iranian sources that originated in the regions of Gandhara and

Kashmir during the early part of the first millennium. !>

The Atharva Veda itself was heavily influenced by these Zoroastrian systems and
reflected, in many cases, ritual paradigms closer to Avestan sources than Vedic.!*® This may
have been one of the reasons why it was sometimes excluded from the traividya samhitas
(Rg, Sama, and Yajur Vedas) of the more orthodox schools. However, while Vedic texts such
as the Brahmanas generally treated the Atharva Veda as external to the accepted traividya
divisions, later traditions often considered the AV the foremost of all the Vedas, and prior to
the advent of Tantra, AV-trained purohitas (priests) were generally granted the highest status

among royal priests.'>’

153 This, however, is a common practice even today with texts who simply sought Vedic authority, regardless of
an actual connection or not.

154 See Grether, Holly Jane. Burning Demons and Sprinkling Mantras: A History of Fire Sacrifice in South and
Central Asia. (PhD Dissertation, UC Santa Barbara: 2011) on shared ritual programs of the Indo-Iranian
traditions.

155 Grether (2011: 128)

156 Atharvanic priests, for example, primarily use a single fire, as they typically did in Zoroastrinism and later
tantric rites, as distinguished from the Rgvedic rites performed in three fires. See Grether (2011).

157 The 9" century Kashmiri author Jayantabhatta, for example, gives the AV this highest status [“tat
atharvaveda eva prathama ] in chapter 4 of the Nyayamarijari. See Urmimala Bora, “Kingship and the
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According to Clothey, The Atharva Veda reflected a “more ‘popular’ or ‘folk’ form
of religion” and was concerned above all else with apotropaic spells and rituals with
“magical intent.”!*® For Clothey, the focus on exorcism, healing, sorcery, and spells related
to agricultural and economic prosperity, war, commerce, etc. were part of the “folk magic” of
the AV. Other scholars, such as Modak, have echoed this as well, characterizing the Rg Veda
as the “Veda of the classes,” while the Atharva Veda represented the “Veda of the
masses”.!>® While these “popular vs. elite” categorization are generally useful, it is also
somewhat of a mischaracterization since the Rg Veda has many similar qualities and
objectives as the AV.!%° Additionally, much of the AV has close associations with the graya
(domestic) and srauta (sacrificial - often soma rites) sutras, - orthodox Vedic texts, which
also included a vast array of non-Brahmanic rites that communities were practicing on the
ground in this period. We should also note that despite these characterizations, the AV was
not dedicated solely to “worldly” (aihika) rites, but also contain “otherworldly” (Gmusmika)
rites, referring to those sections of the AV which are more philosophically and spiritually
oriented. For example, in the AV we can find early discussions regarding prana as the
enlivening principle of the Universe and the concept of atman (e.g., AVP 11.4 and AVP

16.21-23). These sections may be the immediate predecessors to the oldest Upanisads and

Concept of Governance in the Atharvaveda,” (PhD diss., Gauhati University, 2012): 110. On the AV purohitas
see Ronald Inden. “Changes in the Vedic Priesthood” in A. W van den Hoek et al., eds., Ritual, State and
History in South Asia. (Leiden: Brill, 1992); Sanderson "Religion and the State: Saiva Officiants in the Territory
of the Brahmanical Royal Chaplain." Indo-Iranian Journal no. 47 (2004): 229-300; and Marko Geslani, Rites of
the God-King: Santi and Ritual Change in Early Hinduism. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

158 Clothey, Fred W. Religion in India: A Historical Introduction. (London and New York: Taylor and Francis,
2006): 27.

159 Modak, B. R. The Ancillary Literature of the Atharva-Veda: A Study with Special Reference to the
Parisistas. (New Delhi: Rashtriya Veda Vidya Pratishthan, 1993): 1.

160 Jan Gonda (1977: 277) believes the difference between “magical” acts in the AV versus the traividya
samhitas, is more in its degree of prominence and applicability - there are many passages which are ritualistic
without being 'magical’, just as there are philosophical speculations interlaced throughout the text, without any
apparent ritualistic purpose.
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can be seen as the connecting threads between early Vedic and later Upanisadic worldviews,
just as the more demonological elements can be seen as forerunners to later Tantric
traditions. Taken as whole, the two sections are in accordance with the Atharvavedin view
that their scripture helps “to attain enjoyment in, and liberation from, this world” — a well-
known axiom in the tantric traditions, as we will soon see, as well.!®!

It is generally true, however, that the earlier Vedas' focus on complex, abstract, public
and often expensive rituals, contrasted the rites of the AV which were relatively more simple,
domestic, private, and focused primarily on the immediate and practical needs of the
Atharvavedins and their clientele, which included not only the “common people”, but also
royalty.!®? Atharvan ritualists (purohitas), therefore, acted not only as domestic priests, but
also as healers, exorcists, and “magicians”, often in service of the king as rajapurohitas. The
oldest title of the AV is actually the Atharvangirasah, a name that references two ancient
families of purohitas, the Atharvans and Angirasas. The Atharvans, on one hand, are
traditionally thought to have been responsible for the more auspicious practices found in the
AV, such as healing (bhaisaja), appeasing (santa) and promoting welfare (paustika), while
the Angirasas’, are believed to have authored the more “terrible” (ghora) practices of the
corpus, what is often termed abhicarika or "hostile sorcery” practices.!6*> Additionally, the
Angirasas’ were said to be closely associated with the “demon-slayer” god Agni (AV 6.35.3),

and they were often invoked to avert evil or cause afflictions against their (or their client’s)

161 See Gonda (1977: 292) for more on this.

162 See Sanderson’s 2007 "Atharvavedins in Tantric Territory: The Angirasakalpa Texts of the Oriya
Paippaladins and Their Connection With The Trika And The Kalikula: With Critical Editions of the
Pardjapavidhi, Paramantravidhi, and the Bhadrakalimantravidhiprakarana," in The Atharvaveda and its
Paippaladasakha: Historical and Philological Papers on a Vedic Tradition, ed. Griffiths, Arlo, and Annette
Schmiedchen. (Aachen: Shaker, 2007).

163 Gonda (1977: 267) mentions that the Gopatha-Brahmana (1.2.21; 5.10) also distinguishes between two
Atharva Vedas - an "auspicious" one and a "terrible" one.
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enemies (AV 2.12.5; 3.21.8). The AV’s exclusion in other Vedic literature may have been
partly due to these “terrible” (ghora) rites of the Angirasas, which often involved the use of
unorthodox or polluting practices and the manipulation of unsavory spirit beings.

According to the Angirasakalpa, a later supplementary text to the Paippalada
recension of the Atharva Veda,'® Atharvanic rites could be categorized into ten types: those
that appease or avert evil (santika), those that promote welfare (paustika), subjugation by
means of charms (vasa), rites to hinder or paralyze others (stambhana), rites of bewilderment
(mohana), those which bring about hatred (dvesana), eradication (uccatana), murder
(marana), seduction (akarsana), and rites to frighten adversaries (vidravana).'®> As we will
see, these types of magical rites continue well into the tantric traditions (e.g., satkarmam),

also involving the invocation and manipulation of questionable spirits.

THE BHISAJ: HEALER AND MASTER OF SPIRITS

The Atharva Veda contains much of what comes to be termed bhiitavidya, though the
work is relatively unsystematic in comparison to the Epic, medical, and bhiitatantra accounts
we will soon examine. The AV's focus on various healing programs led the authors to call
itself the Bhaisajyaveda, the “Veda of Medicines”.!%® Priest-healers in the AV and
subsequent Ayurvedic texts were often known as "bhisajs”, an exclusive term not found in
the other three Vedic samhitas. White describes the bhisaj as “Part physician, part shaman,

part sorcerer”, who was “viewed as both powerful and dangerous by Vedic society.”'®” The

164 There are today two recensions which have been passed down to us - the Saunakiya recension and the older
and larger Pippaladi recension.

165 Gonda (1977: 267)

166 AV 11.8.14

167 White, David Gordon. The Alchemical Body: Siddha Traditions in Medieval India. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1996): 13.
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term is cognate, in fact, with the Avestan bishaz (or bishazyat), which has the exact same
meaning, evincing the ancient connection between these two particular traditions.!®® White
succinctly summarizes the primary aspects of the AV, which are also foundational and
characteristic of later healing systems in Ayurvedic and Tantric texts. These included:
...the apotropaic and therapeutic use of mantras, herbs, and amulets; various
techniques of sorcery and countersorcery, including the creation and manipulation of
“witches” (krtyas); the use of amulets and spells (mantras) for protection and
aggression; and the notion that the demonic hordes populating the South Asian
landscape could be controlled through offerings made to various leaders — who came
to be called “lords of beings” (bhutesvaras, bhiitandthas) in later traditions — that
straddled the line between the divine and the demonic.'®
We will discuss bhiitandathas in greater detail shortly, but for now let us look at a few
examples of the AV’s hundreds of charms, amulets, and spells used to combat and cure
(bhesaja, or bhaisajyani) a variety of diseases and afflictions by dangerous possessing spirits,
some of them known generically as grahas or grahis (male or female seizers).!’® In many
instances, the possessing entities and the associated diseases are indistinguishable, often
identified as one and the same. For example, the "winged" disease-causing seizer known as

Jayanya, who attacks by "possessing" (avisati) people’s bodies, has also been identified as

the disease scrofula.'’!

168 See Grether (2011: 99) and chapter four of her dissertation entitled “Atharvanic Origins of Tantric Homa
Rites”

1 David G. White “Tantra” in Brill's Encyclopedia of Hinduism, edited by Knut A. Jacobsen, and Angelika
Malinar, (Leiden: Brill, 2012a): 575.

170 For general examples, see AVS 1,22; 23.2; 2.25.4; 4.6.7; and 5.22.5. For grahas and grahis see AVS
6.112.1;2.9.1; 16.5.1; and 2.25. AVS 2.9, for example, involves a cure against demonic possession by using an
amulet created out of ten different kinds of wood - “Oh amulet of ten kinds of wood, set free this man from the
demon (raksas) and siezers (grahis) who have seized (jagraha) upon his joints!” (AVS 2.9.1a) dasavrksa
muiicemam raksaso grahya adhi yainam jagraha parvasu | see also AVS 1.16, 2.4, 3.9 for other similar
examples using protective amulets against diseases and demons

" pakst jayanyah patati s a visati piirusam | AVS 7.76.4a
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In book four, hymn thirty-six of the AVS, a powerful Atharvan priest is described
who expels and kills various demons and enemies through his own divine power. The hymn
reads:

Let the mighty Bull, Agni Vai$vanara (" The Fire of All Men") endowed with true

strength (satyaujah), burn those who shall abuse and desire to harm us, and likewise

those not favorable to us. He who, unharmed, would injure us, and he who, harmed,
would do us harm - into the two tusks of Agni Vai$vanara do I set him... the flesh-

eating ones (kravyada), seeking to harm others - all those I overcome with force. I

overcome the pisdacas (ghouls) with force; I take their power (dravina); 1 slay all the

injurers; let my intention be successful...I am the tormentor (tapana) of the pisacas,

like a tiger who torments cattle-owners or like dogs [tormented] on seeing a lion, they
do not find a hiding-place (nyaricana). Only I am able to endure - not the pisdacas, nor
the thieves (stena) nor those wanderers of the forest (vanargu). The pisacas disappear
from whatever village I enter (a@vise). Whatever village my fierce (ugra) power enters

(avisata), from there pisacas disappear and evil (papa) no longer exists.!”?

This hymn is interesting because the primary agent who expels the demons is not just
the invoked deity (Agni Vai§vanara), as is typical in the other three Vedas, but rather the
healer-priest himself. The deity, it seems, is only involved in the final act of destruction. As
others have pointed out, the use of the first person is significant and commonly employed in
the AV, a preference shared also by the Indo-Iranian Avesta. The Vedic traividya texts, in
contrast, almost always use the third person to call upon deities who do the dispelling and
destroying of the offending demons. Another distinguishing feature of the AV, again shared
with the Zoroastrian traditions, is that it is usually a single priest who performs the rites and

recites the corresponding mantras, rather than the multiple priests usually required in rites

from the other three Vedas.!”?

172 AVS 4.36.1-8a. Translation adapted from William Dwight Whitney, Atharva-Veda Samhita, (Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard University, 1905), and Ralph T.H. Griffith, The Hymns of the Atharva-Veda. (Benares: Lazarus,
1895).

173 See Grether (2011: 109-110)

71



The power of the Atharvan priest-healer comes not only from his knowledge of
medicines, oblations, and amulets, but, most importantly, from his knowledge and ability to
wield mantras. As Zysk has written:

The mantra, or magico-religious utterance, was the key component of the healing rite.

When properly executed at the designated auspicious time and place, the healer was

able to unlock the door to the realm of the spirits and obtain the power necessary to

ward off or destroy disease and to make medicines efficacious. Only the healer
controlled the mantra, so that he alone governed the power to heal. Armed with his
arsenal of mantras and other weapons of magic he set about his task of removing
disease.!”*

Zysk points here to the enormous importance of the power of the mantras, which
allows its holder to interact with and manipulate the realm of spirits in order to exorcise
spirit-afflicters and heal the spirit-afflicted. This is not a new idea, of course - as we saw in
the Rg Veda the power of Vac, “the mother of all mantras”, forms the basis of the powers of
the rsis and the gods.!”> However, this idea does becomes amplified in the AV, the primary
difference being that the human bhisaj himself was now able to wield this enormous power
of healing and destroying possessing demons, chiefly through mantras which controlled
spirits or gods. Essentially, the bhisaj was modelling themselves after the primary divine

healers and exorcists of the tradition (i.e., Agni, Rudra, etc.), though they were not elevated

to any sort of divine status as earlier rsis had.!”®

174 Kenneth G. Zysk, "Mantra in Ayurveda: A Study of the Use of Magico-religious Speech in Ancient Indian
Medicine," in Understanding Mantras, ed. Alper, Harvey P. (Albany: SUNY Press, 1989):125.

175 See RV 10.50.5 and references to Vac in the RV 1 noted previously.

176 White (1996: 13) writes, "At the center of this practice stood the healer (bhisaj) who was also a possessed
'shaker' (vipra) and an inspired master of incantation (kavi). Part physician, part shaman, part sorcerer, the
atharvan priest was viewed as both powerful and dangerous by Vedic society. For this very reason, perhaps, his
heir, the itinerant Ayurvedic physician (carana-vaidya) was also regarded with suspicion by "good" brahmanic
society.”
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EARLY SORCERERS AND MAGICIANS IN THE AV & BEYOND

Within the AV, we also find a number of imprecatory verses and rites directed against
the enemies of the bhisaj (or their clients), which included not only demons and humans, but
also other sorcerers. As mentioned earlier, it was these rites that generally fell under the
abhicarika (hostile sorcery) class.!”” Some of these dangerous sorcerers are named - the most
common ones being yatudhanas (“Holders of the Yatu spirits”) and kimidins (another class of
"evil spirits” according to Monier-Williams), while more benevolent ones were known as
kavis (“mantic poets”). At times it is often difficult to distinguish whether these were human
or non-human agents - the two often being conflated. In some cases, they are listed alongside
a variety of disease-causing demons and child-seizers (bhiitas/balagrahas) and described as
having supernatural qualities, while in others they are clearly human sorcerers, both friend
and foe.!”®

We referred to the Rg Veda’s use of the term kavi earlier, where it generally had a
positive connotation and referred to a mantic poet or inspired seer. Kavis are also found in
early Iranian sources, referring to a specific royal lineage of poets who were said to have had
the gift of prophecy. At the same time, various Gathas of the Avesta also depicted them more
ambiguously, and Zoroaster was said to often demonized them, believing they were hostile
towards him and his teachings.!”® The AV, in contrast, generally depicted kavis in a positive

light as in the RV, a usage that continues within later Ayurvedic medical texts.'8

" E.g., AVS 1.9.2;6.20.1; 7.116.2,

178 See AVS 1.7; 1.8; 1.28; 4.20; 4.28; 8.3; 8.4.

179 See Grether 2011: 130 who quotes Boyce 1975: 11-12

130 Of course, the most famous Kavi in Hindu literature may be Kavya Usana from the MBh, a Kavi, however,
who was no longer an ally to the gods, but the priest and guru of the Asuras, the “Anti-gods”. It is possible that
this role-reversal was due to continued influence from the Avestan traditions, which the MBh also drew from.
According to White, Dumézil has demonstrated that the epic mythology of Kavya Usanas and the Iranian myths
of Kavi Usan “clearly arose from a common Indo-Iranian tradition.” See White (2009: 151) who references
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The yatudhanas, on the other hand, were almost always seen in the AV as hostile
shape-shifting sorcerers or as malignant spirits, known especially for their power of flight,
and usually listed alongside other afflicting demons that needed to be retaliated against or
destroyed.'8! It was to these enemy yarudhanas that many of the terrible (ghora) abhicara
rites of the AV were directed at, often as a form of counter-sorcery. AVS 4.28.6, for
example, describes the yatus as versed in the preparation of roots (mitlakrd ) and “witchcraft”
(krtyakrt), and petitioners plead for the gods to smite them with their weapons (vajra).!s?
Their mention as worshippers of “root-gods” (miiradevah) and as enemy sorcerers
antagonistic to the Vedic Rsis is found earlier within the RV as well.!3? Grether notes that
Avestan sources similarly viewed yatudhanas as enemy human sorcerers. '8

AVS 1.28, dedicated to the demon-expeller Agni, is another example describing these
sorcerer-cum-demons:

The god Agni, killer of demons (raksohan), and exorciser of tormenting

demons/diseases (amivacatanah) has come forth burning away the deceitful ones, the

vatudhanas and the kimidins. O Lord, “He Who Has a Black Path” [Agni], burn up
the yatudhanas and the kimidins. Burn up the yatudhanis (sorceresses) that you meet.

She who has cursed (us) with curses, who has conceived and is rooted in evil, she

who has seized (a@rabh) our child for the purpose of taking their sap (rasa/blood) - let

her consume [her own] offspring. Let the yatudhanis eat [their own] son, sister, or

daughter; moreover, let the wild-haired yatudhanis mutually destroy (vi-han) one
another; let the hags (arayi) be crushed.!®

Georges Dumézil, Mythe et épopée II: Types Epiques Indo-européens: Un Heros, un Sorcier, un-Roi. (Paris:
Gallimard, 1986): 173-205 and 274-315.

181 They often are said to take on the shape of birds, dogs, or hooved creatures; see RV 10.87.6 and AVS 8.3.5¢
for references to flight

82 yah krtyakrn milakrd yatudhano ni tasmin dhattam vajram ugrau AVS 4.28.6

183 See RV 7.104.24; 10.87.2-14 and AVS 8.3.10, 8.4.24, 4.28.6. See also Sukumar Sen, “On Miradeva
Miiladeva and Sisnadeva”, in Mélanges d’indianisme, (Publications de I'Institut de Civilisation Indienne, 1968):
677-683, who argues that these "root-gods" may have originally been non-Vedic gods that later became
associated with Siva and Skanda.

184Rather than arayis however they were usually paired with Avestan witches known as pairikas. See Grether
(2011: 133).

15 AVS 1.28
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Here the yatudhanas and the kimidins are described as cursing the Atharvan priests,
who in turn cast the demon-slayer Agni upon them, causing them to destroy one another and
their offspring. Note the mention of the female yatudhanis, who are described here as
“seizing” (arabh) children in order to eat their vital fluids (“rasa ”, their blood), and listed
alongside another fierce group of demonic female entities known as the arayis, similarly
recognized in the R} as killers of unborn children (bhrinanyarusi RV 10.155.2.1).1% The
arayis are mentioned in AV 2.25 also as “drinkers of blood” (asrkpavan) alongside another
class of “fetus-eaters” (garbhadam) known as the kanvas.

Hymn 8.6 in the AVS also has petitioners requesting Agni and Indra to destroy and
drive away sorcerers and evil spirits who enter pregnant women via the womb in order to
seize the embryo.'®” This hymn goes on to give a list of other child-seizing demons that could
be dispelled with similar enchanted amulets and talismans. Many of the names are
untranslatable and not seen elsewhere, suggesting they may have been part of the larger
surrounding demonological traditions, which were only partially included here.!® The
translatable terms are usually descriptive in nature: some are called “bear-necked”
(rksagriva), another asura is described as black, hairy, and snouted (tundika), others are
dressed in skins of goats or bleat like a goat (bastavasin), while others are described as ill-
smelling (durgandhi), and feeders of blood (lohitasyan). Some are further described as
having backwards feet (pascat prapadani purah parsnih), or pot-testicled (kumbhamuska), or

having multiple mouths, eyes, and limbs or even no limbs (dvyasydc caturaksat paiicapadad

136 They are also known in this verse as sadanvas

8T md sm vrto mopa srpa irii mava srpo 'ntard | AVS 8.6.3a | arayan asya muskabhyam bhamsaso 'pa hanmasi
| AVS 8.6.5¢

188 AVS 2.24 for example lists eight types of yatudhanas, all related to destructive entities: Serabhaka (serpent),
Sevrdhaka (serpent), mroka (fire), sarpa (serpent), jirni (fire), upabde (venomous animal), arjuni (?), and
bhariji (jackal).
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anangureh). These descriptions are very similar to Rudra-Siva’s fearsome hordes (ganas) as
seen in the MBh's Sauptikaparvan account discussed earlier, and it is likely these earlier
demonic beings of the AV who influenced the MBh'’s later portrayals, particularly the
balagrahas (child-seizers) found in Epic and medical texts. It is these groups who also come
to populate the Tantric pantheon, a point we will return to soon.'®”

Although earlier I translated the term krtyakrt with the blanket term “witchcraft”, as
many past scholars have, the Sanskrit meaning is actually much more specific. The term most
literally means “making (krt) krtyas" - krtyas signifying both the female spirits conjured
through sorcery and the sorcery itself used to create these conjured beings.!®® In many Vedic
references, the conjured beings (e.g. the yatus) are conflated with the conjurer themselves
(e.g., the yatudhanas as the holder of yatus) — this may help to explain why non-human
qualities are sometimes ascribed to yatudhanas and other sorcerers, and why they are
frequently listed alongside malignant and possessing entities who are clearly supernatural
spirits.!?! Regardless, Vedic texts (e.g., AV 10.1.4-5) do describe enemy sorcerers as
conjuring up spirit beings and casting them out against Atharvan priests, who, in turn,
counteracted the krtyds (or yatus) using their own magical techniques and devices, including
medicinal offerings (ausadhi), root-magic (miilakarana) and amulets.'*? The krtyas are
described as being “covered in darkness” (famasavrta) by the magic of the evil conjurers,

which they view as analogous to being ensnared in a net. Although it is vaguely described,

189 See RV 7.104.23; 8.60.20; 10.87; AVS 4.20 and 5.29

190 See, for example, the story of the krtya named Yatudhani in MBh 13.94.39 as summarized in White (2021:
141-142)

191 Since the time of the RV (see RV 10.87) yatudhanas are especially associated with raksasas — we could
speculate that the yatus may have been a class of raksasas who the yatudhanas had control over.

192 See White (2012a) article on krtyas and counter-active devices, some of which also have Iranian origins.
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the goal for the Atharvan priest is to counteract this sorcery by cutting these snares from the
krtyas and sending them back in order to slay their own makers.'*?

It is unclear in this particular passage (AV 10.1.4-5) how exactly these beings are
conjured, though there is mention of their head, ears and nose being fashioned by the
sorcerer’s hands (hastakrtam; AVS 10,1.1a). This likely refers to the creation of an effigy,
since it states later in the hymn that the kr#yds can be buried within a sacrificial altar (barhis),
sacrificial fire, cemetery, or a field (AVS 10.1.18). The magical use of effigies and fetishes is
found throughout the AV (e.g., AV 19.9), which is also commonly found in later magical-
oriented Tantras.

Another vague reference to this “spirit-casting” practice is found in AVS 16.7.1,
which mentions an Atharvan sorcerer who “pierces” an enemy with a "female seizer"
(grahyainam vidhyami). The text states “I summon against him (the enemy) with this cruel
and terrible command (praisa) of the gods”, which indicates this was some sort of speech-act
used to invoke and cast out a grahi who “swallows up” (gara; AVS 16.7.4) the enemy. '** In
hymns 11.9 of the AVS, an invocation to destroy the army of one’s enemies, we get a slightly
clearer picture of the type of countery-sorcery Atharvan priests may have been doing. Here
we find the purohita invoking dangerous Atharvan deities such as Arbudi, Nyarbudi, and
Trisandhi with fire offerings and oblations (@jye hute; AVS 11.9.6) and then casting them out
upon the enemy armies.!®> AVS 11.9.3 states that Arbudi and Nyarbudi, a duo of fierce
serpent-like deities, trap (adana), bind (samdana), seize (grah), and crush (bharij) the enemy

armies with their serpent-coils (bhoga). But that is not all — like Rudra, these frightful deities

193 In this particular hymn, the enemy sorcerers are associated with sidras (low castes), a king (who likely
employs the enemy sorceror), a woman, or even a brahmana. AVS 10.1.3.
" devanam enam ghoraih kriiraih praisair abhipresyami ||2|| AVS 16.7.2a

95 saptd jatan nyarbuda udardnam samiksdyan | tébhis tvam djye huté sarvair it tistha sénaya || AVS 11.9.6
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also bring forth and manifest their own invisible spirit hordes (uddara antarhita AVS
11.9.16¢; gupta AVS 11.9.2) who aid in the destruction of the enemy army alongside a
swarm of carrion-eating animals and birds which attack and eat the fallen corpses. Some
categories of these hordes are given, many resembling Rudras own frightful ganas, including
the raksas, sarpas (serpents), itarajanas (often translated as “dark spirits”, but most literally
“other beings”), gandharvas, apsaras, udaras (invisible spirits)!®®, krtyas, etc. Other spirits
are again described by their attributes, such as the “four-tusked” ones (cdaturdamstram), the
“black-toothed” (chyavadatah), “pot-testicled" (kumbhamuskam), and “bloody-mouthed”
(asrnmukhan) (AVS 11.9.17a). These spirits, the text continues, go on to attack the enemy
forces by possessing them, causing mental (specifically fear and bewilderment) and/or
physical harm, ranging from dry mouth to death (e.g., loss of breath or heart attack) [AVS
11.9.21a]. As we will see, these sorts of descriptions parallel symptoms commonly given to
those afflicted by possession in the medical traditions as well.

While we have no explicit descriptions of the precise methods of conjuring in these
early Vedic texts, we do find them in later Hindu and Buddhist apotropaic texts and tantras,
usually in relation to yaksini, vetala and yogini-sadhanas." It is likely these ritual programs
derived from earlier Vedic krtya practices.!”® Mention of yaksini-sadhanas are found as early

as the 4-5'" century CE in Vaisnava Paficaratra texts such as the Jayakhyasamhita and early

9 khadiire 'dhicankramam kharvikam kharvavasinim | ya udara antarhita gandharvapsarasas ca ye | sarpa
itarajand raksamsi || AVS 11.9.16

97 Ullrey (2016: 43) makes mentions of the Phetkarini Tantra which does explicitly describe the methods of
conjuring and manipulating krtyas for their own magical purposes.

198 The 11" century Kashmiri exegete Ksemaraja, commenting on the Netra Tantra (7"-8" century), also
glosses the term krtya as vetalr, a malignant female spirit who is said to enter into (pra-vis) and animate a
woman’s cadaver (strikalevara). In this case, the conjured being (krtya) is designated as a vetali (zombie), who
is then cast out (prayukta) by the sorcerer for destructive purposes - a mingling of older and newer sorceristic
acts.
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Saiva/Buddhist Tantras such as the Nisvasatattvasamhita,'®® the Manijusrimiilakalpa, the
Amoghapasamahakalparaja,** and the later Uddamaresvaratantra corpus and Kaksaputa-
tantra, among others. 2°! These rites invoke different yaksinis who perform various magical
acts for the invoker or grants them various boons and siddhis (supernatural powers). These
included worldly goods like money or food, but also youthfulness, long-life, resurrection of
the dead, animating images (statue, painting, etc.), or even revealing knowledge about the
past or future.?%? A typical yaksini-sadhana usually involves the creation of an image of the
vaksini, either on cloth or as a mandala, and making various offerings into a sacrificial fire.
This is complemented by the use of various tantric technologies such as japa (mantra
recitation), nydsa (installation of mantras on the body) and mudras (ritual gestures). Upon
successfully completing the rite, the invoked yaksini is said to appear and asks the s@dhaka,
“What should I become - your mother, sister, or wife?” The practitioner then chooses one of
these forms as her manifestation and she will then serve him according to that specified role.
Although there is no possession per se, as we will soon see in subsequent chapters the rites
do follow similar procedures to deity possession rites. We should note though that a very

early yaksini-vidhi found in the Guhyasiitra (10.81-84) of the Saiva Nisvasatattvasambhita,

199 This can be found within the Guhyasiitra of the Nisvasatattvasamhita. References are also made to achieving
power over bhiitis, pisdcinis, and naginis. See Shaman Hatley, "Sakti in Early Tantric Saivism: Historical
Observations on Goddesses, Cosmology, and Ritual in the Nisvasatattvasamhita”, in Goddess Traditions in
Tantric Hinduism: History, Practice and Doctrine, ed. Bjarne Wernicke Olesen, (London; New York:
Routledge, 2016): 14.

200 Chapter 52 is said to include a yaksini-sadhana. See Henrik H. Segrensen, "Esoteric Buddhism and Magic in
China", in Esoteric Buddhism and the Tantras in East Asia, ed. Charles D. Orzech, et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2011):
202-204; and Michel Strickmann, Chinese Magical Medicine, trans. Bernard Faure, (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002): 204-205, for more on this text and Maria Reis-Habito, “The Amoghapasa Kalparaja
Siitra: A Historical and Analytical Study,” Studies in Central & East Asian Religions 11 (1999): 39-67, for
dating.

201 See Ullrey (2016) on the Uddamaresvaratantra.

202 See Yamano, Chieko. “The Yaksini-Sadhana in the Kaksaputa-Tantra: Introduction, Critical Edition, and
Translation.” Journal of the International College for Postgraduate Buddhist Studies Vol. XVII, (2013: 102-
117) for full translation of a typical Yaksini-sadhana as found in the 14th chapter of the 10" century Kaksaputa
Tantra, ascribed to the illustrious master of magical sciences, Siddha Nagarjuna.
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does mention that the constructed image of the yaksini actually comes to life — so, in a sense,
the spirit does actually come to possess and animate a physical form, though not human.?%?

I make mention of all this because later tantric deity possession rites, as we will soon
see, were closely allied with, and likely rooted in these sorts of early magical practices of the
AV involving the manipulation of spirits. Ronald Davidson has recently argued that these
types of practices were not exclusive to any one tradition but were part and parcel of a
variety of sorceristic communities (Brahmanic, Jain, Buddhist, Hindu, Folk etc.), who often
pedaled their own magical traditions to the wider community. He believes that these groups,
some which we will discuss later, may have provided the “raw material” for certain
developments within Tantra. These groups, he writes, did not necessarily have “ideologies of
liberation or transcendent divinity but were concerned with magical crafts of various
kinds...which were appropriated by the tantric traditions on an as-need basis.”?** Many of
these itinerant sorcerers were employed by royal courts in order to secure and protect their
kingdoms against rival groups, and these sorts of dangerous rites, often employing ferocious
yet powerful spirit-beings, were seen as efficacious to that end. For the King, it mattered not
which communities these rites came from, as long as they achieved the desired results. These
sorts of magical rites start to become more visible and prominent in tantric texts as their
popularity among royal clients rose. At the same time, we also began to see early evidence in
more orthodox traditions the denigration of such rites and their respective communities. This
was likely because the brahmins role (and patronage) was being usurped by these various

groups - first by Atharvan rdjapurohitas and then by various Tantric ritual specialists who

203 See Hatley (2016: 14) for more details on this rite.
204 Ronald Davidson, “Magicians, Sorcerers and Witches: Considering Pre-tantric, Non-Sectarian Sources of
Tantric Practices.” Religions 8 (9), (2017): 1.
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had access to these more powerful technologies and spirit beings - rites that would have been

off limits to orthodox Brahmins obsessed with pollution and purity.2%

The Manusmyti (MS) law books?*, for example, state that: “A two hundred [coin]
fine shall be levied in all cases of sorcery (abhicaresu), root-magic (milakarmani) and
malicious conjuring rites (krtyesu vividhesu ca) ...”?"" Similarly, the Brhatsamhita (BS)
makes mention of magicians called “mandalakas”, who are described as old with “rough and
stiff hair” and “opportunists” in the entourage of "bandit kings". Though denigrated, the BS
still recognizes these mandalakas as being skilled in sorcery (abhicara), the destruction of
enemies, and “spells relating to the rituals of the krtya, vetala and other spirits”.2%® Groups of
rival roaming-for-hire magicians are also mentioned despairingly in the Buddhist

)?%°, as seen in the Gilgit manuscripts:

Bhaisajyaguru-sitra (4th century CE
Moreover, Maijusri, there... are beings with minds intent on mutual belligerence and
perform unwholesome acts... They invoke a forest-god (vanadevata), or a tree-god
(vrksadevata) or mountain-god (giridevata), or invoke spirits (bhiitan) in individual
cremation grounds. They deprive beings born into the womb of animals of their lives
and offer yaksas and raksasas food of flesh and blood. Having made an image of the
body of an enemy, they accomplish terrible spells (ghoravidyam), or desire to damage
beings or the destruction of [beings’] bodies by the practices of kakhordas and
vetalas. *1°

Though denigrated, we do get brief yet fascinating early depictions and

characterizations of these sorts of magic rites, involving the invocation of various nature

205 See Sanderson (2007) on the Atharvan rdjapurohitas.

206 Flood (1996: 56) dates these to be from the 2nd century BCE-3rd century CE.

207 abhicaresu sarvesu kartavyo dvisato damah / mulakarmani canaptaih krtyasu vividhasu ca // MS 9.29.
Translaton based upon Ullrey (2016: 58).

208 BS 68.27cd Sirah krirah Srestho mantri caurasvami vyayami ca || BS. 68.37 mandalakaksa-
namatorucakanucaro ‘bhicaravitkusalah | krtyavetaladisu karmasu vidyasu canuratah vrddhakarah
kharaparusamiirdhajas ca satrunasane kusalah | Translations based upon Davidson (2017: 12).

209 Richard D. McBride 11, “Popular Esoteric Deities and The Spread of Their Cults,” in Esoteric Buddhism and
the Tantras in East Asia., ed. Orzech, et al. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011): 219.

219 Gilgit Manuscripts 1.13-14; and T.449.14.402¢7-113 which was translated by Dharmagupta in 616 CE. See
Sanskrit and its translation by Davidson (2017: 11). See also White (2012a) on practices involving kakhordas.
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deities and spirits with flesh and blood offerings in cremation grounds. There is further
mention of the employment of fetishes, “terrible spells” and fierce magical rites associated
with kakhordas and vetalas. As stated, all of these come to characterize much of the tantric

tradition as well.

VIDYADHARAS AND SIDDHAS

Among these amorphous groups of sorcerers-for-hire, we could also include the
Vidyadharas (literally, “Holder of Spells”) and the Siddhas (“Perfect Beings”), two groups
whose cult narratives and practices were shared by Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain groups since
the early centuries of the first millennium and who become some of the most prominent and
popular figures in the forthcoming tantric traditions. Before the medieval period, however,
the two groups were similarly included in lists alongside other possessing bhiitas and grahas,
depicting them either as human wizards or ambiguous demi-gods.?!! Both groups come to be
especially associated with esoteric knowledge, magical spells (vidyds), and various forms of
sorcery and alchemy. It was understood in the popular imagination, that it was through these
means that human siddhas or vidyadharas were able to transform themselves into their
celestial and divine counterparts.?!2

While siddhas as celestial beings are found throughout the Epic and Puranic

literature, Ronald Davidson believes the earliest evidence of siddhas as “accomplished

21 According to White (2003: 161), the Amarakosa, a fifth-century lexicon, classes the Siddhas and
Vidyadharas together with the Yaksas, Apsarasas, Raksasas, etc., “as devayonayah, demigods ‘born from a
divine womb’ and therefore not subject to death.” These groups were believed to either inhabit the regions
between the earth and the heavens, and in some cases resided on, or even in, mountains. See David White’s
article “Mountains of Wisdom: On the Interface between Siddha and Vidyadhara Cults and the Siddha Orders in
Medieval India” in Hindu Studies International Journal of Hindu Studies (1997): 73-95, for more on this.

212 See White (1996 and 1997)
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humans” is found in a Jain cave inscription from Orissa, dated to 2nd or 1st century BCE.
Centuries later we also find the term in Kautilya’s political treatise the Arthasastra (2-3%
century CE), which refers to employing siddhas, understood as itinerant sorcerers for hire, as
agents and spies of the royal state.?!*> Around this same period, siddhas were also mentioned
within the medical literature and recognized as supernatural and often dangerous possessing
entities (e.g., Caraka-Samhita 6.9.20-21).

In the Buddhist Jatakamala, written by Aryasiira around the 4" century, reference is
also made to groups of siddhavidyds who were said to be exorcists and healers that
specialized in bhiitavidya.?'* This emphasis on healers involving spells (vidyas) and the
manipulation of spirits is also found in the coeval Buddhist Mahapratisara (4-5" century) of
the apotropaic Paricaraksa traditions, whose specialists were known as vidyavadika
(“Speaker of Spells”).2!* In the later Saiva Kumaratantra, a text which contains its own
sections on bhiitavidya, physicians were similarly known as vidyapurusas (“Spell-Men™).216

Besides siddhas, all of these vidyad-oriented groups share much with the vidyadharas,
a term, according to Davidson, first found within the Buddhist literature designating those
who “manipulate incantations (vidya) for the purposes of personal power and

29217

gratification””'’, giving the example of the great “outcaste” (mdatangi) sorceress

213 See Ronald Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement, (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2002): 174—-175, and Patrick Olivelle, King, Governance, and Law in Ancient India:
Kautilya’s Arthasastra, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013): 233-234; 407—408.

214 See White (1996: 58) who references Sharma’s, Indian Medicine in the Classical Age (1972: 99).

215 See Michael Slouber, Garuda Medicine: A History of Snakebite and Religious Healing in South Asia, (PhD
dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 2012): 80.

216 See Prabodh Chandra Bagchi, “New Materials for the Study of the Kumaratantra of Ravana,” Indian Culture
7 (1941): 269-86.

217 Davidson 2017: 194
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(mahavidyadhari) of the Sardilakarnavadana (1st-3 century CE).2'® In a famous Jataka
verse, which simultaneously recognizes the vidyadhara’s power, but ultimately disparages
them, states: “Vidyadharas study ferociously, so that they can move invisibly by means of
medicines. Yet they cannot travel while invisible to the King of Death, so it occurs to me that
I will travel with the Dharma.”?!® The term, however, was not always used derogatorily — by
the second-century CE we find the poet Matrceta praising the Buddha himself in the
Varnarhavarnastotra as the greatest of physicians and a siddhavidyadhara (a “perfected
sorcerer” or alternately he is both "a siddha and vidyadhara").?*°

In the Jain epic, the Vasudevahindi (“The Odysseys of Vasudeva”; 1st—5th centuries
CE) we also find mention of vidyadharis and vidyadharas as divinized humans with
supernatural powers.??! According to this story, the vidyadharas were founded by a royal
family who received forty-eight thousand magical spells (vidyas) from Dharana, the lord of
nagas (serpents), the celestial gandharvas and the subterranean pannagas (another race of
serpents). Some examples of these vidyas (spells) included the power of flight, invisibility,
the power to take on any form (bahuriiva), to create new bodies through magic (mahamaya),
and the power to stupefy enemies (thambhini). They were also described as experts in
medicine and treating serpent bites.??? This knowledge of spells is ultimately what gave them
their supernatural powers and semi-divine status, which were passed down through family

lineages.

218 Matangt also comes to be the name of an important Tantric goddess in the Mahavidya traditions of the
Saktas. See David R. Kinsley, Tantric Visions of the Divine Feminine: The Ten Mahavidyas. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997).

29 vijjadharaghoramadhiyamanadassanam osadhehivajanti na maccurdjassa vajantadassanam tam me mati
hoti carami dhammam || Jataka 15.341 as quoted in Davidson (2017: 188).

220 In Varparhavarnastotra 11.33, see Davidson (2002: 196) for full passage and translation

22! Jaina argues this is a Jain version of the Brhatkatha. See JagadiSacandra Jaina, The Vasudevahindi: An
Authentic Jain Version of the Brhatkatha. (Ahmedabad: L.D. Inst. of Indology, 1997).

222 See A. P. Jamkhedkar, Vasudevahimdi: A Cultural Study. (Delhi: Agam Kala Prakashan, 1984): 231.
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The Vasudevahindi further states that it was a vidyadhara magician (Pkt. indajaliya)
who initiated Vasudeva, the primary character of the story, and taught him the spell (vidya)
for flight (Pkt. goganagamnajogga vijja). Vasudeva was instructed to recite the vidya for one
full day and night and was warned that obstructing demons (Pkt. vigghda; Skt. vighna) would
try to tempt and take him away in the form of beautiful women. After successfully
completing the rite, a divine vidya-goddess was said to have manifested in front of him and,
with his assent, carried him off into the sky. Another vidyddhara teacher also gives him a
spell (vidya) for flying a vimana (aerial car). This teacher tells Vasudeva to go alone on the
fourteenth night of the black fortnight (Pkt. ka@lachanddasi), to a lonely place on a mountain
where he should make a tribute sacrifice (bali) to the gods and recite a sacred syllable (Pkt.
vijja) one thousand and eight times. The spells used were known as Sumbha (used for taking
off) and Nisumbha (used for landing). Interestingly enough, these names are also attested in
the Devi-Mahatmyam (400-600CE) as evil demons (asuras) who were ultimately killed by
Durga/Kali.??* This is interesting because it may indicate that these spells for flight involved
the manipulation and control of spirits in order to accomplish their magical feats. This is
supported by one of the earliest Buddhist Tantras as well, the Sarvatathdgatatattvasamgraha
(STTS), “The Compendium of Principles of All Tathagatas”, where we find Mahavairocana
using a magical spell (dh@rant) to invoke these same two spirits to go out and seize Siva-

Mahes$vara in order to subjugate him.?**

223 In the famous story in the Devi-Mahatmyam of the Markandeya Purana (400-600CE). See Davidson (2017:
17)

224 This was known as Trailokyavijaya's (an incarnation of the yaksa-bodhisattva Vajrapani) secret dharani and
is as follows: Om Sumbha, Nisumbha hiim grhna grhna hiim grhndapaya hiim anaya ho bhagavan vajra hiim
phat - Om Sumbha! Nisumbha! Ham, Seize! Seize! Him. Go and seize! Make them come, O Lord Vajra! Him
Phat!). See Robert Linrothe, Ruthless Compassion: Wrathful Deities in Early Indo-Tibetan Esoteric Buddhist
Art. (Boston; London: Shambbhala, 1999): 182 for reference.
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As we will continue to see in later chapters, much of the terminology, practices, and
spells involving the manipulation of spirits in these pre-tantric texts persist in later tantric
rites. Vasudeva, for example, must be initiated before gaining access to this sort of esoteric
knowledge, which also becomes a cornerstone in all subsequent tantric traditions.
Additionally, we should note how the term vidya, and even vidyadharas, involves a blurring
and mingling of human practitioners, mantras, supernatural powers, and divinities. In tantric
practice, vidyas become a primary term that denotes feminine mantras, but is also equivalent
to the sonic form of the goddesses themselves. Thus, mastery over a vidya is equivalent to
mastery over the goddess the mantra represents, and it is she who bestows the knowledge and
power to the aspirant. Once these goddesses are “mastered” and boons/knowledge acquired,
the practitioner himself becomes perfected and transformed into a divinity.

These ideas of divinized humans (e.g., siddhas, vidyadharas, etc.) who have mastery
over various spirits and spells, much like the bhiitanatha figures (human or divine) discussed
earlier, form the basis of both the Saiva and Buddhist tantric traditions. As we will see, the
Saivas develop an entire division of texts known as the Vidyapitha, “The Seat of Female
Mantra-deities” that features just these sorts of spells, which is paralleled by the Buddhist’s
who include within their own esoteric tantric canon the Vidyadhara-pitakas (Sorcerers’
Basket).22’ While the term vidyadhara recedes somewhat in Saiva texts, it continues to be
used in Buddhist and Jain tantric traditions as well as popular fictional literature of the

medieval period (e.g., The Kathasaritsagara).

225 These arise out of the protective (raksa) spells tradition (dharani), though follow Saiva models once
canonized.
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THE BHUTAS: EARLY POSSESSING AGENTS FROM THE VEDIC
TO EPIC PERIOD

Let us now return to a brief survey of some of the categories of spirit beings who
were commonly represented as possession-entities (often marked in texts by some derivative
of avesa or graha). Most of this survey draws from early Sanskrit, Pali, and Prakrit narratives
of possession, reflecting the fact that these categories were shared by classical religions (i.e.,
Vedic, Hindu, Buddhist, Jain) who often adopted and adapted supernatural beings from the
vernacular traditions (and vice versa).??® As White has recently shown in his most recent
2021 book, Daemons are Forever: Contacts and Exchanges in the Eurasian Pandemonium,
some of these entities may have even been adapted from a variety of other demonological
systems outside of South Asia as well.2?’

Though each category of beings has its own specific set of characteristics, their
identities are generally fluid, and certain entities gain multiple designations. Additionally, we
will see that their incorporation into the classical religious traditions often follows a common
pattern — first the fierce spirits are tamed and elevated either as guardian or protector deity, or
they are somehow absorbed into one of the “Great Gods” of the traditions (e.g., Siva or The
Goddess). In some cases, originally fierce possessing-entities like Skanda and Hariti become
elevated as bhiitandthas, transforming into Lords over their own hordes of beings. As we will

see, it is many of these bhitanathas who eventually come to occupy the upper echelons of

the developing Tantric pantheon in the medieval period.

226 See Primiano's “Vernacular Religion and the Search for Method in Religious Folklife" (Western Folklore. 54
(1): (1995): 37-56, concerning the blurred line between official and vernacular traditions.

227 See David G. White (2021) and his "Dakini, Yogini, Pairika, Strix: Adventures in Comparative
Demonology," Southeast Review of Asian Studies Volume 35 (2013): 7-31, for a variety of examples of
"Comparative Demonology”.
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RAKSASAS AND PISACAS

In the early Vedas, the dangerous raksasas and flesh-eating pisacas are the most
common “demons” depicted in the literature, considered some of the lowest entities on the
hierarchical scale of beings. In many respects, it is their descriptions that most closely
resemble Siva’s ganas and bhiitas as depicted in the Sauptikaparvan of the MBh.

In the RV and AV the raksasas’ appearance is described as animal or bird-
like, though they are also said to be shapeshifters and can even appear human-like.??8 They
are said to be “raw-flesh eaters”, “hooved” (saphda; RV 10.87), sporting monstrous
deformities (AV 8.6; 11.9.17), and often depicted as dancing about wildly, making
tumultuous noises, and laughing out loud (AV 8.6.10-14). As we’ve seen, they are also
known in the early Vedas to be disease-causing demons that infest human dwellings and
villages (AV 4.36.8), attack born and unborn children (RV 10.162; AV 8.6), and cause
madness and insanity (unmatta, manohan) by possessing their victims (AV 6.11-1; and
5.29.10).

These early ideas about raksasas continue well into the present day making these
figure some of the most stable concepts in South Asia. I will give just one specific example
of possession involving a raksasa here, which can be found in the first chapter of the MBh
(1.166—68). This fascinating story involves the legendary King Kalmasapada (Speckled Foot)
who was cursed by a sage to roam the earth and feed on human flesh, due to some
transgression the King committed against him. The curse was also affected by another sage,

the famous Vi§vamitra, who summons a raksasa named Kimkara (“slave”) who “seizes”

228 RV 7.104.18-22; 10.87 and AV 4.37.11
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(grhitam, 1.166.18a) and “possesses” (raksasavistah 1.166.27a) the King.??° Although the
account states that the raksasa had entered inside (antargata; 1.166.19¢) the king’s body, no
explicit signs of possession are given. The only symptom described by the text was that the
King became distressed (pidyamana), causing him to become aloof (gatavyatha,; 1.166.27a).
This aloofness causes him to disrespect another powerful sage, who then places a second
curse upon the already cursed King. It is this second curse that solidifies the King’s
possession, resulting in a “complete possession” (denoted by the term samavistah) by the
raksasa (raksobalasamavistah; 1.166.33¢). In this state, it is said his senses had become
completely “afflicted” by the raksasa (raksasopahatendriyah; 1.166.34a), so that he no
longer had any agency. As a result, he goes on a terrifying rampage in the forest, devouring
and terrorizing humans for the next twelve years. This continues until the sage Vasistha
returns one day and relieves him of his afflictive possession. This, the text states, was done

- 2

through the utterance of the mantra “him” (1.168.3c) and by sprinkling him with water
purified by sacred mantras (mantrapiita,; 1.168.4a). As we’ll see, these sorts of practices are
common in exorcistic rites throughout bhitavidya-related literature. 23°

Even lower than the raksasas are the frightful pisacas - demonic ghouls who devour
(ghas) and drink the flesh and blood of their human victims, likened to soma stalks that are
sapped of their vital fluids.?}! References to possession by pisacas are mentioned throughout

Sanskrit literature, though not as common as many of the other bhiitas. The AV, for example,

states that pisdcas can enter the bodies of humans through raw, cooked, or ripened foods, as

229 Note the similarity of this depiction to krtya-like practices in which spirits are summoned and sent to attack
the maker’s enemy.

230 Similarly, curses by sages are listed as one of the many causes of possession in the medical literature, an idea
which is first found early in the RV, as we saw earlier.

31 sémasyeva jatavedo amsir d pydyatam ayam | AVS 5.29.13a
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well as milk, uncultivated grains and tainted drinking water (AV 5.29. 6-8) - much in the
same way diseases enter into humans. Passages from the Vedic Srautasitras (Taittiriya
Aranyaka 4.21-28) further give remedial measures if one becomes possessed by a pisaca
(bhiitopasprsta, literally “touched by the spirit ) during a soma sacrifice.?*? In the MBh and
medical traditions, mention is made of child-seizing pisdcis (such as Sttapiitana) who
commonly possess children. Gonda also mentions sorceristic rites involving the conjuring of
pisdca spirits in order to make them servants.?3* Later stories from the Brahmanda-Purana
(2.3.51.53-69) and Kalhana’s Rdjatarangini (c. 1150 CE) 8.114.6 also feature stories

involving pisacavesa (“possession by pisaca”).

GANDHARVAS AND APSARAS

At the higher ends of the hierarchy of possession-beings, just below devas, rsis and
pitrs, are the supernatural entities known as gandharvas and apsaras. As a collective, these
two groups, along with the yaksas (dryads) and nagas (serpent-beings), are ubiquitous in
South Asia, and they may be some of the most popular figures in Indian literature and art.
Like Rudra, these figures are also by nature ambiguous, displaying both benevolent and
malevolent qualities and deeds.

In general, stories involving gandharvas and apsaras frequently depict them as
youthful and beautiful celestial beings and lovers, fond of games and sports, and masters of
music and dancing. Many Vedic verses, in fact, shower praise and adoration upon them as if

they were deities (devas), and they are said to reside in the “heavenly waters”.?** Besides

232 As noted in Smith (2006: 475-476) see note 19 for full reference.
*3* Gonda (1975: 315) finds mention of this rite in the Samavidhanabrahmana (3.7.3).
234 See for example, AV 2.2 and SB 11.6.1
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their association with both the waters and the skies (RV 9.86.36; 10.10.4), they are also
commonly associated with trees (AV 4.37.4, AV 11.9.24), like their terrestrial counterparts,
the yaksas and nagas. Early Vedic references also associate them with the god Soma, as
guardians and mediators of the ecstasy-inducing soma drink (RV 9.83.4), which they often
transfer to the gods, rsis, and humans. Also recall their association with the “shamanic”
Kesin discussed previously, who is said to follow “the course of the apsaras and
gandharvas” (apsarasam gandharvanam... carane).*®

One of the earliest speculative associations with gandharvas and possession is found
in RV 10.85.21-22, where, according to Wendy Doniger, a gandharva known as Visvavasu
“possesses” a girl before their marriage.?*¢ Although the meaning in this very early reference
is obscure and questionable, other references in the AV and Brahmanas are more explicit,
stating that gandharvas seize and possess women (gandharvah sacate striyas AV 4.37.11)
and unmarried maidens (kumari gandharvagrhita (Aitareya Brahmana 5.29; Kausitaki
Brahmana 2.9) due to their dangerous lust for human females.??” Their association with

erotic activities and marriage ceremonies has led some scholars to believe the gandharvas

may have originally been fertility deities.?*® The Pasicavimsa Brahmana (PB 19.3.2), for

235 See full passage earlier in this chapter.

236 See Doniger (2005: 273 n.21).

237 The sitktas refer to a marriage ritual in which brides are conceived to have been first married three times
before marrying their human groom — first to Soma, then a gandharva, then to Agni and finally a human (RV
10.85.40-41). Although the meaning is obscure, it is clear from the verses that the gandharva must be exorcised
from the bride before she can marry her human husband: “Rise up from here, Visvavasu: with reverence we
worship thee. Seek thou another willing maid, with her husband, leave the bride.” ud irsvato visvavaso
namasela mahe tva | anyam iccha prapharvyam sam jayam patyd srja || RV 10.85.22

238 See, for example, Gail Hinich Sutherland, The Disguises of the Demon: The Development of the Yaksa in
Hinduism and Buddhism. (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991): 60 and Per-Johan Norelius, "Strikama Vai Gandharvah
- Spirit-Possession, Women, and Initiation in Vedic India. " Acta Orientalia, 76, (2015): 13-89.
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example, advices people who wish for offspring to make an offering to both the gandharvas
and their apsara consorts.>*°

At the same time, these ambiguous "fertility deities" are also known as potential
causers of miscarriage, and included in a list of “child-seizers” (balagrahas) in AV 8.6,
which states that women-enjoying (stribhdagan) gandharvas are causers of still-birth,
prescribing the use amulets and talismans to drive them away. 2*° The PB also makes their
dual nature explicit, stating that gandharvas “preside over man’s offspring or childlessness”
(manusyasya prajaya vaprajastdaya vesate (PB 19.3.2), reminiscent of Rudra’s dual-
characterization as a disease causer and curer.

In certain passages, the AV lists these two groups alongside more demonic beings
such as the raksasas and pisacas, all of which, the texts state, should be forcefully driven
away (AVP 1,29.43; AVS 8.6, AVS 4.37) through the use of herbs (agasringi) and “virile
spells” (brahmana viryavata). This verse also reiterates that gandharvas possess especially
women (gandharvah sacate striyas) and adds that they are shape-shifters who take on
various forms, mostly animal.?*! Additionally, both the gandharvas and the apsaras are
feared in these texts because they can cause insanity (unmadayisnavah, AVP 1.29) and

bewilderment (manomuhan, AV 2.2.5) when possessing their victims. 24> At the same time,

they, alongside Agni, Indra, and Rudra, are petitioned to cure a possessed patient from

29 gandharvapsarasam stomah prajakamo yajeta gandharvapsaraso vai manusyasya prajayd vaprajastaya
vesate tesam atra somapithas tan svena bhagadheyena prindati te 'smai typtah pritah prajam prayacchanti | PB
19.3.2

240 ¢ amné jatan mardyanti siitika anusérate/ stri bhagan pingé gandharvan vito abhram ivajatul/.

2 Svevaikah kapir ivaikah kumarah sarvakesakah/ priyo drsa iva bhiitva gandharvah sacate striyas/ tam ito
nasayamasi brahmand viryavata || AVS 8.6.19

242 See also TS 3.4.8.4 and JB 2.269-72
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insanity.?*3 Here we see pre-cursors to later medical and bhiitavidya texts, which expand on
this notion of possessing-entities causing mental illness.

Though they are “bewilders”, they also do the exact opposite, bestowing sacred,
esoteric, and ritualistic knowledge in their role as intermediaries between the human and
divine realms. 24 In the RV, they are said to be associated with sacred Speech (Vac; RV
10.177.2), have knowledge of the “immortal names” (RV 10.123.4; 139.6), and are
petitioned to confer their secret knowledge of “the hidden order”.?*> As “knowers of the
deathless” (amrtasya vidvan) they, along with their consorts, are invoked to “possess” their
petitioners with wisdom: “The intelligence that is with the apsaras’, the mind that is with the
gandharvas — that intelligence which is divine or human; may it enter/possess (a@visatad) me
now!”?* Vedic texts This association with ritualistic and supernatural knowledge continues
into Middle Vedic (900-600 BCE) texts, as detailed by Norelius.?*’

Various Vedic texts also mention that certain humans can actually transform
themselves into gandharvas. For example, Puriiravas from Satapatha Brahmana 11.5.1 states
that he transformed himself into a gandharva through an esoteric rite, though little details of
the procedure are given besides the recitation of some unknown mantra and the creation of a

sacrificial fire using sticks from the sacred asvattha (Ficus Religiosa) tree. This esoteric

243 See AVS 6.111

244 See Norelius (2015) for numerous examples.

5 yad va gha satyam uta yan na vidma; “that which is reality and which we do not know” (RV 10.139.5). See
also AV 2.1.2 and RV 4.10.2 for other examples.

246 a3 medha apsarassu gandharvesu ca yan manah | daivi ya manusi medhd sa mam avisatad iha || RVKh
4.8.3. Referenced in Norelius (2015: 24).

247 Norelius (2015) references, for example, Jaiminiya Brahmana (JB) 1.125-27 and Baudhdyana Srautasiitra
(BS) 18.46133. In one example from the JB, Indra is said to visit a three-headed (trisirsan) gandharva who was
said to have knowledge of the future. Norelius further believes that the gandharvas and apsaras’ divine power
of omniscience is due to their station in the highest realms of heaven - where “the heavenly gandharvas of the
waters watch over mankind” (nredksasa; RV 9.86.36). Later Upanisads also locate them in an intermediate
realm located between the ancestor-realm (pitrioka) in the sky and the realm of the devas in the heavens
(svarga) — see Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.6.1
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teaching, the text states, was given to him as a boon by the gandharvas themselves so that

Puriiravas could be with his apsaras lover.*

EARLY ORACULAR POSSESSION: GANDHARVAS AND YAKSAS

It is in this literature of the Middle Vedic period where we also find some of the most
interesting accounts of how this divine and hidden knowledge was sometimes revealed by the
gandharvas — through the possession of female mediums who channeled this information to
the human realm. These are some of the earliest and most recognizable accounts of
“positive” forms of oracular possession amongst the predominantly negative forms of
possession we usually see at this time. The most famous of these is in the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad (BAU; 71-6'" century BCE), which chronicles a vigorous debate between the
famous sage Yajiiavalkya and a number of Vedic scholars on the nature of knowledge, death,
liberation, reality, and the Self (atman). In section three of this chapter (BAU 3.3.1), Bhuhyu,
one of the protagonists, tells Yajfiavalkya how he and other students had come upon the
house of Pataficala Kapya in the region of Madra. While there, Bhuhyu comes upon
Patancala’s young daughter who is said to be “possessed by a gandharva” (gandharva-
grhita). The students ask the gandharva, through the medium of the girl, who he was — to
which the gandharva replied, “I am Sudhanvan, of the line of Angiras.” Realizing this

was a celestial being, the students eagerly interrogate the gandharva on various esoteric

248 See Norelius (2015: 32-34) for summary of full story. The later tantric influenced Nada Bindu Upanisad
[NBU], dated to around the turn of the second millennium, does, however, gives one method for becoming a
gandharva. NBU 13 states that if one meditates upon the vayuvegini (“The Swift Wind) mantra at the time of
death, one will become reborn as a gandharva. Mantras are also listed if one wants to be reborn as yaksas,
vidyadhara, etc., while a separate list of mantras are used to access the higher realms, which results in,
according to the text, uniting (s@yujyam) with various gods (devas) such as Indra, Visnu, or Rudra (NBU 15).
As mentioned earlier, these early ideas of transforming oneself into a divinity through the use of mantra are
foundational to tantric practice, especially in deity possession rites.

94



topics, which he reveals to them through the body of the young girl. With this
supernatural knowledge, Bhuhyu had hoped to defeat the sage Yajiavalkya with a
question he could not answer, but of course the wise Yajfiavalkya, already privy to all sorts
of divine knowledge, soundly defeats him.

Several sections later in the same chapter (BAU 3.7), Yajnavalkya is again
questioned, this time by Uddalaka, who, as it turns out, also had stayed at the house of
Pataficala Kapya where he had been studying scriptures on sacrifice. Rather than Pataficala’s
daughter, however, it is his wife who was possessed, this time by a gandharva known as
Kabandha, who claimed to be the son of Atharvan. In this story, it is the gandharva who does
the questioning, testing Pataficala Kapya and his students on various esoteric subjects
regarding the ultimate nature of reality and the “inner controller” (antaryamin) of all worlds
and all beings. Not knowing the answers, the gandharva Kabandha imparts this divine
knowledge to the guru and his students, through the body of the guru’s wife. Like Bhuhyu in
the previous story, Uddalaka tries to use this divine knowledge against Yajiiavalkya in the
debate, but also ultimately fails against the all-knowing Yajnavalkya.

The significance of the two possessed women channeling gandharvas who trace their
lineage to the Atharvans and Angirasas should not be lost — the AV is a text, as we’ve seen,
where possession and acts of magic and sorcery abound.?** This account also proves that this

sort of oracular possession was known and perhaps even commonplace, due to the students

249 There is, indeed, a sage Sudhanvan from the line of Rs1 Angiras found in the RV and AV, though he is
referenced solely in regard to his three sons, collectively known as the celestial Ribhus who were said to have
attained their divine status through “good works”. On this Griffith (1895: 270n.3) writes, “Through their
assiduous performance of good works they obtained divinity, and became entitled to receive praise and
adoration, They are supposed to dwell in the solar sphere, and there is an indistinct identification of them with
the rays of the sun: but, whether typical or not, they prove the admission, at an early date, of the doctrine, that
men might become divinities.” Kabandha, on the other hand, was the son of Atharvan and the pupil of the
illustrious sage Sumanta, who taught him the Atharva Veda. This knowledge was eventually passed on to his
pupils, eventually leading to the two primary recensions of the AV we have today.
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and Yajhavalkya’s stoic response and acceptance of this phenomenon as valid divine
knowledge.

In three other Brahmanas, the Aitareya (AB 5:29), Kausitaki (KB 2:9), and Jaiminiya
Brahmanas (JB 2.126), we also find brief mention of gandharvas possessing maidens,
though no specific names are given. In the first two, the AB and KB, the term kumari
gandharvagrhita (“a gandharva seizing a maiden”) is employed, while in the JB the term
gandharvini (literally, “having a gandharva”), is used to refer to the possessed woman. All
three accounts are essentially variations of the same story, involving a young female medium
possessed by a gandharva, who then provides divine knowledge regarding sacrificial rites.

In JB 2.126, the story begins with a brahmin named Udara Sandilya who wishes to
secretly perform a dangerous one-day soma sacrifice. He does not tell anyone about his
intentions, so he is greatly surprised when he receives a warning from his wife, who is
“possessed by a Gandharva” (gandharvini), not to perform such a “dreadful” (daruna) rite.
The astonished Udara Sﬁndilya asks her how she could have known this, and she replies that
she had been possessed by a gandharva (gandharva upanyeti) who had relayed this message
to her. Udara then tells his wife to ask the gandharva whether he will accomplish the
sacrifice or not. She asks the gandharva, who explains to her the dangers of this particular
sacrifice, which she then repeats back to her husband. Udara takes heed and ends up not
performing the sacrifice.

What is interesting about this episode is that although the wife is “possessed” by the
gandharva, there is no explicit change in her behavior, appearance, or identity. The
possession is so subtle, apparently, that even the husband does not realize the gandharva is

inhabiting her body until she reveals the divine knowledge. In comparison to other narratives

96



we’ve seen, and will continue see, she seems to be displaying a variant form of possession
involving a gandharva who channels information through her but does not necessarily have
control over her body or any effect on her individual consciousness. This may be similar in
some ways to the rsis who channeled the Vedas, as discussed previously, or akin to the
modern phenomena of New Age channeling. Regardless, in other accounts, it is implied that
the gandharva have completely taken over the consciousness of their hosts, since no mention
of the women themselves is given. In this story, however, it appears the wife is fully
conscious while possessed, and simply acts as the medium between her husband and the

gandharva.

OTHER EARLY REFERENCES TO ORACULAR POSSESSION

Evidence of oracular possession is also seen in early Buddhist texts of the same
period. Although spirit possession and allied “magical” practices were usually disparaged in
most Buddhist (and Brahmin/Jain) texts of this time, their documentation in the texts still
serves as important evidence of the existence of these practices during this early period. One
of the earliest is the Dighanikdaya, "The Collection of Long Discourses", composed in the
first centuries before the Common Era. Here, in the Brahmajala Sutta, we find mention of
three types of divination (Pali: pariha; Sanskrit: prasna) in a long list of “wrong livelihoods”
and “low arts” (Pali: micchajivena jivika/tiracchanavijjaya), which the texts states should not
be practiced. For these early Buddhist authors, “diviners” (Pali: nemittika, Skt: naimitta) and

“exorcists” (Pali: nippesika, Skt. nispesa), among others, were considered “tricksters”
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(kuhaka).?>° The list includes all manners of magical arts, including fortune-telling,
prophesying, palmistry, dream interpretation, divining by means of omens and signs, blood-
sacrifices to gods, the knowledge of charms to lay demons in a cemetery (sivavijja), curing

people possessed by ghosts (bhiitavijja), curing snake bites, the use of venom and other

control, to bring on deafness, etc.?!

Most relevant to our discussion, however, is the inclusion of the three divination
forms - (1) “Divination with Mirrors” (addasapariha), which is glossed in its commentary as
“Obtaining Oracular Answers By Means of a Magic Mirror”, (2) “Divination Using A
Virgin” (kumaripariha), glossed as “Obtaining Oracular Answers Through A Possessed Girl”
and finally, (3) “Divination with Gods” (devapaiiha) or “Obtaining Oracular Answers From
a God”.%>? Though these acts were looked down upon, this early list attests to the sorts of
practices performed by various groups of magicians and sorcerers current in that time. It is
clear these types of magical practices have a long history in the sub-continent, some of which
are still preserved in various bhiitavidya-related and tantric texts, and some which are still

practiced throughout South and East Asia, as will be discussed in subsequent chapters.

250 See Dighanikaya 1.20 in T. W. Rhys-Davids, The Dighanikaya: Dialogues of the Buddha. (Pali Text Society
London: Luzac, 1956): 15. According to The Purana Index (1951) the term kuhaka also refer to a Naga
chieftan. Dyczkowski also notes that a Sakta Vama (left-handed) Tantra known as the Kuhaka Tantra which is
mentioned in the Pratisthalaksanasamuccaya - see Mark S. G. Dyczkowski, The Canon of the Saivagama and
the Kubjika Tantras of the Western Kaula Tradition, (Albany: State University of New York, 1988): 34.

251 See Dighanikaya 1.9.1-11.22 for list, which is listed as DN 1.20-1.27 in Rhys-Davids, (1956: 16-24).

252 Dirghagama 1.11: ... micchajivena jivika kappenti seyyathida ... ddasapaiiha kumaripaiiha devapaiiha... iti.
DA 1.97: adasaparihanti adase devatam otaretva panthapucchanam | kumarikaparihanti kumarikaya sarire
devatam otaretva panhapucchanam | devaparnihanti dasiya sarire devatam otaretva panihapucchanam.
Translation based on Rhys-Davids (1956)
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Oracular possession and divination are also found in an early text of the Jainas as
well, namely the Panhavayarana (Skt. Prasnavyakarana).?>* Although an edition of this text
is still forthcoming, Acharya has recently discovered a 12" century Prakrit manuscript of it in
Nepal and has confirmed this to be the original form of the text, rather than the one found
now in the Jain canon of the same name. As this text is believed to be one of the twelve
Angas that make up the earliest Jain canon, it is possible this text was composed around the
beginning of the Common Era, concurrent with the Buddhist Dighanikaya. The text deals
with the following forms of divination: divination involving a deity’s entrance into a linen
cloth (khoma-pasindim) or some soft object (komala-pasindim), a mirror (addaga-pasinaim),
the surface of one’s thumb (amguttha-pasindaim), or the surface of one’s arm (bahu-
pasinaim). The Samavayangasiitra (145), a later sitra discussing the Panhavayarana, also
adds a sword, a jewel, and the sun as objects that can be used for this type of divination.?>*

Ronald Davidson has also pointed to the oracular use of yaksas, a category of spirit
beings we will discuss next, in early Jain and Buddhist texts by a class of diviners known as
iksanikas, literally “seers” who “finds or sees objects or events distant in time and space”.?
They are mentioned in the Arthasastra (2nd century BCE-3rd century CE) alongside
fortunetellers, interpreters of omens, astrologers, and other “magicians™ of various types.?*¢
In the Pali Mangulitthisutta, an iksanika is depicted, though she seems to have become
conflated with the yaksa she is employing in a similar way to the yatudhanas and yatus in the

early Vedas. The iksanikda here is described as flying through the sky, screaming, foul

233 See Diwakar Acharya, "The Original Panhavayarana/Prasnavyakarana Discovered", International Journal of
Jaina Studies, Vol. 3, No. 6 1-10 (2007).”

254 See Acharya (2007: 2-3) for full reference

255 Davidson (2017: 188).

236 Arthasastra 13.1.7
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smelling, and of jaundiced complexion.?’” Another Jataka text mentions iksanikas as being
associated with magical and apotropaic rites involving corpses and cremation grounds, and
employed by the royal family. 2°8

Vasubandhu’s well-known commentary, the Abhidharmakosabhdsya (4th or 5th
century CE), also discusses an iksanika vidya (“spell””), which gives its wielder the ability to
read another person’s mind (paracittam janati).>>° He states that if one studies the
iksanikasastra, one would be “capable of interpreting signs: his knowledge of the mind of
another is produced through reflection; so too one can know the mind of another through
mantras.”?%° Ultimately, Vasubhandu says that these are inferior methods when compared to
the technique of meditation (dhyana). He also argues that most humans can only gain this
ability through meditation or ritual action, it is not something innate. In contrast, he states
gods and hell-beings (naraka) do have this ability innately, which may help explain why
ritualists may have been using these types of being in oracular and divination rituals of this
sort.2®! No explanation is given why this ability is innate in these beings, however.

More descriptive accounts of iksanikas are found in later texts, which describe the
female seer as using a bell to invoke a yaksa who then whispers the desired answers into the
ears of the seer.?%? A verse in the Brhatkalpabhdsya (v. 1312), for example, describes the

iksanika in this way, as well as Ksemakirti’s 13th century commentary, which adds that the

257 In the Mangulitthisutta from Sanyuttanikaya 11.260 See Davidson (2017: 9) for full reference

258 dsilakkhanajataka (no. 126) — see Davidson (2017: 11) for Sanskrit reference.

259 Vasubandhu, Abhidharmakosabhasyam, trans. Louis de La Vallée Poussin, (Berkeley: Asian Humanities
Press. 1988): VIL.47, 4245 - asti hi ca gandhari nama vidya yayaphasena gacchati tksanikda ca nama vidya
yaya paracittam janati | For some reason Davidson, (2002: 145) translates this as knowledge which “bring
visions of the future”, though the Sanskrit clearly says otherwise.

260 Vasubandhu (1988: 1179)

261 ibid. p. 1179-1180

262 According to Davidson (2017: 7) this is mentioned in Jiianasagara’s 1383 CE commentary, the
Avasyakaniryukty-avaciirni.
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vaksa was clan deity (kuladevata), and the seer (iksanika) a member of the outcaste dombi
community, perhaps giving some insight into the origins of this practice.?®?

However, besides these passing remarks, there is little descriptive or prescriptive
evidence of these types of oracular and divination practices in these early texts until many
centuries later in the Tantric literature. In the tantras we find mention of mirror divination
and the practice of svasthavesa ("healthy possession"), which generally involves possession
of young girls and boys who act as mediums for possessing spirits. Smith, Strickmann, and
others have traced how these, through various Hindu and Buddhist tantras, travelled
throughout South, Southeast, and East Asia and beyond.?%* Variants of this possession form
can still be seen throughout these regions even today, especially in Nepal, Tibet, Kerala, and

China.?®> We will return to a more in-depth look at these phenomena in subsequent chapters.

YAKSAS AND NAGAS

We now return to the popular entities known as the yaksas, who we just saw
mentioned in relation to early oracular and divination practices. Yaksas (along with nagas)
are some of the most commonly mentioned spirit-beings known to possess humans, and their
presence in pan-Asian mythology is ubiquitous. They are generally considered lower in the
hierarchy than the gandharvas and apsaras who are often described as “celestial” demi-gods,
while yaksas and nagas are essentially their more terrestrial counterparts. They are often

depicted in the Epic literature as nature spirits who inhabit trees, rivers, oceans, rock mounds,

263 ibid. p.7-8

264 See Smith (2006: 421-448) and Strickmann (2005)

265 Acharya (2007) reports that in Nepal, Newari Tantric priests still practice variant forms of these types of
divination wherein they smear collyrium or similar substance on a mirror or a young boy or girl’s thumb/palm
and ask the boy or girl to see things on that blackened surface and report
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and the numerous sacred sites that fill the cosmological landscape of South and East Asia. 26
Much of the material on naga-possession is found within the medical texts, especially
Tibetan, so my focus for now will primarily be pre-Ayurvedic examples of yaksa-possession.
We will return to some examples of naga-possession in later chapters.

The earliest references to the yaksas are found in the Vedas, where they are also
associated with the natural world, though in a much more abstract, cosmic, and metaphysical
sense. One of the earliest references in the AV, for example, is the “The Great Yaksa”, who
is said to be “steeped in concentration on the surface of the water in the middle of the world -
on him the various gods are fixed like branches around the trunk of a tree."?*” Conceptually,
vaksa refers here more to the idea of a Great Spirit, similar to early ideas of the supreme
Brahman. This is a rare reference, however, as most other verses in the early Vedas use the
term in the plural and list them alongside other groups like the gandharvas, apsaras, and
rudras, as well as deities such as Agni, Rudra, and Soma. By the time of the Upanisads,
references to yaksas are almost always in the plural, unless addressing a specifically named
vaksa, and generally comes to take on the meaning of a lower level of “spirits”, similar in
many ways to the generic term category of bhiitas.

The yaksas in early Vedic texts seem to have a close affinity with the gandharvas and
apsaras, especially due to their associations with water and trees, and their fondness for
music, singing, dancing, and play (e.g., AV 4.34.7; TS 3.4.8.1). The three groups often

become conflated in later Vedic, Epic and Puranic texts, and over time the more popular

266 See Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, Yaksas, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian, 1931); R. N. Misra, Yaksha Cult
and Iconography. (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1981); and Sutherland (1991) for numerous references.
267 A very early reference in the RV (VIL.61.5) has been referred to by De Caroli (2004: 25) as one of the first
references to possession by a yaksa, based upon a quote by VS Agarwala who reads into it that the “Yaksa
should not possess the body of the worshippers.”” My own reading of the verse does not see such a reference,
though their interpretation should not be outright excluded.
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vaksas and yaksis come to functionally replace and supersede the more Brahmanical
gandharvas and apsaras.**® Conceptually the boundaries between them, as well as the
raksasa, often disappear. This makes sense since most typologies place the yaksas in
intermediary regions between the celestial gandharva/apsara realm and the more terrestrial
and demonic realms of the raksasas. This placement also helps to explain their dual natures,
as it is clear in the literature that they take on benevolent and malevolent characteristics and
qualities from both groups. In fact, inter-breeding among these varied groups was sometimes
seen in the literature. Hopkins, for example, writes:

.. .the interrelation of different groups is so close that marriage connections

constantly occur... so that the offspring are, in terms of social life, half-breeds. No

group, again, is wholly evil or wholly good. All that can be said is that each is
prevailingly good or bad.?%’

Many scholars have been frustrated by the apparent fluidity of the designation yaksa,
as it comes to be used interchangeably with a range of other beings within the literature -
especially raksasas or gandharvas, as we mentioned, but also asuras, pisacas (ghouls), and
even pretas (departed spirits) among the Buddhists.?’® Throughout the post-Vedic
Brahmanic, Buddhist, and Jain literature, the use of the term yaksa often served as a generic
catch-all term for popular local deities, demi-gods (devatas), and spirits who were
worshipped outside of their own traditions. In many cases, these were often "high gods" of

South Asia India before official Vedic, Buddhist, and Jain traditions demoted and demonized

them. This included a wide array of nature spirits, fertility demi-gods, tutelary deities,

268 Coomaraswamy (1931: 34) writes, “Gandharvas and Apsarases appear to have been at first genii of
vegetation and fertility, connected with Varuna and Soma, and when later they are reduced to the status of
attendants on Indra, they are replaced, functionally, by the Yaksas and Yaksis. Yaksas and Yaksis are identical
with Gandharvas and Apsarases as originally conceived...”

269 E. W. Hopkins, Epic Mythology, (Strassburg: Verlag von Karl J. Triibner, 1915): 38.

270 DeCaroli (2004: 12) also mentions this confusing blurring of terminology, invoking stories where a yaksa
turns into pisdca or in Jatakas yaksa and raksasa are used interchangeably. Similarly, the Lord of yaksas,
Kubera, is here referred to as the Lord of Vidyadharas.
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guardian spirits, demonic obstructers, and ghosts. In the Vedic Grhya Siitras, yaksas were
depicted simply as popular demi-gods (devatas), invoked, and worshipped primarily for
worldly favors and boons.?’!

Coomaraswamy and others have also pointed out how the extensive and ancient
archeological evidence of yaksa sculptures and shrines represent some of the earliest
examples of icon-worship in India. Many of these early yaksa shrines were often marked
simply by a stone slab placed in a forest grove, on a sacred mountain, or near a river, as is
often the case for many local spirit shrines even today. Yaksas also featured prominently in
India’s oldest surviving Buddhist shrines (caityas) at Bharhut and Sanchi.?’? In these early
temples, yaksas were usually depicted with animal or nature-oriented features, with names
such as “Elephant-eared” (gajakarna), “Pig-eared” (varahakarna), “Flower-faced”
(puspanana), Tree-dwellers (vrksavasi), etc.?’”> Misra believes many of these early images of
yaksas became later prototypes for sculptural and textual descriptions of Siva’s retinue of
ganas.?™ Their incorporation in early Buddhist shrines speaks, of course, to their great
importance and widespread worship as devas or devatas among the general population.

Since at least the 2" century BCE, yaksas were known to “possess” (i.e., bhavanti or
avista) humans and are listed in the Hindu Manava Grhya Sutras (MGS 2.14) alongside
groups of other possessing-entities including raksasas, jambhakas (“crushers” or
“devourers”), Buddhist lokapalas (world-guardians), and vindyakas (“removers”), among

others.?” Interestingly enough, Mahasena (Skanda) and Mahadeva (Rudra/Siva) are also

27! Sutherland (1991: 93) mentions a number of Grhya Siitra references

272 Coomaraswamy (1931: 48)

273 ibid.

274 Misra (1981: 125-126)

275 See Krishan, Y. “Vinayaka as Vighnakarta in the Manavagrhyasiitra and Yajravalkyasmyti: A Comparative
Study,” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Vol. 72-73, No. 1-4, Amrtamahotsava (1992):
363-367 for Sanskrit references.
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included in this list, suggesting these groups of possessing entities have been closely
associated with these two yaksas/devas since at least this early time — an association, which
continues into all subsequent South and East Asian traditions and literature. The mention of
vindyakas is significant too, as this is one of the most common epithets of Siva son and
Skanda’s elephant-headed brother, Ganesa, a figure we will return to shortly.

Mention of yaksas and descriptions of yaksa-cult activities, often characterized by
their blood sacrifices, become more frequent throughout the Buddhist Jataka, Dharmasastra,
Epic, and Puranic literature.2’® The MBh, for example, gives a long list of yaksa-sacred
centers (yaksa-tirthas or yaksa-sthanas) that were visited for various worldly aims, such as
obtaining offspring or curing disease.?”’ Similarly the 3-4" century CE proto-tantric
Mahamayuri, a Buddhist book of spells, lists almost a hundred different regional yaksas,
which included Hindu deities such as Siva-Mahakala and Skanda, who are described as
presiding yaksas of their particular locales at that time.2”® Their mention supports the idea
that, much like today, every town and village in ancient India had its own shrines to local
tutelary-deities tied to region or land.

The Matsya Purana also gives its own list of yaksas, which included deities such as
Vinayaka (Ganesa), Nandi, Mahakala, Mahe$vara, Ghantakarna, and Harike$a, among many

others, as well as narratives describing how they were eventually brought into the Saiva-fold,

276 See for example, Manusmrti X1.96, which states that intoxicants, meat, and liquor, are the food-offerings
(bali) for yaksas, raksasas and pisacas (See Sanskrit in Olivelle 2005: 854), the Dummedha (no.50) Ayakiita
(n0.347) and Sutano (no. 398) Jataka (see Cowell 1895), various references in MBh, and the Matsya Purana
180.9-10. See Chandra, Moti. 1954. "Some Aspects of Yaksha Cult in Ancient India". Bulletin of the Prince of
Wales Museum of Western India: (Mumbai, 1954): 53.

277 We find these throughout chapter three of the MBh, the Aranyakaparvan.

278 In this case Banaras and Rohitaka respectively, see Chandra (1954: 53). For the complete list of yaksas in the
Mahamayurt see Sylvain Lévi, Le Catalogue Géographique des Yaksa dans la Mahamayirt, (Paris: Imprimerie
Nationale, 1915): 19—-139.
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either as some aspect or manifestation of the great God Siva, or as one of his ganas.>”

Today all these beings are considered gods in their own right, or were absorbed into the
larger figure of Rudra-Siva. Many were also known as possession entities and associated
with typical bhiitanatha activities (e.g., exorcism, healing, sorcery etc.), some which
continues to this day. Even the relatively little known Harikes$a Yaksa is still worshipped
today near Varanasi as Harasii Baram, where his primary role is to exorcise ghosts and
demons who afflict his devotees. He also has an oracular role and is said to possess men and
women and use them as mediums to speak to their communities about the future and past.?%°
The yaksas’ connections with their ra@ksasa counterparts become particularly strong in
Epic period texts.?®! Based upon references in this literature, Hopkins states that the raksasas
were regarded “as brothers or cousins of the Yaksas, the former being prevailingly evil but
sometimes good, the latter prevailingly good but sometimes evil.”?*? He bases this upon the
Ramayana, where we are told the leader of the yaksas is Lord Kubera, the half-brother of the
great raksasa king Ravana, who himself was the son of a raksasa King and yaksa princess.
As stated earlier, the blurring of these two categories is further seen in Buddhist contexts,
where raksasas were often identified with and supplanted by the yaksas and guhyakas (“the
secret ones”). Numerous tales are also found in the early Jatakas that describe monstrous and

terrifying yaksas who continuously torment both the monastic and larger lay community. In

the Sutano Jataka, for example, mention is made of a yakkha named Makhadeva who

279 MP 183.63-66 as seen in Chandra (1954: 53)

280 ibid. (1954: 54)

281 As White (2003: 64) points out, an etymological association is even made between these two in one of their
creation legends in the Ramayana. According to this tale, after Prajapati, the creator God, had created the devas
(gods), demons (asuras), ancestors (pitrs), and humans, he wanted to create beings who could protect the
waters, but he also became hungry at the same time. As a result, some of the created beings that arose from this
desire, said “raksamah” (“let us protect”) while others said “yaksamah™ (“let us gobble”)—and so the two were
called Raksasas and Yaksas, respectively.

282 Hopkins (1913 :59)
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terrorizes a kingdom, demanding a human sacrifice (with a bowl of rice!) every day.?®* The
Valahassa Jataka, noted by David White, also mentions fierce female yaksis who were
versed in the art of magic and seduce their victims before consuming them. 284

Additionally in the early Buddhist Digha Nikaya, yaksas (Pali: yakkhas) were
explicitly known as “seizers and possessors” (ayam yakkho ganhati ayam yakkho avisati;
Digha Nikaya, 3.204.17). Though most descriptions of yaksas in this period depict them as
cruel, monstrous beings that consume flesh/blood and haunt humans, they, much like the
gandharvas, were also known to be holders of supernatural knowledge.?®® Like gandharva-
possession, possession by a yaksa was not always a wholly negative affair. In the early
Mahaummagga Jataka, for example, a somewhat comical story is told of a character who
secretly admits to his peers that he becomes possessed regularly by a yaksa known as
Naradeva (naradevo nama yakkho ganhati), which causes him to “bark like a mad dog.”?%

Another fascinating story is found in the 5" century Pali commentary Dhammapada
Atthakathd by Buddhaghosa, which tells of a female yaksa who possesses her former child,
Sanu, in order to set him on the Buddhist path. According to this narrative, Sanu’s current
human mother took him as a child to become a novice monk, but upon reaching adulthood he
became discontent and desired the life of a layman. He returned to his birth home,
whereupon his human mother tries to dissuade him from breaking his vows, but she fails.

Sanu’s former mother in a past life, had been reborn as a yaksa, though she was still a

follower of the Buddhist dharma and was apparently keeping tabs on her former son. After

283 See Jataka 398 in E. B. Cowell, Francis, H.T. and Neil. R.A. The Jatakas, Vol. IlI, (London: Luzac &
Company, 1897): 201-203.

284 White (2003: 189-190) and Misra (1981: 154).

285 See Candra (1954: 45). This is also conceptually the same as yaksa depictions in the MBh, as in the famous
scene between Yudishthira and the riddling yaksa of the river in the Aranyakaparvan 297.

286 Mahaummagga Jataka (no. 546) in E. B. Cowell, and Francis, H.T., The Jatakas, Vol. V, (London: Luzac &
Company, 1905).
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perceiving Sanu’s discontent, she decides to possess (gahitabhava) his body in order to help
try change his mind. According to Burlingame and Lanman’s translation, “the ogress went
and took possession of the body of the novice, twisted his neck, and felled him to the ground.
With rolling eyes and foaming mouth, he lay quivering on the earth.”?®’ In this state of
possession, the yaksa-mother warns Sanu not to leave the monastic order and then releases
him. Sanu, now awake, though thoroughly confused, asked those who surrounded him, “A
moment ago I was sitting in a chair...but now I am lying on the ground. What does this
mean??”, implying that he had lost consciousness while possessed. His human mother then
continued her discourse on the evil consequences of returning to layman life after being a
monk, using his possession as an example. As a result, Sanu came to his senses, renounces
the householder life, and takes full ordination into the Buddhist Order.?88

We find many interesting stories of possessing yaksas (Pkt. jakkha) among the Jains
as well. In two examples from the Brhatkalpabhasya, the possessing agents of the story were
said to have originally been humans who were somehow mistreated and then reborn as
yaksas, who then return to harass their former oppressors by possessing them.?®® These
involve an ill-treated servant who possesses his former cruel master and a slighted wife who
possessed her husband’s second wife.?*° From the Antagada-Dasdo (13-2" century BCE) we

also find a fascinating Jain conversion tale involving an iron-club wielding yaksa named

287 Burlingame, Eugene Watson. Buddhist Legends: Translated from the Original Pali Text of the Dhammapada
Volume 30. (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1921): 208.

288 See Burlingame (1921: 207-211) for his translation of this section.

289 This idea also enters into Hindu conceptions in later texts such as the KSS and contemporary traditions even
today. This is especially true in South India where Buddhist and Jain still have strong influence. Smith mentions
that in Kerala “Yaksis are ghosts,” women who have died by accident, beating, suicide, or miscarriage, and who
prey on men to avenge themselves for male abuse from previous lives.” Smith 2006:261. This is corroborated in
Sarah Caldwell, Oh Terrifying Mother: Sexuality, Violence, and Worship of the Goddess Kali, (New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1999).

290 See Chandra (1954: 47) - the sources he gives are Brhatkalpabhashya 6260 and 6250
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Moggarapani, whose wooden image was said to reside in a shrine just outside the city of
Rajagrha (modern day Rajgir, Bihar).?’! This also happens to be one of the earliest textual
references to the use of wooden statues, giving credence to the idea that image-worship first
began among yaksa-related cults.?’> Moggarapani’s shrine was said to be visited daily by one
of his devotees, a garland-maker named Ajjunae (Arjuna). One day, in front of Moggarapani
's statue, Ajjunae was horribly beaten and tied up by a mob of bandits, who then proceed to
rape his wife. Naturally traumatized by these events, Ajjunae is about to curse Moggarapani
when the yaksa himself stirs from the image and possesses the body of Ajjunae. Similar to
Siva’s possession of Asvatthaman in the MBh, Ajjunae is also endowed with the yaksas
supernatural powers while possessed and begins a murderous rampage of revenge against the
bandits. In the confusion, he accidentally kills his wife, leading to a blood frenzy and tragic
slaughter of the rest of the inhabitants of Rajagrha, killing six men and one woman every
day. The yaksa-possessed Ajjunae is eventually confronted by a Jain merchant who is able to
thwart his attacks thanks to the powerful Jain vows (mahavratas) he has taken and by
evoking prayers to Mahavira. The power of these acts forces the yaksa to leave the body of
Ajjunae. Upon regaining consciousness, the confused and distressed Ajjunae realizes what he
had done and immediately joins the merchant who was on his way to visit to a Jain ascetic.
Upon hearing the ascetics teachings, Ajjunae converts to Jainism and, as retribution, vows to
continually offer himself to abuse from the families of his dead victims. Keeping this vow, he

eventually becomes liberated.

21 See Barnett, L. D. The Antagada-dasao and Anuttarovavaiva-dasao. (London: Royal Asiatic Society,
1907): 85-93 for full translation of this tale.

22See Jitendra Nath Banerjea, The Development of Hindu Iconography, (Calcutta: University of Calcutta,
1956): 229.
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CONVERTING THE YAKSAS

On one hand, the Jain authors of this story recognize the real power of the more
ancient and popular yaksas which populated the South Asian landscape, while at the same
time showing the very real dangers of invoking these sorts of ambiguous beings. The moral
of the story, however, is that this danger is ultimately counteracted against and supplanted by
the superior power of the Jain tradition, resulting ultimately in Ajjunae’s conversion to
Jainism. This sort of story follows the same basic format of Buddhist (and Hindu) conversion
tales wherein popular non-Buddhist spirits and demons of various sorts are somehow
defeated, transformed, and then converted to followers and protectors of the Buddha dharma.
In this particular case, however, it is Ajjunae, after being possessed by the yaksa, who
converts to Jainism and not the yaksa himself.

An example of a typical Buddhist conversion tale can be found in the

293 The story

Miilasarvastivada Vinaya (MV), written around the turn of the Common Era.
begins just outside Mathura with the townsfolk asking the Buddha to subdue a malignant
vaksa named Gardabha (literally “The Donkey”), stating, “The Lord has subdued many cruel
nagas and wicked yaksas”, implying that by this time subjugating spirits was a well-known
activity of the Buddha. The townspeople accused the yaksa of taking away their newborn
children, indicating Gardabha was a garden-variety balagraha, a "seizer of children".?* In

the MV version, however, Gardabha’s conversion rather than destruction becomes the

preferred strategy for Buddhists when dealing with these sorts of dangerous entities. Here,

293 See summaries of this story in Granoff (2003: 189-190) and Decaroli (2004: 38-40). See Bagchi,
Milasarvastivadavinayavastu, (Darbhanga: Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate Studies and Research in Sanskrit
Learning, 1967) for Pali.

294 P, S. Jaini, Collected papers on Buddhist Studies, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 2001): 358.
Granoff (2003: 190) has pointed out how this same evil yaksa is also mentioned in a coeval Vaisnava text, the
Harivamsa (Chapter 57), though here the demon-yaksa is eventually killed by Balarama, Krsna’s brother
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the Buddha admonishes and commands the evil yaksa and his hordes to cease their
destructive activities. The yaksa Gardabha agrees to stop afflicting and killing the children of
Mathura, on the condition that the townspeople create a Buddhist shrine (vihdara) in his name.
The people agree and create five hundred viharas (shrines) for Gardabha and his retinue. In
the same way, the story states twenty-five hundred more viharas were eventually
constructed, converting numerous other regional yaksas and yaksis into protectors of the
Buddhist community.

This conversion and assimilation of dangerous spirit beings and local cult deities into
protectors of the faith becomes a dominant pattern and paradigm in Buddhist accounts,
especially as Buddhism began to spread throughout South Asia. On this, De Caroli writes:

The Buddhist desire to assist all beings, including spirit-deities, created a social

function for the samgha. By turning spirit-deities to good purposes, the monks created

a de facto role for themselves as mediators, capable of interceding between the public

and potentially dangerous spirit-deities. Yet it also seems clear that this monastic role

as spiritual intermediaries had its price. The samgha had obligations to these spirit-
deities, and many members of the monastic community believed that they risked dire
consequences if these responsibilities were ever ignored.?*>

Essentially, by adopting local non-Buddhist deities and spirits, the Buddhists also
brought in their cult devotees into the Buddhist-fold, making the monastery and it's officiates
more functional for the needs of the larger community. As DeCaroli points out, the lay-
community came to the Buddhist samgha for primarily two reasons: merit-making activities
(e.g. donations, prayers etc.) or when they needed help in dealing with supernatural beings

(healing, exorcism, propitiation, etc.). 2°® Over time, and with the rise of the Mahayana and

Vajrayana, many of these same yaksas and other spirit deities were often supplanted by or, in

295 DeCaroli (2004: 174)
296 Ibid.
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some cases, even transformed into bodhisattvas, who began to gain more prominence and

fulfilled similar functions.

THE RISE OF THE BHUTANATHAS

HARITI: CONVERTING THE MOTHER OF DEMONS

In a Chinese Buddhist version of the Miilasarvastivada Vinaya (8" century CE), we
find mention of another important child-seizing yaksa named Hariti (“Kidnapper™), also
known as Bhiitamata, “The Mother of Spirits”, whose conversion to Buddhism and
transformation to a child-bestowing goddess, follows a similar pattern to the yaksa Gardabha
just described.?*” Her first mention in China, however, is centuries earlier in the Sutra of
Miscellaneous Jewels’?® a Buddhist text translated around 472 C.E. In China, she was
worshipped as Guizi mu (“Mother of the Demon-Children™), Jiuzi Mu (“Mother of the Nine
Children”) and Guanyin, the “Giver of Children”.?*® According to David White, Harit1 is also
found in the sixth-century Harsacarita (4.6—7) and can be identified with Jataharint (“Child-
Snatcher”) of the Kasyapa Samhita (KS), where she is described as “one who feeds on flesh”
(pisitasana) and is an agent of miscarriage who feeds on unborn and newborn children. 3% In

both traditions, Harit1 originally starts out as a demonic disease-causing balagraha, but is

eventually transformed into a divine healer of disease and a bestower of children.

297 Her story is well developed in the Mahavastu and the Sanskrit and Chinese versions of the Miilasarvastivada
Vinaya. For more on her literature see Noel Peri, “Haritt la mére-de-démons,” Bulletin de I’Ecole frangaise
d’Extréme-Orient 17 (1917): 1-102, Misra (1979: 73) and Alice Getty, The Gods of Northern Buddhism, Their
History, Iconography and Progressive Evolution through the Northern Buddhist Countries, (Oxford, 1928).

298 Za-Baozang-Jing in Chinese or Samyukta Ratnapitaka Siitra in Sanskrit. See Quan Yuan, “Praying for Heirs:
The Diffusion and Transformation of Haritt in East and Southeast Asia.” The Journal of Chinese Historical
Researches, No. 74, (2011): 117-205.

299 Yves Bonnefoy, Asian Mythologies, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993: 126).

300 Besides the KS, long descriptions are also found in the Markandeya Purana according to White (2003: 63).
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Archaeological evidence places Hariti’s worship potentially as far back as the first
century BCE, though her cult was most popular from the second to fourth century CE,
particularly in the region of Gandhara and Mathura (present-day Pakistan and North India).
Early sculptural depictions often portray her surrounded by numerous babies and next to her
consort, the Yaksa-king Kubera-Pafcika, another important bhiitanatha we will discuss
shortly.3! The continued spread of Buddhism along popular trade routes during this period
also lead to her to be worshipped as a Goddess throughout much of Asia, and her cult is still
found in Nepal, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, China, and Japan.3?*

According to early Buddhist texts and oral traditions, the legend of the yaksa Hariti’s
origin begins in a previous lifetime as a human, where she had been made to dance against
her will while pregnant, resulting in a tragic miscarriage. She was so angered and resentful
that in her next life she was re-born as a yaksa with five hundred yaksa-children who she fed
with children she snatched from the city of Rajagrha. Upon hearing this, the Buddha, always
looking for a teachable moment, decided to steal her youngest and most favored child, hiding
the yaksa infant under his begging bowl. Distressed at the loss of her child, Harit1 hears the
Buddha is in the vicinity and runs to him for help. Upon hearing the distraught yaksi’s woes,
he turns to her and asks her how she could feel so badly about losing only one of her five-
hundred children, when some mothers had lost their only child, to her? Showing her the
suffering she had caused to others in this way, Har1tl immediately recognizes her offences,

vows never to kill the town’s children again, and becomes a follower of the Buddha. In

301 See Decaroli (2004: 183-184) and Bellemare (2014)
302 See Sree Padma, "Hariti: Village Origins, Buddhist Elaborations and Saivite Accommodations.” Asian and
African Area Studies, 11,1, (2011): 1-17.
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return, she is installed within the monastery as a protector of the community and given food
and offerings to satiate her and her demonic-children’s hunger.3%

In this story, Harit1 is first given all types of traditional offerings, as found in the
Atharva Veda and other early sources to try and avert her child-seizing activities. However,
these offerings had no lasting effect, and it is only after the demon’s full conversion and
assimilation into the Buddhist-fold that the children of Rajagrha are saved. While Hariti’s
status is evidence that yaksas were still considered powerful and of regional importance,
enough to have her and her children enshrined within the monastic compound, she is still
ultimately represented as subordinate to the more powerful Buddha. Granoff argues that this
strategy of turning harmful demons into benevolent protectors was a new model for dealing
with dangerous entities and forces at the time, a pattern that begins with the Buddhist
Jatakas, but continues on into subsequent literary traditions of the Jains and Hindus.3*

This perspective on the superiority of the Buddhist’s conversion strategy is rooted in
Buddhism’s philosophy that even the most malignant beings and spirits could be transformed
to beneficence. No being is inherently evil, hopeless, or eternally damned — rather, Buddhism
holds all sentient beings are ensnared by the universal root affliction of ignorance and should
be seen as being in a temporary state of extreme misfortune. In Buddhism’s unifying vision,
all sentient beings, including demons, ghosts etc., are further afflicted by the three poisons -
hatred (dvesa), lust (lobha), and delusion (moha), and all ultimately can attain enlightenment
by realizing the truth of the Buddhist path. It is in this context that the Buddha (or some

bodhisattva or bhikku) chose to use the logic and rationality of the dharma against these

303 Santi Rozario, and Geoffrey Samuel. The Daughters of Hariti: Childbirth and Female Healers in South and
Southeast Asia, (New York: Routledge, 2002): 72-73.
304 Granoff (2003: 195)
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dangerous spirits in the conversion literature. The conversion of the demons is often affected
either by the Buddhist agent’s embodiment of morality, selflessness, and virtue, as we also
saw in the case of the yaksa Moggarapani and the Jain merchant previously or, as in this
case, by means of pointing out the true cause of the yaksas own suffering and low state of
birth. This is in contrast to earlier Vedic strategies, which generally tried to expel or simply
destroy such beings. As Sutherland succinctly writes, “The demons are put down and won
over, but left intact, not, as in the Hindu myths, to rise again and rechallenge the gods, but to
testify to the wisdom and compassion of the Buddhist dhamma. 3% As we will soon see, this
basic idea continues in Tantric Buddhism, and Tantra in general, but the means to affect this
conversion changes greatly. Rather than the earlier Buddhist tales focus on righteousness and
ahimsa (non-violence), in the Vajrayana, forceful conversions using violence and even death
were considered justified and expedient means when dealing with demonic entities.

Hariti’s worship is still popular today throughout Asia, primarily for protection and
healing, but also as a fertility deity who bestows children. She is especially popular in
Kathmandu, both as the Hindu smallpox-goddess Sitala and the Buddhist/Newari Ajima
Hariti (“Grandmother Harit1”).3% People of all backgrounds, including the Newars,
Brahmans, Chetris, Tamangs, Gurungs and Tibetans, visit their shrines daily, primarily to
counter various childhood-illnesses. Ajima Harit1 is also considered the tutelary deity for
groups of women-healers in Nepal known as the dya mdju (“god-women”), who are known
to regularly get possessed by the goddess. The dya mdaju are consulted by clients primarily
for infant illnesses, but also to help aid with difficult pregnancies, miscarriage, and infertility

or for healing bereaved parents over the loss of a child.

305 Sutherland (1991: 110)
306 See Rozario and Samuel (2002)
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The Newaris view Ajima Harit1 as an aspect of their ancestral-god couple known as
Aju and Ajima, “Grandfather” and “Grandmother” respectively, who they also identify with
the tantric Bhairava and Kali. Some dya mdju cultivate Ajima Hariti as their tutelary goddess
by receiving tantric initiation from a Vajracarya priest and training in mantra recitation,
mudras, visualization and other tantric ritual technologies. In this way these healer-women
train to become human vessels and specialists in possession for direct consultation with the
goddess. According to Linda Iltis’ recent ethnography, Ajima Harit1 also allows access to
possession and powers from virtually all the gods and goddesses of the Newari world,
making the dya maju an extremely powerful healers with an array of tools and functions.3"’

Harit?’s dual nature puts her in the same class of deities as Rudra and other
ambivalent beings who not only have the power to take away, but also the power to give
when they are transformed, converted, or appeased. This pattern of transformation continues
with a host of other ambivalent and popular female entities associated with infectious
illnesses and other misfortunes, such Sitala, Sasthi, and the serpent goddess Manasa, some at
times being identified with Harit1.>® An important and feature in all of these modern-day
cults is the centrality of deity possession and healing. We also see that all of these respective,
deity possession and its centrality within their respective cults. I would argue that this
association between possession and ambivalent/intermediary divinities is not arbitrary but
rather a marked feature — possession entities throughout Asia are almost always characterized
by ambivalence, liminality, and fluid identities. As we will see this in subsequent chapters,

these are also common qualities of those who also get possessed by such deities. We will

307 See Linda Iltis's chapter, “Knowing All the Gods: Grandmothers, God Families and Women

Healers in Nepal” in Rozario and Samuel (2002: 70-90)

308 For more on the goddess Manasa, see P.K. Maity, Historical Studies in the Cult of the Goddess Manasa
(Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1966).
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discuss this in detail in the final chapter.

THE YAKSA KING KUBERA

The Buddhist Harit1’s consort, the Yaksa king Kubera (aka Vaisravana) was also a
very popular figure found throughout Vedic, Buddhist, and Jain literature. After Rudra, and
alongside Skanda, who we will discuss next, Kubera may, in fact, be one of the earliest and
most important pan-Asian deities belonging to what I call the bhiitanatha category.
Unsurprisingly, his association with these two bhiitanatha deities is seen as early as
Patafijali’s 2nd-century BCE Mahabhasya [6.3.26], which describes images of Kubera used
for worship alongside Siva (as the dvandva, Sivavaisravana) and Skanda-Visakha, who were
classified Patafijali at this time as mundane or "worldly" (laukika) gods.**® Like many of the
deities and bhiitas we’ve been discussing, Kubera’s cult likely has non-Vedic origins, since
even earlier in the AV he was characterized as belonging to the itarajana, the “other folk”
(AV 8.10.28).31° Other early references in the SB similarly allude to Kubera-Vaisravana’s
ambivalent and outcaste nature, calling him “The King of Raksasas” and “The Lord of
Robbers and Evil-doers”, echoing, as we’ve seen, the Vedic Rudra.’!! However, he is also
associated in this and other Vedic texts especially with “the science of demonology”
(devaganavidya in SB 13.4.2.10; raksovidya, in the Sankhayana Sitras 16.2; and

pisacasamyuktam nisantam, “tranquilizing possession by pisacas” in the A$valayana Srauta

309 Patafijali's Mahabhasya is a second century BCE commentary on Panini's fifth century BCE grammar text;
the commentary corresponds with Panini (5.3.99)

310 See Abdul Samad, Emergence of Hinduism in Gandhara - An Analysis of Material Culture, (PhD
Dissertation: Freie Universitit Berlin, 2012): 10.

311 SB 13.4.3.10 in Julius Eggeling, The Sdtapatha-Brahmana: According to the Text of the Madhyandina
School Part 1, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1882): 367. Also see Misra (1981:60) who gives multiple references
in the Sankhayana Grhyasutra. See also V.M. Bedekar, "Kubera in Sanskrit Literature with Special Reference
to the Mahabharata." Journal of The Ganganatha Jha Research Institute. Vol. XXV, Pts. 1-4 January-October
(1969): 429.
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Siitra 10.7.6).3'? According to Bedekar, the Apastamba Dharmasiitra makes references to
gods who had been previously human mortals, and Kubera is listed as one who attained his
divine status through great penance, similar to various Siddhas and Vidyadharas discussed
earlier.>!?

By the time we reach early Buddhist and Hindu Epic texts, Kubera begins to take on
his popular representation as a dwarfish (vamana) pot-bellied fertility god, a trait shared with
the emerging elephant headed Ganesa and other protector deities and yaksas of the time.
Within these varied traditions, he begins to take on multiple roles as a "Lord of Wealth and
Treasures" (often coupled with the "Goddess of Wealth", Laksmi1)*'4, a fierce lokapala
(world-guardian), and as the great and noble King of Yaksas. 3!> The Hindu Epics maintain
he was a staunch devotee of Rudra-Siva and legend claims it was Siva himself who gave
Kubera the boon of lordship over the yaksas, due to his severe religious penances. *'® Other
Epic and Puranic references expand his retinue beyond yaksas as well, appointing him as the
leader of a variety of bhiitas, including the raksasas, gandharvas, apsaras, guhyakas,
kimnaras (semi-divine spirits with equine or avian characteristics), and the vidyadharas,

earning him the title Bhiitesa (“Lord of Spirits™) in the Ramayana.’!” Additionally, like Rudra

312 Bedekar (1969: 426-428)

313 Bedeker (1969: 427)

314 References to Laksmi as a yakst (yakh) are found on the stupa of Bharhut (second century BCE) where the
names of both Kubera and Laksmi are mentioned - see Coomaraswamy (1971: 5).

315 See Hopkins (1913) and Bedeker (1969) for multiple Sanskrit references

316 See Misra (1981: 64-65). Like Rudra, Kubera is also closely associated with mountains, and both are said to
ultimately reside at Mt. Kailash. Hopkins (1913: 69) writes - “Kubera, is in fact a pigmy Siva, as Siva is a
monstrous over-grown Kabairas.”

317 See Misra (1981: 5); and Ellen M. Raven, “The Secret Servants of Kubera” in Studies in South and Southeast
Asian Archaeology, No. 2, eds. Hinzler, H. 1. R, and R Soekmono., (Leiden: Koentji Press, 1988): 112; Also see
Devadhamma Jataka (1.23-27) for references to Kubera’s lordship over the vidhyadharas, mentioned in
Decaroli (2004: 12). Also see Ramayana (6.4.20) for Kubera’s reference as a bhiitesa, “Lord of Spirits”.
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and Skanda, Kubera comes to have close association with fierce female entities known as the
matrs, "the Mothers", which we will discuss more shortly.3!®

One interesting but controversial epithet often designated to Kubera is Naravahana,
which most literally means “He Who Has Men as his Vehicle”, though some, such as
Decaroli, have also translated it as “He Who Mounts Men”, in an effort to see Kubera as a
possession deity. Others argue that nara refers not to humans, but other classes of spirit
beings, such as the horse-bodied spirits known as kimnaras or even the guhyakas.>'® While it
is possible that this refers to Kubera as a possessing entity, I have personally only come
across one rare instance that attests to this in the medical literature.>?° As we will see,
Kubera, like Rudra-Siva, is rarely represented as a possessing deity themself, but usually
depicted as the controller over other spirits who do the actual possessing. The only other
reference | am aware of that directly involves Kubera and possession, is in the MBh, which
in a reversal, has Kubera being “possessed” by the sage Usanas in order to steal his wealth!
321 At any rate, the appellation can still be related to possession in that he is lord over these
possessing spirits, or if it is indeed “men” he is riding, then potentially it may refer to his
control or possession over men through his spirit hordes.

Data from the Buddhists adds much to our picture of Kubera. In the early years of
Buddhism, it is said that Kubera-Vaisravana (Pali: Vessavana) was worshipped at trees-

shrines for progeny, much like yaksas in early Vedic traditions.?*? As time goes on, however,

318 A further association can be made between Kubera and Skanda - in the MBh’s long list of fierce Mothers
who attend upon Skanda, many bear names such as Vittada, Vasuda, and Pingaksi, which are all feminized
forms of epithets often associated with Kubera. Kubera’s own consort, Harit, is often classified as a Matr in
various references as well. See also Hopkins (1915: 145) for more.

319 See Raven (1988). David G. White (2003: 22) also relates this appellation to tantric corpse practices, which
allowed practitioners to the fly to heavens on a corpse as Kubera does on a man.

320 See AS 7.18, this will also be discussed in the next chapter on the medical texts.

321 Found in MBH 12.278, see White (2009: 149-150) for summary.

322 See, e.g., the story of Rajadatta Theragatha 5.1 in Rhys-Davids (1951: 189)
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Kubera-Vaisravana becomes more associated with his knowledge of demonology, magic, and
spells, as he does in various Epic traditions of the Hindus. An early example is found in the
Atavika Jataka, which follows a similar plot line to Hariti’s conversion story, but with a
child-devouring yaksa known as Atavika (or Alavika), “The Demon of the Forests”.

Like Hariti, the fierce Atavika is eventually converted into a follower of the Buddha
and installed within the Buddhist community where annual offerings are made to him. Much
of what is known about this deity and cult comes from early dharani sutras translated and
preserved in China during the Liang Dynasty (502-557 CE), where he was known as A-t’o-
p’o-chii or simply “The Supreme Marshal” (T ai yiian-shuai), a protector deity who
specialized in spells to destroy demons who spread epidemics.*?* Though originally
considered a subordinate of Vaisravana, the two deities were often conflated in later texts.>?*
The Dharani Book of Atavaka, General of the Demons (T. 1238), for example, contains many
of these spells, along with exorcistic rites and the use of protective talismans in its section
entitled "The Great General's Rites of Exorcism for Driving Away Demons" (T. 1238 21:183-
184), which he is purported to have taught to the Buddha himself.*?*

The origins of this story can be located in the Indian Atanatiya-suttanta of the Digha
Nikaya (DN 3.194-206). However, rather than Atavaka, it is actually Kubera-Vaisravana who
teaches the Buddha the Atanata protective verses. These were used in order to safeguard

meditating monks in isolated places (e.g., caves, forests, etc.) from harassment by possessing

and malevolent bhitas who resided in these locations. As we will see, if these entities were

323 Katz (1995: 79-80) believes the Daoist deity Marshal Wen may have been heavily influenced by the
Buddhist Atavika cult. See Katz, Paul R. Demon Hordes and Burning Boats the Cult of Marshal Wen in Late
Imperial Chekiang, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995).

324 Several protective dharanis are attributed to Atavika, and it seems he was often conflated with Kubera-
Vaisravana in the Chinese sources. In other sources Atavika is considered part of Vaiéravana’s retinue as one of
eight generals of his armies. See Granoff (2003: 194).

325 See Strickmann (2005: 144) for description.
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not pacified by the spell, the monks were instructed to call upon the army-generals
(senapatis) of their "demon-troops", who would then subdue the uncooperative demons
under their command.??

The Atanatiya-suttanta begins with the Buddha on Vulture’s Peak surrounded and
guarded by the Four Great King of the quarters, along with their retinues of bhiitas. King
Vaisravana, king of the yaksas, speaks to the Buddha and tells him the protective benefits of
the verses and then recites them to him. The verses begin with brief praises to the Five
Buddhas, and then much longer and detailed praises respectively to Dhatarattha (Lord of
Gandharvas), Virulhaka (Lord of Kumbhanda spirits), Viriipakkha (Lord of Nagas), and
finally to Kubera himself, the Lord of Yaksas. The text states that if one was approached by a
malevolent yaksa, one should shout out to their leaders, the twenty-eight yaksa-sendapatis,
saying, "This yakkha has seized me, has hurt me, harmed me, injured me, and will not let me
go!"327 A list of all the yaksa-senapati are then given, which includes Brahmanic gods and
sages such as Indra, Soma, Varuna, and Prajapati, and a variety of Buddhist yaksas.3*® The

list ends re-iterating that the yaksa-senapatis should be called upon in case of attack or

possession by yaksas, gandharvas, kumbhandas, or nagas.

326 See Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Digha Nikaya, (Boston:
Wisdom Publications, 2012): 471-478 for full translation of the Atandatiya-suttanta

327 See Walshe (2012: 477)

328 This list includes the following: Indra, Soma, Varuna, the Rsi Bharadvaja, Pajapati, Candana, Kamasettha,
Kinnughandu and Nighandu, Panada, Opamafifia, Devasiita, Matali, Cittasena (the gandhabba), Nala, Raja,
Janesabha, Satagira, Hemavata, Punnaka, Karatiya, Gula, Sivaka, the Naga King Mucalinda, the Rsi
Vessamitta, Yugandhara, Gopala, Suppagedha, Hir1, Netti, Mandiya, Paficalacanda, Alavaka (yaksa), Pajunna,
Sumana (serpent-demon), Sumukha (“Bright-faced”, also a serpent-demon) Dadimukha ("Milk-Faced" -has a
rich mythology in the Brahmanas and is also a serpent and Naga in the SS and MBH, See Doniger, Tales of Sex
and Violence: Folklore, Sacrifice, and Danger in the Jaiminiya Brahmana, (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1985), Mani, Manicara, Dagha, and Serissaka.
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THE RAKSA (PROTECTIVE) TEXTS

These Atanata verses are some of the earliest examples in the Buddhist tradition of
what becomes an important genre of pan-Buddhist “protective” (parittd or raksa) literature
prevalent from the second century BCE to the third century CE.>?° The Atanatiya-suttanta
essentially served as a prototype for these raksa texts, whose purpose was to bestow magical
powers and/or protection against a variety of misfortunes, including disease, snake-
bite/poison, and harassment or possession by malevolent bhiitas and grahas. For Buddhist
monks practicing in remote caves and forests, these threats were very real and immediate to
their well-being. To counteract these dangerous forces, it was understood that these sorts of
“worldly” protective (raksa) mantras were more effective compared to the liberative mantras
employed for purposes of enlightenment. As in the Atharva Veda and later Ayurvedic
traditions, these types of mantras were viewed as medicinal and known for their healing
effects. As Rhys-Davids states,

The fervent utterances of the paritta, as synergy of thought sent forth by the utterers,

are judged to be a possibly effective medicine no less than the muscular and material

appliances of medical art. They are intended to range benign agencies on the side of
the patient, and to keep far off those that may harm.33°

The recitation of protection verses and raksa mantras, or vidydas, as they also began to

be called, became widespread among Sravaka and Mahayana Buddhists and went on to

329 The Theravada Buddhists subsume these texts under the label paritta, a Pali word based on Old Indian pari-
\tra “to protect”. The synonymous term raksd (Pali rakkha) is found both in Theravadin and non-Theravadin
traditions and is, according to Skilling (1992: 125-9), preferable for the designation of this group of texts. See
also Peter Skilling, “The Raksa literature of the Srévakaye’lna”, Journal of the Pali Text Society, 16, (1992),
109-182. See also Ingo Strauch, “The Evolution of the Buddhist Raksa Genre in the Light of New Evidence
from Gandhara: The Manasvi-Nagaraja-Siitra from the Bajaur Collection of Kharostht Manuscripts.” Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 77 (1): (2014): 63—84.

330 See Rhys-Davids (1956: 187). As with pratisaras, parittas form follows function: both are tools/charms that
“turn back” spells etc. cast by others. For more on parittas see Lily de Silva, Paritta: A Historical and Religious
Study of the Buddhist Ceremony for Peace and Prosperity in Sri Lanka, (Colombo: National Museums of Sri
Lanka, 1981).
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influence dharant traditions such as the Paricaraksa corpus (“Five Protections™) and
apotropaic texts like the Maha-Dandadharani-Sitavatr.>*' These in turn influenced the tantric
literature throughout India, Sri Lanka, Tibet, Nepal, and into East and South-East Asia,
where spells of this type become very common. Similar to Atharvavedic rites, these verses
were often recited over threads or water, or written down on paper or cloth, and then tied on
as protective amulets on parts of the body or deposited in stipas.

Various recurrent features found throughout this literature, including the use of non-
Buddhist mantras, the invocation of fierce female deities and yaksa-senapatis (“Lords of the
Yaksa Armies), and the fact that it was the yaksa King Vaisravana-Kubera who is said to be
the source of these divine spells, is evidence that this literature was heavily influenced by
non-Buddhist cults popular in this early period.’*? That the raksa verses came first from
Vaidravana in the Afanatiya-suttanta and then passed on by the Buddha to his disciples may
have simply been a device to introduce non-Buddhist texts and practices into their canon. At
the same time, Buddhists may have been compelled to adopt and adapt these types of raksa
mantras since they were commonplace at this time and dear to its converts, many who
originally belonged to these same local cults.

Another very early and interesting protective manuscript, recently discovered in the
Bajaur Collection, is the Manasvi-nagardja-siitra, which was written in Gandhart and has

recently been dated to the first two centuries of the Common Era.33 Rather than Vai$ravana,

331 The Paficaraksa corpus includes the Mahapratisara, Mahamayirt, Mahasahasrapramardant,
Mahamantranusarint, and Mahasitavafi. See Gergely Hidas, Mahapratisara-Mahavidyarajii. The Great
Amulet, Great Queen of Spells. Introduction, Critical Editions and Annotated Translation (New Delhi: 2012)
See also Hidas, “Maha-Dandadharani-Sitavati: A Buddhist Apotropaic Scripture, ” in Indic Manuscript
Cultures through the Ages Material, Textual, and Historical Investigations, ed. Vergiani et al. (Berlin; Boston:
De Gruyter, 2017): 449-86.

332 These included fierce goddesses found also found in Hindu traditions such as Gandhari, Candali, and
Matangi. See Skilling (1992: 155).

333 See Strauch (2014) for more.
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however, it is the Naga king (ndgaraja) Manasvin who gives the Buddha the special
protective mantras. Like other raksa texts, this sitra similarly states that it grants protection
against human enemies, non-human beings (amanusa), snakes (dirgha), demons/sorcerers
(yatus), yaksas, etc. as well as protection from death by weapons, fire, water, or poison.
These magical formulas are unique in that they were known as vidyarajas (Pali: vijaraya),
“Lord/King of Spells”. In later tantric traditions vidydas were always feminine, so this usage
likely reflects an earlier proto-tantric period before the feminine element became
dominant.?3*

One of the most interesting and fascinating texts involving what I would consider a
proto-tantric rite comes from a 5" century Chinese Buddhist text known as The Consecration
Sitra (Kuan-ting ching), which originates directly from earlier Buddhist raksa traditions,
though heavily influenced by its own indigenous Daoist and popular Chinese traditions. This
collection of twelve different manuscripts is in essence a spell book focused on various
sorceristic rites, divination, exorcism, healing and protection against diseases, poisons, and
demon possession. The twelfth chapter, for example, contains the earliest surviving Chinese
version of the highly influential Bhaisajyaguru-siitra, mentioned previously, though replete
with its own local Chinese demons.?*> Despite its Sinicization, much of the Indian character
remains, including its prescription for devotees to invoke the Buddha’s twelve great yaksa-
commanders if one needs protection against demonic attack - a passage we will return to in

the next chapter.

334 Hidas (2012: 21 f.) adds that this masculine aspect was due to the fact “that the roots of this tradition go back
to Brahmanism, to texts as early as the Atharvaveda”. See also Strauch (2014: 74-74).

335 The Chinese version, as expected, includes various Chinese demons in place of Indian demons. See
Strickmann (2005: 132) and Strickmann, "The Consecration Siitra: A Buddhist Book of Spells," in Chinese
Buddhist Apocrypha, ed. Robert E. Buswell, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990): 75-118,

for more on the indigenous Chinese elements in these texts.
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It is in the seventh text, translated as "The Devil-Subduing Seals and Great Spirit-
Spells of Consecration, as Spoken by the Buddha" where we find a rite to exorcise evil
spirits, which, as the name implies, was taught by the Buddha himself. In it, the Buddha
states that the healer-practitioner should visualize himself as the Buddha when performing
the rite:
If among the four classes of the Buddha's disciples any malignant wraiths (hsieh) or
evil demons should cause disturbance, fear, or horripilation, one should first visualize
his own body as my image, with the thirty-two primary and eighty secondary marks,
the color of purple gold. The body should be sixteen feet tall, with a solar radiance at
the back of the neck. Having visualized my body, you are next to visualize the 1,250
disciples - next, the bodhisattva-monks. When you have completed these three
visualizations, visualize the great spirits of the five directions.... If you succeed in
realizing this without distractions but rather concentrating all your thoughts in
singleness of purpose, those suffering from illness will be cured...malignant wraiths
and evil demons will all be driven off. 33¢
This fascinating rite may be one of the earliest involving the visualization of oneself
as a Buddha — a practice which can be seen as a proto-type to “Deity Yoga”, considered the
hallmark of Tantric Buddhism, but one that does not show up in Indian texts for at least
another two centuries.®*” We will return to these passages and Deity Yoga in detail in an

upcoming chapter. What is of note here, however, is the confluence of Deity Yoga-like

practices with these exorcist and apotropaic traditions.

KUBERA-SKANDA-VAJRAPANI

336 Translation by Strickmann (2005: 132-135)

337 See 7" century Mahavairocandbhisambodhi Siitra XVIII-XIX chapters on meditating on the letters of the
alphabet which involves placing them around the body while visualising oneself as the Buddha. See Hodge’s
translation of these sections - Hodge, Stephen (trans) and Buddhaguhya. 2003. The Maha-Vairocana-
Abhisambodhi Tantra. New York: Routledge-Curzon.
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Before leaving Kubera and examining Skanda, our next important bhitandtha, 1 also
wanted to briefly mention the very strong associations between these two particular deities
who I believe, along with Rudra, go on to become the prototype for a wide array of deities
foundational to the Tantric traditions. Their most important trait, of course, is their status and
function as bhiitanathas, as Lords and controllers of spirits, but the connections between
these two goes much further than this in the textual and archaeological records. Both deities,
as we will see, begin their careers as leaders of demonic entities, traces of which remain in
the Epic and Puranic literature. Both, of course, are also intimately tied to Rudra-Siva —
Skanda as his child, and Kubera, as we saw, as his faithful chieftain and leader of his troops.
They also share various epithets within this literature - the most obvious ones being senapati
(“Lord of The Spirit Armies”) or Bhiitesa (“Lord of Bhiitas), related to their bhiitandtha
status, but also more specific ones like “Lord of the Nairrtas”, an earlier Vedic class of child-

338 and the name

seizing raksasas, which the epic villain Ravana himself is said to belong to,
Guha, “The Concealed or Secret One”. Guha is prominently used for Skanda, since his origin
stories say he was born hidden (guha) in a bed of reeds, but it is also linked early on with
Kubera due to his association and lordship over the child-seizing guhyakas.>*° Finally, both

Kubera and Skanda are also frequently depicted in early literature and sculpture holding

either a spear, lance, or club, a common yaksa accoutrement, which has historically caused

338 According to Hopkins (1915: 14) in the Epics most Raksasas are said to be the sons of Pulastya, making
them also the brothers of the Yaksas. Those called Nairrtas are specifically the sons of Nirrti (Destruction), the
wife of Adharma, and the mother of Fear, Terror, and Death. The sons of the wicked King in this epic are said
to be incarnations of these Raksasas. See MBh 1.66.52 and 12.122.46). For reference to child-snatching see
Vayu Purana 84.13-4: nairrta namatah smrta grahds te raksasah sarve balanam tu visesatah, see also MBh
9.47.31.

339 See e.g., Prithvi Kumar Agrawala, Skanda-Karttikeya - A Study in the Origin and Development, (Varanasi:
Banaras Hindu University, 1967): 48.
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great confusion among scholars regarding the identity of early sculptures.?*® Much the same
connecting data regarding these two deities is found within the Buddhist traditions as well.3*!

With the emergence of Tantric Buddhism, we also see the rise of another important
vaksa-figure who shares many of the same qualities as Kubera and Skanda. This is the figure
of Vajrapani, (“He who holds the Vajra in his hand”), whose earliest mention can be traced to
Mahayana texts such as the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita Siitra ("The Perfection of
Wisdom in 8,000 Lines"), the earliest siitra in the prajiiaparamita class which is believed to
be have been written sometime in the first century BCE.**? Though later texts identify him as
a bodhisattva, in this early text he is still considered a lowly, albeit powerful, yaksa who
guards the Buddha as he travels through the northwest of the subcontinent. The
Prajiaparamita Sitra, for example, states,

Vajrapani, the great Yaksa, constantly follows behind the irreversible Bodhisattva.

Unassailable, the Bodhisattva cannot be defeated by either men or ghosts. All beings

find it hard to conquer him, and his mind is not disturbed [by their attacks].?#3

Why the bodhisattva needs a guardian is not really discussed, but as we saw in the
story of Kubera and the Atanatiya-suttanta, it is clear their inclusion is due to these yaksas
special knowledge of spells to protect against demons. Sculptures from the Gandharan period
also depict Vajrapani in this role, often flanking the Buddha as his protector and bodyguard
and carrying his characteristic vajra, usually symbolized as a spear or club. The two most

common representations at this time portray him either as a warrior figure or as a youth,

340 For examples of panels/sculptures see, R.C. Agrawala, “Gandhara Skanda with Flames.” East and West 18
(1-2): (1968) 163—-65. See also N. P. Joshi, Matrkas - Mothers in Kusana Art, (New Delhi: Kanak Publications,
1986): 6-7.

341 p_ Pal, "Dhanada-Kubera of the Vishnudharmottara Purdana and some Images from North-West India" in
Lalit Kali, Vol. 18, (1977): 22.

342 Linnart Mall, Studies in the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita and Other Essays. (Delhi: Motilal Barnasidass,
2005): 96.

343 Edward Conze, Astasahasrika-Prajiaparanita (Bibliotheca Indica, 284, 1958): 126.
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depictions shared with Skanda, who Lamotte believes Vajrapani was modeled upon and who
the Chinese (as Weito) often identify as being one and the same.*** Like Kubera and Skanda,
Vajrapani is also known as the “Lord of the Yaksas” (yaksasenadhipati) and ‘The Lord of
Guhyakas” (guhyakadhipati), epithets which follow him throughout his career.>* Yang notes
also that in Chinese sources Ucchusma-Jambhala (i.e. Kubera) “is often paired, confused or
identified with Guhyaka Vajrapani”, while in Tibet and Japan it is the same with,
interestingly enough, Vajrakumara (the Buddhist Skanda).?#¢ In the coeval Lotus Sutra,
Vajrapani is also listed as one of the bodily forms that the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara may
adopt in order to convert beings to Buddhism, which includes an interesting array of beings
such as Brahma, Indra, MaheS$vara (Siva), a gandharva, Vaisravana (Kubera), and an
unnamed “senapati”’ (a reference to Skanda?).**’ These names likely describe associated
divinities popular at this particular time.

By the time we reach the earliest Buddhist Tantras, such as the Manjusrimiilakalpa
and Sarvatathdagatatattvasamgraha (“Symposium of Truth of All the Buddhas" STTYS),
Vajrapani’s status is raised to one of the most powerful and high-ranking bodhisattvas (often
called vajrasattvas), and recognized as a specialist in apotropaic rites and revealer of esoteric

knowledge.**® In these and later tantric texts, Vajrapani is often found as the presiding deity

344 See Lamotte, Etienne. “Vajrapani en Inde.” Bibliothéque de I’Institute des Hautes Etudes Chinoise ; 20,
(1966), who argues Skanda is likely the model for Vajrapani. See Bonnefoy (1993: 125-134) regarding the
Chinese Weituo’s (Skanda) identification with Vajrapani.

345 See R. E. Emmerick, The Sutra of Golden Light: Being a Translation of the Suvarnabhasottamasutra.
(London: Luzac, 1970): 33; 37; and 66. See also Dinesh Chandra Sircar, Indian Epigraphical Glossary. (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1966): 336-337, who states the term most consistently employed for Vajrapani is
guhyakadhipati.

346 Yang, Zhaohua. Devouring Impurities: Myth, Ritual and Talisman in the Cult of Ucchusma in Tang China.
(PhD Dissertation, Stanford University,2013): 21-24.

347 Translation from H. Kern, The Saddharma-pundarika or The Lotus of The True Law. (Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, 1884): 411.

348 Later texts and commentaries even attribute the compilation of the Mahdayana Siitras to Vajrapani. See
Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism from the Origins to the Saka Era, (Louvain-la-Neuve: Université
Catholique de Louvain, 1988): 688.

128



of his own mandala, flanked by four fierce goddesses, Vajrankusi (Vajra-Hook),
Vajrasrkhala (Vajra-Fetter), Subahu (Strong-Armed), and Vajrasena (Vajra-Army) along
Spells”: MMK 2.53). 3%

As mentioned earlier, it is in the STTS too where we find the famous story of
Vajrapani’s subjugation of Mahesvara (Siva), a story considered by Alexis Sanderson to
mark the beginning of the explicit assimilation of Saiva rites and deities into the Buddhist-
fold.*>* We will return to this important story later, but suffice to say for now, a clear pattern
is emerging of early yaksas being subordinated and appropriated and then rising to divinities,
particularly in Tantric traditions, though still retaining some degree of their original yaksa
identities. Buddhist deities such as Vajrapani follow the same model as other bhiitanathas
like Rudra, Kubera, Skanda, and a variety of goddesses, all who command an army of fierce
spirit beings and are known for their supernatural knowledge and powers, healing, and
apotropaic qualities. These qualities become the model for a whole class of Tantric Buddhist
deities, which Linrothe coins as “krodha-vighnantaka”, based upon their fundamental
expressive characteristic (krodha, “wrathfulness)” and primary identifying functions
(vighnantaka, “destroyer of obstacles™).>>! Members of this group share certain aspects with
other Buddhist protectors like the dvarapalas (gate guardians), lokapalas (guardians of the
directions) and the dharmapalas (dharma-protectors), among others. However, the krodha-

vighnantaka group, according to Linrothe, is far more powerful, and like other bhiitanathas

349 See David Llewellyn Snellgrove, Indo-Tibetan Buddhism: Indian Buddhists and Their Tibetan Successors.
(London: Serindia, 1987):136. Also see Linrothe (1999: 47)

350 See Sanderson,"Vajrayana: Origin and Function," In Buddhism into the Year 2000: International Conference
Proceedings, 87-102, (Los Angeles: Dhammakaya Foundation, 1994) and more recently Sanderson, “The Saiva
Age: The Rise and Dominance of Saivism during the Early Medieval Period.” In Genesis and Development of
Tantrism, Ed. Shingo Einoo, (Tokyo Institute of Oriental Culture, 2009): 132-141.

351 Linrothe (1999: 12)
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we examine, have the ability to bestow supernatural powers, liberating divine knowledge,
and can destroy both inner (greed, anger, sloth, etc.) and outer obstacles (demons, disease,
etc.). Linrothe further argues that early representations of these krodha-vighnantakas “drew
directly on the earlier tradition of Yaksas, Siva-Ganas and ayudhapurusa (the personification
of deity’s weapons).”3>?As we will see in the following chapter, krodha-vighnantakas and
bhiitandthas are essentially the same within Tantric Buddhism and become foundational in

its development, especially in sorceristic and practices involving deity possession.

THE BHUTANATHA SKANDA AND THE MATRS

We now come to arguably one of the most important bhiitanatha-type deities in South Asia
associated with possession - Skanda, also known as Karttikeya, Kumara, or Murugan in
various Hindu traditions. While we saw his inclusion as a “worldly” (laukika) deity in
Patanjali’s second-century BCE Mahabhdsya®>® (alongside Siva and Kubera) and a
possession-entity in the MGS (2.14), some of the earliest and most detailed sources
referencing his cultus can be found in Epic texts, when Skanda truly comes to the fore. It is
also within Skanda's narrative in the Aranyakaparvan (“The Chapter of the Forest™) of the
MBh (3.216-219), where we find one of the most developed and early lists of bhiitas and
grahas as possessing entities, all which belong to Skanda's retinue.

Equally important as Skanda, is the mention of a special category of bhiitas known as
the Matrs (“The Mothers™), fierce feminine goddesses who were widely worshipped

throughout the landscape of South Asia in this time. David Kinsley suggests that the Matrs

332 ibid
333 Mahabhasya (6.3.26) and Manava Grhya Sutras (2.14): see earlier reference above.
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were likely non-Brahmanical, local village goddesses (gramadevatas), who were assimilated
into the Brahmanical fold.?** Historically the Matrs appear after the yaksinis, who they most
closely resemble, but before the tantric yoginis and dakinis, the primary possessing agents in
the tantric traditions. Like the yaksinis, the matrs were complex and ambiguous figures,
defined by maternity and fertility, but also representing the powerful and dangerous forces of
nature, including disease, illness, and death. The Arafiyakaparvan viewed the matrs as
balagrahas (child-seizers) who possessed and killed children if not propitiated - however, if
properly worshipped they had the power to bestow healing and progeny. Excellent work has
already been written on the historical rise of the Mothers, and I refer the reader to these in my
footnotes so as not to re-hash their efforts - rather, I will pull the relevant data for our present
purposes.’>

In the Arafiyakaparvan of the MBH, the Mothers are depicted primarily as fierce
attendants of their equally ferocious leader, Skanda. While this is their representation in the
MBAH, the archeological evidence gives a slightly different story. The earliest solid material
evidence for a developed category of matrs comes from the Kusana era (c. 1-3rd cent CE),
which includes a diverse range of images from the Mathura region. Panels and statues of
matrs and yaksis figure prominently alongside each other in this period, attesting to their
close association. The yaksa Hariti, in fact, was often classified as a matr in this period, again
showing how much these two fluid categories shared. Like Hariti, images of matrs often

depicted them carrying infants, indicating their association with fertility and protection of

354 Kinsley (1986: 155) believes this due to their description in the MBh as “dark in colour”, speaking “foreign
languages” and living in "peripheral areas" and their association with the “non-Brahmanical” god Skanda.

355 See especially White (2003), Mann (2012) and Hatley, “From Matr to Yogin1. Continuity and
Transformation in the South Asian Cults of the Mother Goddesses,” in Transformations and Transfer of Tantra
in Asia and Beyond, (New York: De Gruyter, 2012).
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children. They were usually represented alongside one or two male guardian figures —
sometimes the youthful, spear-bearing god Skanda of the MBH, but more commonly, the
yaksa king Kubera.>>® Images of Kubera with the fierce matrs turn out, in fact, to be the most
numerous images found in the region, and this is significant given the data we’ve just
discussed.*” Some have speculated that it is likely the Kubera-Mother association was the
more archaic convention and pattern of worship and which may have been the precursor for
Skanda’s own cult. Eventually, Kubera’s cult is eclipsed among the Hindus, though Kubera-
Vaidravana remains an important translocal deity for the Buddhists.>>® Why Skanda’s status
among the Hindus surpasses Kubera is unclear, but what is clear is that Skanda, Kubera and
the cult of the Mothers had a direct connection with each other and both were highly
concerned with battling disease and possessing entities. Let us know examine the

Aranyakaparvan account of Skanda and the Mothers in detail.

THE ARANYAKAPARVAN OF THE MBH

As stated earlier, the MBh is a complex, composite, and encyclopedic text written and
redacted over many centuries by numerous authors. In its final form, however, it is clear its
production was taken over by Brahmin authors, whose particular worldviews and agendas
permeate the final text. Ultimately, this portion of the text was an attempt by the Epic’s

compilers to systematize the demonological traditions of the time, which were generally non-

356 White (2003: 4) believes this a configuration that arose and was replicated from the Kushan-age “Vrsni
triads” in the Mathura region, which originally consisted of Balarama-Ekanamsa-Krsna.

357 There are several panels from Mathura which depict a six-headed female divinity flanked by two male
divinities. The two males have been identified as Skanda-Karttikeya and Visakha and the female as a “Graha”.
There is archaeological evidence to suggest that the era Mathura cult of Skanda-Karttikeya and Visakha was
focused on him as a Graha. See Joshi (1986: 14) and Mann (2012:140-148)

358 Hatley (2012: 101)
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systematic. Due to its multi-authorship, the discerning eye can discover a variety of
perspectives throughout the text and a shift in values over time. Richard Mann argues that
this shift in values is particularly clear when examining the various accounts dealing with the
deity Skanda. He contends that historically later portions of the MBh (e.g., the Salyaparvan)
present an unambiguous view of Skanda as a benevolent high Hindu god, a leader of the
devas armies (Mahasena), and as a young and innocent child god (Kumara), the son of Lord
Siva. Earlier portions such as the Aranyakaparvan, in contrast, depict Skanda as a much
wilder and more ambiguous figure, who is closely associated with groups of malignant
grahas who prey upon children. This is, of course, due to his roots in these earlier
graha/matys cults - their inclusion in the Epic texts reflect the popularity these cult figures
must have enjoyed during this period. Skanda’s transformation from malevolent graha to
benevolent god, was precisely part of the Brahmanical agenda to domesticate the ambiguous
being in order to bring him, and his cult, into the Brahmanical fold.>>

Skanda’s mythical birth is a messy and complicated affair, involving three different
birth narratives (MBh 3.213-221; 9.43-45; 13.83-86), which will not be expounded upon in

detail here.3¢°

Generally, however, his multiple birth narratives are full of inauspicious
beginnings involving disorder, infidelity, uncontrolled lust, and deceit, and includes a host of
“parents” - the six wives of the rsis (who later become the six celestial Krttikas), the lustful

fire-god Agni, Garuda, the river goddess Ganga, and the goddess Svaha. 3! But that is not all

- we are also told that the true parents of Skanda was in fact Rudra and Uma since Agni was

359 See Mann (2012) and Bedekar (1975: 142)

360 Excellent summaries and analysis can be seen in the works of Mann and White, among others, that I would
refer the reader to. See Mann, The Early Cult of Skanda in North India: From Demon to Divine Son, (Ph.D.
Dissertation, McMaster University, 2004): 90-117 and White (2003: 37-44)

361 i e., the constellation Pleiades
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actually “possessed” (samavisya) by Rudra and Svaha possessed by Uma (a@visya) when the
two (or four!) united.?$> The use of possession language is significant I believe, and likely
purposeful since it is within this very section that possession, and a huge variety of
possessing entities, are discussed.

Adding to the absurdness of his multiple parentage, it is also said that Skanda was a
fully formed child within only four days and he is described as having six heads with one
neck and twelve eyes, ears, arms and feet. In one hand he was said to hold his characteristic
spear, while in the other, a wild, red-combed cock. His birth is said to have taken place on
top of a mountain, full of dangerous and malevolent supernatural beings - e.g., seven-headed
“venom-eyed” snakes, raksasas, pisacas, and a variety of other treacherous ghouls, and
fierce animals, and birds (MBH 3.214.11). As if absorbing their inauspicious qualities,
Skanda immediately and indiscriminately begins various acts of violence upon the world
around him following his birth. Like his fearsome father, Rudra, he too takes up a powerful
bow and lets out a powerful roar (rud), which is said to terrify and stun all beings in the three
worlds. Out of fear, all creatures, even the Earth herself, is said to flock to the child-god for
refuge, which he immediately grants (MBH 3.214.30). Thus, while Skanda appears as an
extremely potent force of chaos and disorder, a destructive power that seems to arise from his
inauspicious beginnings and multiple parentage, his benevolent nature, when worshipped, is
clearly seen as well.3%3

The gods, as they often do, became anxious and afraid of this new and powerful

being, contending to each other that the Universe was unable to bear such a chaotic force and

362 yudrendagnim samavisya svaham avisya comaya | MBH 3.220.9a

363 As Handelman (1987: 139) puts it, “he is replete with potentially destructive power, for he cannot stabilize
himself as a unitary being.” See Handelman, Don. 1987. “Myths of Murugan: Asymmetry and Hierarchy in a
South Indian Puranic Cosmology.” History of Religions 27 (2): 133-70.
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assuming that his arrival somehow meant their destruction. The gods run to their King, Indra,
and demand he do something. Out of fear that his own position may be usurped by Skanda,
Indra decides to dispatch the fierce "Mothers," (matrs) against him, believing they would
have the power to kill the odd-looking child god since they were balagrahas (child-seizers),
whose specialty was killing infants. However, upon seeing Skanda, the blood-thirsty
(lohitabhojana) Mothers immediately realize they would be unable to defeat such a powerful
being, and instead become overpowered by love for the child. According to the text, their
maternal instincts take over and milk instantaneously began to flow from their breasts. The
Mothers then decide to adopt him as their own, transforming the fierce infant-slayers to
fierce infant-protectors of Skanda (MBh 3.215.13-18).

Indra and the gods, however, now had to battle the mighty Skanda themselves. From
the mouth of “the son of Agni” (Skanda), huge bolts of flames were said to have blazed forth
and burned the armies of the gods until they too had to run for refuge. Indra, angered,
unleashes his own mighty thunderbolt (vajra) at the child-god, which causes him no harm,
but does split Skanda into two beings, resulting in the birth of the spear-bearing Visakha
(“The Forked One”). Seeing this miraculous sight, Indra surrenders and bows down in refuge
to the mighty Skanda.

It was not only Visakha who was born from this violent act, however, but also a host
of beings known as Skanda’s companions (skandasyaparsadan), made up of the fierce
kumarakas (“young boys”) and the powerful kanyas (‘“young maidens”) whom, the text
states, “cruelly rob infants, both those born and those still in the womb” (MBH 3.217.1-2).
An earlier mention of these demonic kumaras is found in the Paraskara Grhyasiitra

(1.116.24), a late Vedic text dealing with domestic rites for a newborn son, including a
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protective rite against attacks by a kumara (kumara upadravet).>** At any rate, the
Aranyakaparvan attempts to elucidate Skanda’s connection with these newly born beings:

Those who are proclaimed as Kumaras and Kumaris and who were born from

Skanda, they, O Kauravya, are all very great seizers who are eaters of fetuses. They

(the Kumaras) are said to be the husbands of those Kumaris [and] perform terrible

acts, seizing young children while remaining unknown (MBh 3.219.30-31).

I would argue that it is from these classes of fierce balagrahas and Skanda’s
association with them that he receives the designation as “Kumara”, rather than just a
reference to being a child-god as is predominantly understood. The text, however, seems a bit
confused and tangled regarding this relationship as seen in the following lines of the text (see
footnote).>% Eventually we are told the various beings that make up the six heads of Skanda,

which includes Skanda, Visakha, Bhadrasakha, Rudra, Agni, and lastly, the goat-headed

Naigamesa, an ancient balagraha found in Vedic, Buddhist and Jain traditions.3¢

364 PGS 1.116.24. Various commentators at this time also considered the kumdras to be balagrahas. See Mann
(2004: 37).

365 yajrapraharat skandasya jajiius tatra kumarakah | ye haranti $isiini jatan garbhasthams caiva darunah |
vajrapraharat kanyas ca jajiiire 'sya mahabalah | kumaras ca visakham tam pitrtve samakalpayan | sa bhiitva
bhagavan samkhye raksams chagamukhas tada | vrtah kanyaganaih sarvair atmaninais ca putrakaih | matrnam
preksatinam ca bhadrasakhas ca kausalah | tatah kumarapitaram skandam ahur jana bhuvi | rudram agnim
umam svaham pradesesu mahabalam | yajanti putrakamas ca putrinas ca sadd janah | MBh 03.217.1c —
03.217.5¢

Though born from Skanda, the text confusingly states that the kumaras take up Visakha as their father, despite a
few lines later Skanda being once again called “the father of the kumaras” (kumarapitaram skandam; MBh
3.217.4). It is also unclear who is referred to in the previous line as becoming “Goat-Faced” (chagamukhas;
MBH 3.217.3) and who is said to stand guard over the kumaras. The text simply states, “The Blessed One”,
though it is not completely apparent who this refers to. It seems to refer either to Visakha, Skanda, or
Bhadrasakha, though in a previous stanza it is Skanda’s father, Agni, who is said to be in the form of a goat-
headed deity known as Naigameya (naigameyas chagavaktro; MBH 3.215.23). Too add to the confusion, the
text goes on to state that the Mothers in turn make Skanda their son, who is also now described as being goat-
faced!

366 sastham chagamayam vaktram skandasyaiveti viddhi tat | satsiro 'bhyantaram rajan nityam matrganarcitam
|| MBH 3.217.12 “Know that the sixth face of Skanda from among the six heads is a goat’s face which is
always worshipped by the band of Mothers.” As David White (2003: 282) has pointed out, the goat is
traditionally Agni’s sacred animal, and Agni as the goat-headed Naigamesa here appears to be an “alloform” of
an older child-bestowing Vedic deity known as Nejamesa, identicial with Jaina deity Naigamesa and the
Buddhist Nemeso. White references Winternitz 1895 article “Nejamesha, Naigamesha, Nemeso”. Deglurkar
(1988: 57) claims that Naigamesa was demon harmful to children that goes back to the time of the Atharva
Veda, while the Grhya Sitras mention the same dangerous being, though known as Nejamesa. The Susruta
Sambhitda is also aware of a shape-shifting goat or ram-headed balagraha known as Naigamesa, who is noted as a
protector of children if worshipped properly - SS6.36.11/ ajananascalaksibhrih kamariapt mahayasah | balam
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Archaeological evidence shows there was a cult of Naigamesa in north-west India and the
Ganges basin, which was widely popular throughout the Kusana period - though it may be
more proper to have called it a cult of Naigamesi since more female versions of the goat-
headed deity were found than male. Jayasawl provides evidence to show that this cult was
especially associated with pregnancy and childbirth and worshipped by all segments of
society.?¢7

Directly after the goat-head reference, the next verse states, “The best among his six
heads is called Bhadrasakha, through which he created the divine Sakti.” As David White
(2003: 39) notes, “these verses constitute the sole mention of Sakti as a goddess in the entire
Epic”, which is significant given the association Skanda has with goddesses and the
importance of Sakti in later tantric traditions.36%

The confusion in these texts suggest that the authors were not completely familiar
with demonological systems they were attempting to incorporate, or that these portions were
incorrectly redacted from another source. The ambiguity may also have been purposeful —
Mann argues that part of the Brahmanical agenda was to remove Skanda from his graha
roots and domesticate his unorthodox and malevolent nature, allowing him to be appropriated
into the Brahmanical fold.>®

Collectively, the troop of Mother's Skanda interacts with are known as the sapta-

Sisumatara, “The Seven Mothers of Infants”, and each member is enumerated, some of

balapita devo naigameso ‘bhiraksatu// “The goat-faced Lord Naigamesa, father of the children, with trembling
eyes and brows, he who assumes any form at will, whose splendour is great, protect the child!” By the 5"
century CE, we find images of goat-headed figure carrying a spear — a clear merging of these two deities. See
Deglurkar, G. B., “Naigamesa Emerging as Kartikeya: The Iconographic Record.” Bulletin of the Deccan
College Research Institute Vol. 47-48: (1988): 57-59.

367V, Jayaswal, Kusana Clay Art of Ganga Plains: A Case Study of Human Forms from Khairadih, (Delhi:
Agam Kala Prakashan, 1991): 41-45.

368 White (2003: 39)

369 Mann (2004: 37)
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which are known demonic entities in other sources.’’® At one point, these groups of Matrs go
to Skanda, stating, “We want to eat the offspring of those (human) Mothers; give them to
us.” (MBh 3.219.19). Skanda grants their request, stating they are allowed to “Injure the
young children of people with your different forms until they are sixteen years old”, but he
adds a stipulation - the Matrs must save the offspring of those who properly worship them.
Telling the Mothers this, Skanda becomes split once again — this time a golden fragment
named Skandapasmara (Skanda’s apasmara “forgetfulness” or “convulsion”), described as a
“Rudra-like siezer” (raudra-graha), emits from his body and falls to the ground, trembling.
As a way to distance this new being from Skanda, the narrator then states that it is this
raudra-graha, not Skanda himself, who would aid the Mothers in the consumption (bAuj) of
human children (MBh 3.219.22-25). As previously mentioned, Mann argues that these
accounts of Skanda splitting from his graha-like behavior was a purposeful strategy used by
the Brahmanical authors to distance, recast, domesticate, and ultimately assimilate Skanda's
character into their more orthodox pantheon.?”!

From Skandapasmara, eighteen more skandagrahas (‘“‘Skanda-Seizers") arise and are
listed (MBh 3.219.26-42). Each grasper is female, and each is named specifically, except for
the collective group of kumaris and matrs. Only one of the matrs is spoken of in more detail,
but it is unclear if they are names or simply descriptors — for example, this mother is said to
“feast on blood” (lohitabhojand), was “born from fury” (krodhasamudbhava) and was “the

cruel daughter of the sea of blood” (MBH 3.215.22a lohitasyodadheh kanya kriira). All

370 The names are: Kaki (“She-Crow”), Halima, Rudra, Brhali (“She Who Makes Strong”), Arya, Palala
(“Sorghum Stalk™), and Mitra (“Lady Friend”). Halima could refer to either to screw pine plant (Pandanus
Odoratissimus) or, as David White (2003: 39) notes, “Halimaka (“Yellowness”) is a form of jaundice described
in the Ayurvedic classic, the Susruta Samhita (SS).” The name Palala (“Sorghum Stalk”), he states, is also the
name of a male demon inimical to children in the Atharva Veda”.

371 See Mann (2004)
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other grahis are similarly described as fierce in nature and “fond of flesh and liquor”
(mamsamadhupriyah 3.219.35a). See van Buitenen’s full translation of this particular section
enumerating the various seizers in the footnotes.>’> To add to this list of Mothers, David
White notes another demonological list in the Harivamsa, an appendix (khila) to the MBh.
The first of these includes a list of eighteen Divine Daughters (devakanyas) who are
described as fierce female grahis “resembling the tribal goddess Vindhyavasint*7® who
enjoy, “lymph, marrow, and are enamored of liquor and flesh, having the faces of cats and
leopards, faces resembling those of elephants and lions, as well as faces identical to those of
herons, crows, vultures, and cranes.”’* White further notes the connection and conflation of

these grahas with diseases (e.g. Skandapasmara, Jayanya, Sttald) or feral domestic animals

372 "Vinata is said to be the horrible Bird-Grasper. They call Putana a RaksasT - one should know that she is the
Putana-Grasper: she is an awful Stalker of the Night, evil in her ghastly shape. One horrifying Pisaci is called
Sttaputana: this terrible-shaped specter aborts the fetus of women. They say that Aditi is Revati: her Grasper is
Raivata; this horrible and big Grasper afflicts small children. Diti, the mother of the Daityas, is said to be
Mukhamandika: this unapproachable demoness feasts gluttonously on children’s flesh. The Kumaras and
Kumarfs that sprang from Skanda are also all foetus-eaters and very dangerous Graspers. Kauravya; the
Kumaras are known as the husbands of the Kumaris, and these Rudra-like acting demons snatch small children,
while they remain unknown. The informed call Surabhi the mother of the cows; a bird perches on her and
swallows’ children on earth, 0 King. The divine Sarama is the mother of the dogs, lord of the people - she too
snatches the fetus of men at all times. The mother of the trees lives in the kararija tree: people who want sons
therefore pay homage to her in the karafija. These eighteen Graspers, and others as well, like flesh and strong
liquor; they always stay in the confinement chamber for ten nights. When Kadru in a subtle form enters a
pregnant woman, she eats the foetus inside her and the mother gives birth to a snake. The mother of the
Gandharvas takes away the fetus and goes; thus, that woman therefore is found on earth to be one whose fetus
has vanished. The progenitrix of the Apsaras takes the fetus and sits, therefore the wise call that fetus a sitting
one. The daughter of the blood sea is known as the nurse of Skanda: she is worshiped as Lohitayani in the
kadamba tree. Just as Rudra dwells in men, so does Arya dwell in women. Arya, a mother of Skanda, is
worshiped separately to obtain wishes. Here with I have proclaimed the great Graspers of the Kumaras who are
malign for sixteen years, then turn benevolent. The enumerated bands of Mothers and the male Graspers are all
always to be known by embodied creatures as the Skanda-Graspers." (MBh 3.219.26-42) as seen in J.A.B. van
Buitenen, The Mahabharata. Volume 2: Book 2 The Book of the Assembly Hall; Book 3 The Book of the Forest.
(University of Chicago Press, 1975) 658. Minor emendations are mine.

373 Originally a tribal goddess from the mountains of Vindhya — that these beings resemble her may once again
point to the tribal or at least non-Brahmanical origins of some of these beings. See Yokochi, “The Rise of the
Warrior Goddess in Ancient India A Study of the Myth Cycle of Kausika-Vindhyavasint in the Skandapurana”,
(PhD Dissertation, University of Groningen, 2004).

374 Translation by White (2003: 53) The second, a list of female Seizers, names Mukhamandi, Vidali (“Kitty”),
Piitana, Gandhapiitana (“Aromatic Stinky™), Sitavata (“Cooling Breeze™), Usnavetali (“Hot Vampiress”), and
Revati, and ends with the plea “may the Mothers protect my son, like mothers, perpetually.”
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(e.g. dogs) or birds - known agents of contagion.>”® This characterization and association of
invisible spirits with disease and animals as “agents of contagion” helps to explain their
popularly imagined forms, which as we’ve seen, are often animal-headed or limbed. This
motley crew of Mothers also recalls, of course, descriptions of Rudra-Siva’s own animal-
headed ganas and bhiitas, which likely follows the same logic.

Rather than Rudra-Siva, however, all these fierce grahas are said to be subservient to
Lord Skanda. The next few lines (MBH 3.219.43) state that one should propitiate these
Mothers and seizers specifically through the “rites of Skanda” (skandasyejya), which is
briefly described as including worship (pizja), pacitying rites (prasamanam karyam),
ablution, incense, collyrium, sacrificial offerings (balikarma), and other oblations. In return,
the text claims, the grahas can be controlled and transformed from injurers, to bestowers of
well-being, long life, and virility [MBH 3.219.44].37 These rites, of course, evoke the sorts
of apotropaic practices we’ve seen in the Atharva Veda, which continue in coeval bhitavidya
sections found in the medical texts, which we will turn to shortly.

As Mann has pointed out, this particular rite of Skanda (skandasyejya) may be related
to the Skandayaga rituals described in the Dhiirtakalpa of the Atharvaveda Parisista, a late
Atharvavedic text written soon after the MBH.3"’ In this rite, Skanda is known as Dhiirta
(literally “a rogue, thief, or cheat”), epithets which, as we’ve seen, echo names previously

associated with Rudra and Kubera. Here, however, it is Skanda who is invoked into a

375 White (2003: 58)

376 tesam prasamanam karyam snanam dhippam athaijanam | balikarmopaharas ca skandasyejya visesatah ||
evam ete 'rcitah sarve prayacchanti Subham nrnam | ayur viryam ca rajendra samyak pijanamaskrtah | MBH
3.219.43-44

377 This chapter is found in book twenty of the Atharvaveda Parisista. According to Mann (2004: 41), dates for
this could range from the beginning of the common era to the 6 century CE. Sections of the AVP also come to
form parts of early Saiva Tantric texts, see Peter Bisschop and Arlo Griffiths. “The Pasupata Observance
(Atharvaedaparisista 40).” Indo-Iranian Journal 46 (4): (2003): 315-323.
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mandala, which is said to be made up of various ritual items, including garlands of tree
leaves, bells, banners, mirrors, and a protective amulet. A variety of characteristic offerings
are then made to the deity along with hymns of praise and the consecration of a sacrificial
fire. The rite ends with the recitation of mantras and the tying of a protective amulet. The
text states that this amulet protects against enemies, inauspiciousness and evils of all sorts,
including demons, wicked humans, gandharvas, pisacas, raksasas, and malevolent spells
from enemy sorcerers or witches. The completion of the rite is also said, interestingly
enough, to grant wealth and progeny.3’® As we’ve seen, these are all characteristic of
protective ritual programs involving both Rudra-Siva and Kubera, as well.

Following these lists in the Aranyakaparvan, another list of grahas who possess
people older than sixteen years of age is given (MBH 3.219.45-55). None, however, are
named specifically and the list represents generic categories, including deva-grahas ("god-
graspers"), pitr-grahas ("ancestor spirit-graspers"), siddha-grahas, raksasa-grahas,
gandharvas, yaksa-grahas, and pisdcas, among others. The text states that when someone
becomes possessed (pravisa — literally “entered into’’) by any one of these entities, the
victims “quickly go mad” (unmadyati sa tu ksipram). A direct etiological association is thus
being made between madness (unmada) and possessing entities, though little detail is given
besides a brief mention of corresponding symptoms and the mode of possession:

A man who sees (pasyati) gods, whether awake or asleep, quickly becomes insane

(unmddyati) and is called “god-grasped” (devagrahan). One who sees one’s deceased

ancestors goes mad and is called “ancestor-grasped” (pitrgrahan). One who hates
perfected beings (siddhas) is cursed by them and becomes “siddha-grasped”

378 Mann (2004: 46) makes mention of the 7-9™ century text, the Sapmukhakalpa, “The practice of the Six-
faced one” which is manual of sorcery and thievery using magical charms, powders, sleeping potions and other
such spells for invisibility, breaking locks etc. Besides Rudra, the other primary and well-known deity
associated with thieves in later traditions was the fierce goddess Kali - see Dinesh Chandra Sircar,

Studies in the Political and Administrative Systems in Ancient and Medieval India, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1995): 102.
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(siddhagrahan). One who smells (updaghrati) scents and tastes flavors that are not
accurate goes mad and is known as “demon-grasped” (raksasagrahan). One whom
heavenly gandharvas touch (samsposanti) is “gandharva-grasped”
(gandharvagrahan) and becomes insane. Yak$as may enter (avisanti) a man who then
slowly becomes insane and is known as “yaksa-grasped” (vakusagrahan). A “pisdca-
grasped” man (pisacagrahan) becomes insane quickly, as does one whose humors
(dosas) are completely out of balance.>” Finally, we are told that these grahas are of
three types: playful (kribitukaman), gluttonous (bhoktukaman), and lustful
(abhikaman). Over the age of seventy, fever becomes the equal of a graha. But
grahas never touch (na sprsanti) those who are pure, faithful, and devotees (bhaktan)
of the god Mahe$vara [MBH 3.219.46-58].3%0

In contrast to previous sections, note here that Mahe$vara (Siva) rather than Skanda,
is, in fact, said to be the lord of all these beings. Shortly after, the text states that Rudra told
Skanda that his “terrible flesh-eating companions” (parisada ghora pisitazanah) were known
by the wise (manisibhih) to be none other than Siva’s own ganas.?®' This makes sense given
that Rudra is the more ancient bhiitanatha and Skanda’s father, but this may have also been
likely a move to graft Rudra’s qualities onto Skanda in an effort to “domesticate” and
strengthen the associations between the two deities.

This list of balagrahas and grahas in the Aranyakaparvan of the MBH is fascinating
for a number of reasons. First, it brings together in one section a huge swathe of supernatural
beings explicitly classified as possession entities, many found in earlier Vedic, Buddhist, and
Jain literature, in a relatively detailed and systematic manner. Like the Atharva Veda and the
Ayurvedic treatises, the MBH also briefly gives some of the symptomology and prescribed

rites and remedies to combat or propitiate these possessing entities. The mention of humors

(dosas), fever and madness in this passage also gives further credence to the idea that these

379 Also note the use of @-+vis when discussing yaksas and also the equivalence made of the madness that arises
from one who is pisaca-grasped being the same as one whose humors (dosas) are out of balance. This becomes
an important concept in the Ayurvedic texts, as we’ll see in the next chapter.

380 Translation based upon Smith (2006: 274-275)

3B 1q ete vividhakara gand jieya manisibhih | tava parisada ghora ya ete pisitazanah || MBH 3.220.12
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sections may have been redacted from medical texts where, as we will see, all of this
becomes much more detailed.

We are also given explicit characterizations of Skanda and Siva’s role as bhiitanathas
— we are told the grahas afflictive possession has been sanctioned by these deities and it is
they who ultimately have control over them. If one directly appeases the bhiitanathas, as in
the case of the skandayaga rite, they have the power to make these destructive beings into
beneficial spirits who bestow blessings, health, and wealth to his devotees - this idea, of
course, forms the foundations of later tantric traditions. Since they are at the top of the
command chain, it is implied that direct worship to his lower attendants might not even be
necessary anymore. Again, this may have been part of the Brahmanical author’s agenda - to
direct cultic and worship activities away from the lower grahas and, instead, direct it to the
higher, and now domesticated, bhiitandthas like Skanda and Siva. However, we should also
note in MBh 3.219, that it is ultimately improper worship that causes possession by these
afflictive beings, not the will of the grahas or their leaders. As Mann puts it “the text allows
for a mechanism where the victim, or, in the more likely case of a child victim, the victim's
parents ultimately receive the blame for not properly worshipping Skanda and Grahas.*%? As
we will soon see, this notion of moral transgressions as the cause for disease and possession

continues and becomes magnified in the Ayurvedic medical traditions.

382 See Mann, "The Splitting of Skanda: Distancing and Assimilation Narratives in the "Mahabharata" and
Ayurvedic Sources", Journal of the American Oriental Society, 127 (4): (2007): 461.
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SKANDA IN THE MEDICAL TRADITIONS

Although hinted at, the MBh ultimately does not endorse the existence of a graha
named Skanda. This was deliberate on the part of the authors, as Mann has shown, to
separate Skanda from his graha roots and to re-characterize him as a force of control over
grahas, as opposed to being a graha himself.*3? In parallel medical and Puranic traditions,
however, Skanda is often explicitly classified as a graha, usually alongside a host of other
possessing-entities.

According to Meulenbeld and Zysk, the foundational medical texts of Ayurveda, the
Susruta Samhita and Caraka Samhitd, were developed sometime between the second-century
BCE and second-century CE, making them roughly contemporaneous with the MBh. Both
further believe these medical texts were likely the source texts for this portion of the MBh.384
Smith follows suit, stating this section of the Aranyakaparvan, “was almost certainly adopted
from them [the early ayurvedic texts] and mythologized in the MBh”, while Mann adds “if
the two texts were not aware of each other, there can be little doubt they shared similar
sources and held similar views on how Skanda and Grahas should be characterized. %%’
In chapter thirty-seven of the Uttara-Tantra of the Susruta Sambhita, entitled

Grahotpatti-Adhyaya, “The Chapter on the Origin of the Seizers, etc.”, we are told a slightly

different story from the MBh’s account regarding the origin of the nine primary balagrahas.

383 Mann (2007: 456)

384 See Meulenbeld, 4 History of Indian Medical Literature, Volume 1A (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1999):
342-43, and Kenneth G. Zysk, Asceticism and Healing in Ancient India: Medicine in the Buddhist Monastery.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991): 13. We also find similar lists in Jain texts of the same period, such
as the Vyakhyaprajiiapti, aka the Bhagavati Sitra (3.7.164), which mentions yaksa-grahas, indra-grahas,
skanda-grahas, kumara-grahas, etc. again pointing to shared sources by these traditions

385 Smith (2006: 273) and Mann (2007: 454). In Jean Filliozat, Etude de démonologie indienne. Le
Kumaratantra de Ravana et les textes paralleles indiens, tibétains, chinois, cambodgien et arabe, (Paris:
Imprimerie nationale, 1937): 11, he agrees that they likely shared the same source, though he believes the SS
may have borrowed directly from the MBh.
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In this account, the balagrahas were created by the Krittika goddesses, the great Goddess
Uma, Ganga, Agni and Silin (“The Bearer of the Spear”, an epithet for Siva) in order to
protect their newborn child Skanda, in contrast to the Matrs who were originally sent to
destroy in the MBh. These child-seizers are described as having divine bodies
(divyavapusah), varied forms (nanaripa), endowed with radiance (srimantah), and
composed of r@jasa (passion) and tamasa (darkness), qualities of the various Goddesses who
they are said to be a portion (bhdga) of (SS6.37.3-5).386

There are also more details on some of the other grahas mentioned in the MBh’s
Aranyakaparvan: the ram/goat-faced figure is explicitly identified as Naigames$a and said to
have been created by Siva’s wife, Parvati, as a friend (sakhi) and protector of the young child
(kumaradharin) Guha-Skanda, who here is stated to be a god (deva), rather than a graha.
Skandapasmara is also mentioned as a companion (sakha) of Skanda and is further identified
as being the same as Visakha, who is said to be born from Agni and described as “radiant as
fire” (agnisamadyutih) (SS6.37.7). Skanda, in contrast, is said to have been directly created
by Lord Siva.?®7 In this text then, it is clear that Visakha and Skanda are two separate beings,
while in the MBh account they are conflated by the authors.

In the few next lines, however, the text becomes a bit more ambiguous — SS6.37.8,
for example, reads: “That graha also bears another name, known as Kumara.”3% “That
graha” implies they are talking about Skanda from the previous line, however, the following

lines seem to want to make a distinction, stating:

386 nava skandadayah prokta balanam ya ime grahah | srimanto divyavapuso naripurusavigrahah || ete
guhasya raksartham krttikomagnisiulibhih | srstah saravanasthasya raksitasyatmatejasa || strivigrahd graha ye
tu nanaripda mayeritah | gangomakrttikanam te bhaga rajasatamasah || SS 6.37.3-5

387 skandah syrsto bhagavata devena tripurarina | SS 6.37.8ab

388 bibharti caparam samjiiam kumara iti sa grahah || SS 6.37.8cd
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That god (deva) born from Agni and Rudra, engages in play (/ila) like a child - the
Blessed/Divine One (bhagavan) never engages in improper conduct. In this matter,
some illiterate ones equate Skanda and Kumara. Those physicians, having no
knowledge, say “He (Skanda) seizes”.’%

This caveat may be an acknowledgement of the larger shift occurring in the tradition,
as we had seen in the MBh, regarding the differences between the innocent child-god Skanda
versus the fetus-eating Skanda-graha, who is more akin to the kumara child-seizers of the
Aranyakaparvan. This is all in contrast to the end of this section in which Skanda’s graha
nature is indisputable: “Of all of those (grahas), Skanda-graha is known as the most horrible
(atyugratama)”, whose severe afflictions, the text states, can cause disfigurement (vaikalya)
and even death (marana).**°

The SS continues, stating that once Skanda became the lord of the armies of the gods
(surasenapati), all the grahas came together and placed themselves before him, enquiring
about their subsistence. Skanda decides to go to his father Siva, who relays to him a short
discourse on the principle of mutual or reciprocal benefit (parasparopakarena), which is
how, he argues, the world is preserved and maintained.**! In order to provide for the grahas,
Siva allots to them the infants of those families who have committed various moral
transgressions, including not worshipping or improperly attending to the gods, pitrs,
brahmins, or gurus etc., not following the rules of purity and virtue, not giving alms to
beggars, etc. Note the continuation of this idea of possession being a result of moral or ritual

transgressions, as discussed in the MBh 3.219 - an idea amplified in the medical literature, as

we will continue to see. To expiate for their transgressions, the SS states that families should

39| balaliladharo yo-+ayam devo rudragnisambhavah | mithyacaresu bhagavan svayam naisa pravartate||

39085 6.37.21-22
31 Generally, the argument goes something like this: Just like the gods bring benefit to humans in the form of
rain or wind or seasons, so to do humans benefit the gods through their devotional acts and sacrificial rites.
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worship and make offerings to the grahas, thus securing the grahas subsistence and
livelihood (SS 6.37-11-20). This, according to the Susruta Samhita, is how the balagrahas
came into being and why they attack children — ultimately, they are re-cast as Siva’s agents
of justice, carrying out his orders against various transgressors.>*2

The text declares that possession by these entities occurs because of improper conduct
(apacara), loss of purity/cleanliness (Sauca-bhrasta) and the abandonment of auspicious
religious rites (mangaldcara-hina) by either the mother or wet-nurse. Possession can also
take place if the child is somehow frightened (trasta), overly excited or astonished (hrsta),
threatened (farjita), or if beaten or abused in some manner (tadita). The chapter restates, that
the grahas motive for harming (hims) children is simply to secure worship (piija) for
themselves (SS 6.27.4).3%° The following lines give further descriptions, stating that the
grahas have supernatural (aisvarya) powers, assume variegated forms (visvaripda), and
enter/possess (visar) the bodies of people invisibly.*** Following this is a very long list of
medical symptoms characteristic of each of the nine balagrahas (SS 6.27.8-27.16), followed
by a general description of remedial and therapeutic procedures (SS 6.27.18-21). We will
look at these in the following chapter.

As a general example of treatment for possession by these grahas, the text states the
child should be kept in a purified room and their body anointed with medicated ghee.

Mustard seeds should be strewn all over the floor, and a lamp of mustard oil should be kept

392 In an earlier chapter entitled “Knowledge Concerning the Specific Features of the Nine Grahas” (Chapter 27,
Navagrahakrtivijianiyamadhyaya), the full list of nine infant-seizers (balagrahas) is enumerated, beginning
again with the most dreadful graha, Skanda. Following him is Skandapasmara (identified as Visakha in SS
6.29.9), Sakuni, Revati, Pitana, Andha-Pitana, Sita-Putana, Mukhamandika, and Naigamesa, who is also called
a Pitr-Graha. (SS 6.27.2-3)

393 David White (personal communication) notes that this portion may be a source for chapter nineteen of the
Netra Tantra, which discusses the conditions under which people fall under the thrall of the evil eye, discussed
in next chapter.

394 gisvaryasthaste na Sakya visanto deham drastum manusairvisvariipah | SS6.27.7
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perpetually burning therein. Offerings of perfumes, garlands, ghee, various herbs, medicines,
and unguents are cast into a sacrificial fire, while reciting the following mantra:
Hail to Agni! Hail to the Krittikas! Obeisance to Lord (deva) Skanda, the Lord of the
Grahas (grahdadhipati)! With my head down saluting you respectfully, please accept
my offerings! Swiftly make my child free from disease and well again!**°
The mark of the Atharva Veda can be clearly seen here, as it can in all subsequent
treatments described throughout this section. Although Agni is mentioned here, his role as

the premiere demon-destroyer or exorcist in the AV, seems to have been superseded by

Skanda who is now described as the grahddhipati, “The Lord of Grahas”.

SKANDA IN VARIANT TRADITIONS

Before leaving Skanda and diving further into the medical literature’s treatment of
possession in the next chapter, I wish to offer an expanded view of Skanda by incorporating
relevant data from variant traditions he is a part of and which he gets conflated with. Scholars
focusing solely on the Northern Sanskritic traditions related to Skanda often overlook
important aspects which add to the bigger picture of the Skanda. As we will see, while
Skanda and his cult may have been become more “domesticated” among Brahmanical circles
in the North, in a variety of other traditions throughout South Asia and East Asia, Skanda’s
graha-nature, his role as a bhiitanatha, and his association with possession continues on,
particularly with the advent and eventual spread of the Hindu and Buddhist Tantric
traditions.**® A primary feature of his cult in these variant traditions is not only its exorcistic

and apotropaic dimensions, but also Skanda’s manifestation in his devotees in rites of deity

395 agnye krttikabhyasca svaha svaheti samtatam|| namah skandaya devaya grahadhipataye namah|

Sirasa tvabhivande aham pratigrhnisva me balim| nivujo nirvikarasca sisurme jayatam drutam|| SS6.27.20cd-
21)

396 See Mann (2004) and (2012) regarding the various post-Kushan depictions of Skanda in the North.

148



possession. [ will briefly give some examples from these traditions, which will add to our
picture of what becomes the Pan-Asian Skanda.

Following this, I will additionally offer some relevant data regarding other
bhiitanathas related with Skanda and who become popular throughout Asia much in the same
way. Like Skanda, all of these deities have strong associations with possession, either
historically or currently — this includes Ganapati (“Lord of Ganas”) Mahakala-Bhairava, who
becomes the premiere bhiitanatha of the tantric traditions; and finally, Hanuman-Balaji, the

popular monkey-god.

MURUGAN-SUBRAHMANYA - THE SO-CALLED "SKANDA OF THE
SOUTH"

Skanda’s counterpart in the South is a figure equally as complex as that of the North.
As in the North, Skanda becomes conflated by Brahmanic systematizers with a variety of
deities - a synthesis between the Sanskrit Skanda-Kumara-Karttikeya traditions of the North
with the indigenous Tamil Cevvél-Murugan traditions of the South.**” His following in the
Southern regions of India (including Sri Lanka) is so widespread and popular that some
consider it an independent tradition that should be “included in the “great” religions of
Hinduism.”38

Murugan’s first appearance in South Indian texts is in the poems of the so-called
Tamil Sangam literature, whose dates of composition are still quite a matter of contentious

debate. Since its “re-discovery” at the end of the 19th century, its dating has been fraught

with political agendas and motives, which has often skewed scholarship on this literature.

397 Clothey (2006: 233)
398 See Strickmann (2005: 224) and Filliozat (1937)
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Originally, much of its composition was assigned sometime between the second-century BC
to the fourth-century AD, however, many scholars, most recently Herman Tieken, have
questioned this dating and have strongly argued for its composition to be closer to the eighth
or ninth century CE.*® The various viewpoints on this will not be explicated here, but suffice
to say, the Tamil Sangam’s account of Murugan is quite different from Sanskritic accounts of
Skanda, though some interesting and similar qualities are also found in both, as we will now
see.

Like Skanda of the North, Murugan is strongly associated with mountains as
Malaikilavon, the “Lord of the Mountains™ and is particularly linked with the hill tract
regions (kurinci) and its tribal inhabitants. He is depicted as the hunter-warrior par
excellence, much as Rudra is characterized in early Vedic texts and Skanda in the Sanskrit
Epics. One difference, however, is that rather than Devasena, the consort of Skanda in the
North, Murugan is said to be married to Valli, a daughter of the chief of the hill tribe,
implying Murugan's tribal association and potential origins as scholars have suggested.**’ In
the Sri Lankan tradition, his consort is known as Walliamme, who also belonged to tribal
guardians of the Kataragama Temple complex known as the Veddas, where Murukan still
resides as the primary deity of worship.*!

Like the Northern Skanda, Murugan is also especially associated with the color red,

and is often known as C&yon, “The Red One”. This association with red encompasses a

399 Herman Tieken, “A Propos Three Recent Publications on the Question of the Dating of Old Tamil Cankam
Poetry.” Asiatische Studien: Zeitschrift der Schweizerischen Gesellschaft fiir Asienkunde = Etudes Asiatiques :
Revue de la Société Suisse d’études Asiatiques. 62 (2): (2008): 575.

400 While there is mention in other poems of Devasena being a second wife of Murugan, there is no mention of
Valli in the Sanskritic traditions of the North. However, according to Clothey (1978), Devasena seems to be
alluded to in the Tamil literature as Skanda’s second wife. See Fred W. Clothey, The Many Faces of Murukan:
The History and Meaning of a South Indian God. (The Hague; Paris; New York: Mouton, 1978).

401 See Obeyesekere, Gananath. 1977. “Social Change and the Deities: Rise of the Kataragama Cult in Modern
Sri Lanka.” Man. 12: 377-96, for more on this complex.
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number of qualities and motifs common in the Sanskritic and Tamil world, most generally
symbolizing the god’s primordial power, which is both generative and destructive. This is
most clearly manifested in the potent symbols associated with the fierce Murugan in the
Sangam literature — red lotuses, red garments, the red cock, the sacrificial fire (and
subsequently the sun), and, of course, his association with blood sacrifices. These same
associations with the color red are found with Rudra and various goddess and tantric
traditions throughout South Asia.*?

Skanda is also often depicted with his peacock vehicle though, in the South, there
seems to be a stronger association with the red cock. To this day the cock is the favored
animal commonly used in non-Brahmanical communities as a sacrifice to local gods and
goddesses, particularly for apotropaic rites.**3 Bhide notes that there is evidence in the
Atharva Veda of cock sacrifices being associated with rites of sorcery and witchcraft, though
in general the cock was not part of the orthodox Vedic sacrificial complex.*** We do,
however, see mention of a cock sacrifice in Ayurvedic texts such as SS 6.28.8, as a method
of healing against possession attacks by Skanda-graha. Murugan’s association with the
peacock also has apotropaic dimensions to it - as Strickmann has pointed out, Skanda in

China also bears a spear in his hand and rides a peacock, both of which he states are,

402 See Clothey (1978: 177-180) for more on Murkan’s “redness”

403 Henry Whitehead, The Village Gods of South India. Second Edition, Revised and Enlarged, (Calcutta, 1921):
45 states “...to remove the bad effects of spells they invoke the principal deity of the particular village and offer
cocks, goats, sheep etc., to that deity in the annual festivals...a number of cocks are offered to the village deities
like Bahiroba, Mariai, Mhasoba. It is worth noting that the nature of these deities is altogether different from the
Vedic deities”. See also Wirz, Paul. Exorcism and the Art of Healing in Ceylon, (Leiden: Brill, 1954), for its use
in exorcist rites and healing rites. I myself also witnessed the sacrifice of a cock in possession rituals related to
Theyyam complex of Northern Kerala, which will be discussed later.

404 Atharvaveda (5.31.2). Whitney translates this verse as, “What (witchcraft) they have made for thee in a
cock, or what in a kurita-wearing goat, in an ewe what witchcraft they have made - I take that back again”
(Whitney 1962: 279). Bhide also shows this association existed also in ancient Iranian Pahalvi texts - See
Bhide, "Cock in Vedic Literature" in Bharatiya Vidya. Vol. 27, (1967): 1-5.
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“standard instruments of exorcism” throughout Asia.**® Peacock feathers are reputed to have
medicinal and healing properties and become an indispensable ingredient in demonological
traditions for treating wounds, exorcism, and antidotes against snakebites. Even now peacock
feathers are commonly waved over the sick or tied on as protective amulets to scare away
demons and fight various diseases throughout India.*%

Possession and exorcism are dominant features associated with Murugan in the
Sangam poems. Murugan’s most important role in the literature is as a dispeller of ananku,
which generally means “distress” or “fear”, but refers more specifically to suffering caused
by disease, ghosts, demons, or sorcery. This anarnku is often personified as his archenemy,
the ciir, an afflictive malevolent spirit, usually female, who is said to roam the hills
terrorizing and possessing its inhabitants.

Like Rudra, however, Murugan not only dispels anarku, but is also recognized as one
who causes it. Although ultimately seen as a benevolent protector and a god of justice and
virtue, Murugan dangerous side is also evidenced in these texts. For example, Murugan is
feared for causing afflictive possession, especially in young women, much like the
gandharvas we discussed earlier in the Vedic traditions. According to Puranantiru [299:6-7],
women are instructed not to touch anything associated with Murugan, for fear they will be
punished and possessed by the god. In various references he is even referred to as being

ananku himself, implying that it is he who ultimately has control over this malevolent force —

405 Strickmann (2005: 224)

406 See P.T. Nair, “The Peacock Cult in Asia.” Asian Folklore Studies 33.2, (1974): 109; See also Smith (2006:
467 fn. 118) who also notes a contemporary Hanuman-Upasand manual which discusses yantras used even
today to ward off afflicting bhiitas. In these rites a peacock-feather fan is employed to “sweep away” spirits,
especially from small children.
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a feature familiar with most of the bhiitanathas and grahas we have been discussing thus far.
407
Despite this, what dominates most in Murugan’s cult is his association with positive
and divine forms of possession. A number of poems describe possession by Murugan as a
joyous act of worship and communion, especially by women, who ecstatically dance his
praise.*® In ritual contexts, other poems detail how he possesses the high priests and
priestesses (velan) of the cult when invoked through rapturous and frenzied dance (veriyatal).
He is also invoked in various divination rites in order to diagnose and prescribe treatments
for disease and demonic possession. Frederick Clothey describes a poem on Murugan
recorded in Narrinai 288:
...a priestess (kattuvicci) is asked for a diagnosis of a maiden’s languor. The diviner,
be it priest or priestess, is believed to be possessed of the god and thus have access to
the god’s will... the site is spread with sand and decorated with red kantal
flowers...the dance is accompanied by musical instruments and songs. The priest
elevates a puppet designed to take the illness from the maiden; a ram is sacrificed,
and its blood offered to Murukan... The priestess...is given paddy, which she throws
into the air. She perspires, shivers, smells her palms, and starts her rapturous singing
in praise of Murukan. The paddy is counted by fours. If one, two or three paddy
grains are left over, Murukan is believed to be the cause of the malaise; if the count is
even, something else is that cause.*?”
Although this passage is poetry and neither highly descriptive nor prescriptive, these
descriptions are remarkable for their continuity with past and contemporary possession and
divination traditions, some which still exist throughout Asia today. Also note the use of

possession as a way to diagnose, the creation of what appears to be a sand mandala, and the

use of a fetish, which they believe the disease is transferred to — as we will see these are all

407 See Clothey (1978: 29)

408 See Clothey (1978: 28)

409 See Clothey (1978: 28) who quotes from various Tamil sources (Tirumuru. 230 and Ciriyatirumardel 20:22).
Translation by Clothey.
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important elements that are found in the Tantric texts and possession traditions even now.
This is also the case in Sri Lanka, where Murugan regularly manifests himself by taking
possession of his worshippers, particularly during festivals at Kataragama. Numerous
ethnographies have been written over the years discussing the great Kataragama complex and
the possession and exorcistic rites performed there.*1°

Throughout the South, Murugan’s devotees are also known to be involved in various
"fierce rites" of devotion involving self-torture, mutilation, firewalking, hook-hanging and
other painful ordeals imposed on his devotees in fulfillment of various vows. Referencing
this aspect of Murugan-Skanda’s worship, Strickmann writes, “His essential character seems
to be that of a dark, violent god... a demonic and furious aspect remains at the core of the
great patron deity, testifying to his ultimate demonic origins.”*!!

Regardless of the precise dating of the Sangam literature, a process of Sanskritization
and domestication had begun with the Southern Skanda from the 7th to 14th centuries, much
as it did earlier with the graha Skanda from the North. During this period, sculptures,
inscriptions, and literature gave dominance to Murugan-Skanda’s more Brahmin-friendly
manifestation as Subrahmanya. Leslie Orr argues that Murugan’s disappearance from the

archeological records during this period was due to his subsumption into the Saiva and

Brahmanic pantheons.*!? Inscriptions from the 13th century give evidence of Subrahmanya-

410 See, for example, Bruce Kapferer, 4 Celebration of Demons Exorcism and the Aesthetics of Healing in Sri
Lanka, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983), Obeyesekere (1977); and Paul Younger, Playing Host to
Deity: Festival Religion in the South Indian Tradition, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).

411 Strickmann (2005: 224)

412 At this time, Subrahmanya was not considered a central figure in Saiva or Sakta temple programs but was
rather an adjunct protector deity installed alongside a number of other guardian deities (dvarapalas). Despite
this effort to marginalize him, Subrahmanya’s icons often became cult centers for his devotees, dwarfing even
the presiding deities of the temple he was installed to protect. See Leslie C. Orr, “The Medieval Murukan: The
Place of a God among His Tamil Worshipers,” in Hindu Ritual at the Margins, ed. Linda Penkower, (Columbia,
S.C: The University of South Carolina Press, 2014): 21-41.
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Skanda’s rise in becoming a main focus of worship at such sites, and by the 14th century
numerous temples were built solely dedicated to the deity. Not long after, Orr argues that a
cultural revival of sorts takes place, which resulted in the re-incorporation of many of
Murugan’s earlier traits, and the re-establishment of Murugan temples throughout the South.
Traces of Skanda-Murugan’s cult are found throughout other parts of India as well, such as
the Maharashtrian cult of Khandoba, where, as we’ve mentioned earlier, possession rites are

common.*!3

THE BUDDHIST SKANDA: KARTTIKEYA, MANJUSRI, &
VAJRAKUMARA

We’ve already mentioned Kubera-Vaisravana’s and Vajrapani’s rise from their yaksa
roots to full-blown Bodhisattvas and Buddhas in early Buddhist traditions, popularized due to
their ability to protect against demons and their bestowal of esoteric knowledge. Like other
krodha-vighnantakas who become seminal in the Tantric Buddhists traditions, the Buddhist
Skanda plays a similar role and becomes identified with the protective bodhisattva Manjusri
(“Gentle Glory”).*!* His descriptions are found in the one of the earliest Buddhist Tantras,
the Marnjusrimiilakalpa, where Mafijusri is often called Karttikeya, Kumara, and
Kumarabhiita.*!> Here too Mafijusri carries his signature spear or vajra, has a peacock as his

vehicle (vahana) and is known as “The Lord of Bhiitas” alongside a list of fierce female

413 See Sontheimer (1989)

414 Also known as Manjughosa (“Gentle Sound”).

415 See Thomas Eugene Donaldson, Iconography of the Buddhist Sculpture of Orissa, (New Delhi: Indira
Gandhi National Center for the Arts: Abhinav Publ, 2001): 159-160 for iconography; See also T.N. Ganapati’s
volume 2 of The Aryamanjusrimiilakalpa, (1922: 253; 304; 315; 332; 44; 460)
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possessing entities, such as the pitanas, bhaginis, dakinis, ripinis, yaksinis, and akasamatys
(“Sky Mothers”, also identified as the saptamatarah).”*1

In later Tibetan traditions, Skanda as Kumara is paralleled in many ways also by
Vajrakumara, most commonly known as Vajrakila, a deity invoked particularly for
apotropaic, exorcistic, and abhicarika rites. Robert Mayer has detailed many of the
similarities between this figure and Skanda-Kumara which includes: worship with six-
segmented rudraksa bead malas in the month of Kartikka; association with mountains and
worship in the form of a yiipa (sacrificial post); similar retinues and entourages — Skanda
with an entourage of nine male heroes (navavira) and a retinue of fierce female matrkas and
other child-disease goddesses such as Revati, while Vajrakumara has an entourage of 10
male Herukas (dasakrodha) and a host of fierce female pisdcis and other child-disease
goddesses such as Revati.*!” While direct connections are tentative between the two, the
similarities seem to be too striking for mere coincidence.

Skanda appears in his more demonic graha form in earlier versions of the 37-4t%h
centuries CE proto-Tantric Mahamayirividyarajni Sttra (MVS, “The Book of the Peacock
Spells”). As mentioned earlier, this was an early Mahayana raksa (protection) text, and
Skanda’s name appears here in a demonological list among other possession entities. His
name is also included in such lists in two early Chinese translations of the text (T. 987, 988)

as well a 5 century CE Sanskrit version of the Peacock Spell from the Bower Manuscript. In

the 6™ century Chinese translation, he appears both as an afflicting deity, and then later in the

416 T N. Ganapati, The Aryamanjusrimiilakalpa. Pt. 1. (Trivandrum: Superintendent, Gov. Press, 1920): 20-21.
417 Robert Mayer, "Observations on the Tibetan Phur-pa and the Indian Kila", in Buddhist Forum, Volume II,
ed. T. Skorupski, (London: School of Oriental & African Studies, 1991) :163-192.
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text as a protector deity. The text states that Skanda, wielding his lance and the Peacock
Spell, “will drive demonic venom into the earth.”*!%

Skanda is also found in the Chinese Buddhist “Book of Dharani for Protecting
Children” (Hu chu t'ung-tzu t'o-lo-ni ching, T. r028A), a Sanskrit text translated into Chinese
in the first half of the sixth century, wherein a group of fifteen powerful balagrahas are
described who devour human fetuses and attack young children. The Buddha lists them all,
which includes mostly female demons with various animal forms, along with Kumara
(Skanda). Like early Indian medical texts, it also describes the characteristic symptoms and
signs provoked by each of the fifteen demons - Skanda’s own particular signs being
“trembling” or “rolling of the shoulders” according to Strickmann. Strickmann further notes
that in China, Skanda’s “diagnosis and cure were affected through child-mediums, his
incarnate representatives, whose wagging heads and shaking shoulders then betokened the
god's presence.”*!” We will return to the use of child-mediums in a later chapter, but for now
note the interesting relationship between a child-god (Skanda), who was originally a child-
killing demon (Kumara), who becomes employed as force for healing and oracular
knowledge through the use of child-mediums. As we will see, this becomes a widespread
pattern in oracular possession and divination rites throughout South Asia and East Asia.

From the seventh century onwards, Skanda becomes popularized in China as Wei-t'o,

one of the chief guardian-gods found throughout China’s Buddhist monasteries.**

Strickmann believes the deity’s popularity was chiefly due to Skanda’s involvement in a

418 In T.985,19:472C - see Strickmann (2005: 221).

419 Strickmann (2005: 220). See also more recent work on these texts in Catherine Despeux, Médecine, religion
et sociéte dans la Chine médiévale: étude de manuscrits chinois de Dunhuang et de Turfan, (Paris: Collége de
France, Institut des hautes études chinoises, 2010) particularly the chapter entitled “Infant diseases and Buddhist
Demonology: Local and Exotic Knowledge in the Dunhuang Manuscripts”.

420 Strickmann (2005: 218) notes this is actually a mis-transliteration of his name, which should be Chien-t'o,
rather than Wei-t'o.
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series of visions and revelations by the distinguished monk Tao-hsuan beginning in 667 CE.
According to tradition, at the ripe age of seventy-one the ailing monk went into retreat and
begin having “visionary visits” from Skanda, who provided Tao-hsuan with divine
knowledge. The monk was naturally excited and eagerly queried him about various divine
topics, and Skanda’s responses were feverishly written down in a massive manuscript, of
which only a small portion has been preserved.*?! The experience of the monk’s divine
revelations has some similarities to the type of oracular possession we mentioned earlier
involving gandharvas and yaksas who communicated supernatural knowledge through
various mediums (such as the gandharva possession of Udara, Sandilya wife), though, in this
case, it was the monk himself who was the medium. Due to the monks’ divine revelations
and his influence in the region at that time, Skanda begins to be installed as the guardian
deity par excellence of Buddhist monasteries throughout China and employed in various
possession and divination rites of the time. As Strickmann puts it, “That guardian-gods of
temple gateways have been among the most active agents of possession in East Asia, may
well owe much to Skanda and his cult.”#??

Despite his early ascendancy to Bodhisattva-hood in other Buddhist traditions,
Skanda is again seen as a graha in a 10"-century Chinese recension of the Kumara-Tantra,
which was translated as The Book of Ravana's Explanations of How to Cure the Ailments of
Children (T. 1330; Skt. Ravanaproktabalacikitsa). In this text, “Skanda” is listed as the
twelfth grahi alongside a group of eleven “Mother-seizers” (grhamdtrkas). Surprisingly the

translator seems to consider Skanda a female too — this could either be a mistake on the part

421 Preserved in the Tao hsiian li shih kan-t'ung lu (T. 2107). Skanda’s role as transmitter of tantric revelations
among various Saiva Tantric schools is found as well in some of their earliest texts. See Teun Goudriaan and
Sanjukta Gupta. Hindu Tantric and Sakta Literature. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1981): 5-6 for references.

422 Strickmann (2005: 219)
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of the translators or an attempt to differentiate this “seizing” Skanda to the Bodhisattva
Skanda found in coeval traditions.*?? In this account, the Mother-seizers are said to possess
the child’s body, allowing them to consume the infant’s vital essence and breath, which leads
to illness and potential death.*** This method of sucking the vital fluids is mentioned in the
medical texts as we’ll soon see, but also becomes the modus operandi of the fierce yoginis of
the tantric traditions who possess and kill their victims. We will discuss this in more detail in
the following chapter. As we will see in other Indian bhiitavidya texts, it also states that the
primary motivation for possessing and afflicting young children was to receive worship and
extort offerings from their parents. Due to their fierce activities, the texts purported author,
the famous raksasa demon-king Ravana of the Hindu epics, is said to have compassionately

provided this apotropaic knowledge to combat and control these malevolent beings.

SIVA AND HIS GANAS: THE RISE OF THE BHUTANATHAS

As we have seen so and far, and will continue to see throughout this dissertation, one
of my primary focuses is on the figure of the bhiitandatha, the “Lord of Spirits”. It is these
particular bhiitanatha-deities (e.g., Rudra, Kubera, Skanda, Hariti, etc.) who were assimilated
and appropriated by the classical religions in the Epic period and go on to become the central

divinities during the emergence of the Tantric traditions. It is these bhitanathas who I argue

423 Similarly, the Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara was feminized into Kuan-yin in the Chinese tradition. This deity
was also involved in exorcistic and apotropaic rites which also used child-mediums as oracles in the 7-8%
century Chinese translation of the Amoghapasa-sitra (T. 1097), see Strickmann (2005: 204).

424 This method of sucking the vital fluids is also the modus operandi of yoginis who possess and kill their
victims is also found in the 8-9th century Netra Tantra which we will discuss shortly. See David G. White,
“Netra Tantra at the Crossroads of the Demonological Cosmopolis.” The Journal of Hindu Studies 5 (2):
(2012b): 145-71.
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become models for the tantric adepts, transacting with or emulating them to gain their powers
and liberative knowledge, in some cases, through possession rites.

Before ending this chapter, I will give some more data on three other important
bhiitandathas - Ganapati, Bhairava, and Hanuman. Like Skanda and others we've mention,
these three divinities also follow the same graha-to-god trajectory, and despite their changes
in status over time, each continue to maintain some degree of their earlier graha and

bhiitandatha qualities and their association with possession rites.

GANAPATI-VINAYAKA

One of South Asia’s most popular and beloved deities is the elephant headed god
commonly known as the “Remover of Obstacles” and variously named Ganapati, Ganesa,
Vinayaka, and Vighnaharta). Images of Ganapati exist as early as the 2" century CE, though
his formal absorption into the Saiva family, as Siva’s son and the brother of Skanda, doesn’t
occur until around the 6™ century.*>> However, as various studies have shown, the loveable
Ganesa, like most of the deities we’ve been discussing, is a composite deity with a complex
history tied to darker origins. This is implied, of course, in his various name - Ganapati, “The
Lord of Ganas”, a name used earlier to refer to the fierce Rudra;**® Vinayaka, which
originally referred to a class of demonic possessing entities; and finally, the related

appellations Vighne$vara, the “Lord of Obstacles” and Vighnaharta, the “Remover of

425 M. K. Dhavalikar, "Ganesa: Myth and Reality." In Ganesh: Studies of an Asian God, €d. R. L Brown,
(Albany: State University of New York, 1991): 49-68, argues for 2™ century date, while A.K. Narain, in his
chapter “Ganesa: A Protohistory of the Idea and the Icon” (p. 19-48) in the same book, argues for argues for a
4-5 century date.

426 Taittiriva Samhitas (4.1.2.2) and Maitrayaniva Sambhitas (2.7.2, 3.1.3). In earlier texts of the Rg Veda,
Brhaspati/Brahmanaspati (RV 2.23.1) and Indra (RV 10.112.9) are also referred to as ganapatis, but strictly as
an attribute and in reference to being a leader or lord. Most of the time ganas refers also specifically to the
Maruts
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Obstacles”, names which reflect the deity’s dual-role and qualities - at once malevolent, as
the causer of obstacles, and benevolent, as the remover of these same obstacles. Ganapati’s
iconography, as is the case with most animal-headed deities, also points to his roots in earlier
vaksa/graha cults.

This is borne out in the textual evidence as well. As we saw in the 2™ century BCE
Manava Grhya Sutras (2. 14), reference was made to a group of demonic child-killing
vinayakas who possess humans, alongside Mahasena (Skanda) and Mahadeva (Rudra) —
link’s which still continues to this day. In the MGS passage, four vinayakas are actually
named specifically - Salakatankata, Kusmandarajaputra, Usmita, and Devayajana. No
references, however, associate the vinayakas directly with the name Ganapati/Ganesa or
elephant features at this early time. According to the Ramayana, Salakatankata refers to a
type of raksasa, while the PariSistas of the AV include the name in a list of malevolent
grahas, alongside Skanda.*?’” Kusmandarajaputra, on the other hand, is related to a category
of Buddhist protector demi-gods (lokapalas), known as kusmandas or kumbhandas headed
by the deformed, dwarfish, pot-bellied yaksa Virtudhaka, as found in Bharhut and Sanchi
sculptures from the 2™ century BCE.**® Some early representations of these beings have
them holding various animals (ram, birds etc.), while later Chinese depictions portray them
as horse-headed.*? Later Puranas additionally classify this group as pisacas.**° The other two
names are not referenced elsewhere and may have been local non-Vedic entities popular in

the region where the MGS was compiled. In a related Grhya Sutra, the Bodhdayana

427 See Ramayana, Uttarakanda, 8.23 and AV Paristas 20.4.2

428 See Anita Raina Thapan, “Ganapati: The Making of a Brahmanical Deity.” Studies in History 10.1 (1994): 4
and Strickmann (2002: 66—67)

429 See Sgrensen (2006: 122, note 87) for references.

430 Vayu Purana I1.8.198-199 and 11.8.251-252.
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Ghyrasesa Sitra, we find also find the names Vighne$vara and Gane$vara as synonyms of
Vinayaka.*!

Like later medical texts, the MGS 2.14 gives symptoms of those who are possessed
(bhavanti or avista) by the vinayakas — possessed persons, the text states, may pound clods
of dirt, tear up grass, write on their own limbs, have inauspicious dreams, feel as if they are
moving through the air, or have paranoid feelings of being pursued. Furthermore, the
vindyakas are said to act as various obstacles to humans - blocking princes from becoming
kings, girls from attaining husbands, mothers from issuing children, teachers from reaching
the position of a master (d@carya), students from studying, merchants from trading, and
farmers from yielding crops.**? The Grhya Sutras lay down various propitiatory and
expiatory rites in order to free oneself from possession by the vinayakas. These rites are
similar to techniques found in the AV and involve quelling the spirits with offerings of raw
and cooked meat, wine, and other foods (MGS 2.14.22). The priest is told to pour some of
these offerings on to the heads of the possessed victims, while the remnants are given away
at the crossroads (MGS 2.14.27), a favorite haunt of Rudra, the goddess, and their respective
hordes of bhiitas.**

Although there are no references to Ganesa in the critical edition of the MBh or the

earliest Puranas,*** early portions of the MBh, like the Grhya Sutras, do make references to

vinayakas as maleficent spirits alongside other bhiitas, raksasas and pisacas*>. In one place

4! In the Bodhayana Ghyra$esa Siitra (3.10.2.9), see Narain (1991: 42)

432 See Rajendra C. Hazra, "Ganapati-Worship and the Upapuranas dealing with it," Journal of the Ganganatha
Jha Research Institute, Allahabad, Vol. V, pt. 4. (1948): 264.

433 See Shingo Einoo, From Material to Deity: Indian Rituals of Consecration, (New Delhi: Manohar, 2005):
6l.

434 Any associations with the elephant-headed god are later redactions

4335 na raksasa na pisaca na bhiita na vinayakah | vighnam kuryur grhe tasya yatrayam pathyate stavah || MBH
12.284.131
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they are also identified with Rudra’s hoards as ganesvaras, stating that these “ganesvara-
vinayakas control the whole world”.**¢ Similarly, in the Harivamsa the term ganesvaras is
used to describe a class of demons who cause disease.*’’
It was precisely around this period, according to Narain and other scholars, that the
various strands that come to make up the current form of Ganesa, begin to collide:
A process of syncretism led to a synthesis and incorporation of elements of popular-
belief systems in the mainstream of Indian culture. As a part of this process, the
malignancy of Vinayaka as a vignhakarta was removed, and from Vighnes$vara he
becomes a vighnaharta, Ganes$vara. First, Vinayaka was assigned a positive role and
elevated as a bhagavat to whom offerings could be made by those desirous of siddhi
(success), rddhi (prosperity), and pasu (wealth) (BGS 3.10.5). He was praised as a
bhiipati and bhuvanapati as well as bhiitanam pati. (BGS 3.10.6) 438
Thus, beginning with the Bodhayana Ghyrasesa Siitra we see the vinayakas
transformation from a “Causer of Obstacles” (vignhakarta) to a “Remover of Obstacles”
(vighnaharta) if propitiated correctly, as well as an elevation in status as a “Lord of Spirits”
(bhiitanam pati). In the Yajnavalkya-smrti (3-5th century CE), we no longer find mention of
multiple vinayakas, but rather one Vinayaka who, the text states, was appointed by Brahma
and Rudra as the leader of these same malignant spirits (gananam adhipati).**°
Although there is no mention of his elephantine attributes in these early texts, such

qualities began to be seen epigraphic evidence and sculptural images from the 5" century

onward.**? T will refer the reader to more comprehensive studies on the assimilation of

436 MBH 13.150.25 isvarah sarvalokanam ganesvaravinayakah

437 See Narain (1991: 22) for HV reference

438 Narain (1991: 30)

49 See Krishan (1992: 364) and Ramkrishna Gopal Bhandarkar, Vaisnavism, Saivism, and Minor Religious
Systems, (New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1995): 147-148.

440 See Torzsok, "Three Chapters of Saiva Material Added to the Earliest Known Recension of the
Skandapurana,” In Origin and Growth of the Puranic Text Corpus: With Special Reference to the
Skandapurana, ed. Hans Bakker et al., (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2004): 3 fn. 12, for reference to a 6™
century image of Gane$a with Siva and Skanda.
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Ganesa’s later elephantine form,*! however, we should note that animal-headed ganas and
bhiitas of these malevolent types were common and his portrayal as such should not come as
any surprise.**? There is, in fact, reference to an elephant-headed yaksa in various versions of
the Sabha Parvan (MBh10:35), Dantin “The Tusked One”, who is said to belong to the
entourage of Kubera.

By the time we reach the earliest recension of the Skanda Purana (eight-century),
which contain the earliest birth stories of Ganapati-Vinayaka, most of the attributes we come
to associate with Ganesa are already in place. However, recently discovered portions of this
manuscript also reveal some interesting data regarding his graha roots. In these portions
Ganesa tells his the Devi that he will fulfill the wishes of humans by bestowing wealth,
health, progeny, and other worldly enjoyments to them. However, Siva also mentions that
Vinayaka consumes alcohol and meat, and should be worshipped accordingly. Additionally
he is called “the leader (nayaka) of all ganas” (vinayakah sarvaganesu nayako),*** and
explicitly called a “graha who is hostile against other such demons” (graham grahanam api
karyavairinam).*** The text also warns that those who lead sinful lives or disrespect the deity
will suffer the consequences and become possessed by him.#*> Other sections also prescribe
various shomas in his honor specifically to combat possession by grahas and diseases (graha-

dosa).**°

41 See especially Brown (1991)

442 See P.K. Agrawala (1978: 5-8) regarding Ganapati’s association with the disease elephant-headed goddess
Jyestha.

443 58a: vindyakah sarvaganesu nayako ..ste: as seen in Torzsok (2004:3-4)

444 59b: graham grahanam api karyavairinam 1bid.

445 Ibid.

446 Other Puranas also associate Ganesa with the piSacas, referring to him as Hastipisacisa (“The Elephant Lord

of Ghouls”). See Thapan (1994: 21-22) for references.
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In later tantric traditions, a Ganapatya cult does arise dedicated to Mahaganapati as
the supreme deity, though possession does not seem to be a prominent factor. Some tantras
describe the worship of groups of ganapatis, usually numbering sixteen, thirty-two and fifty-
six, often with their consorts.**” In the Praparicasara (11" century), Ganapati presides over
his own mandala and is said to be surrounded by a group of nine matrs who are worshipped
not only for wealth, success, and removal of obstacles, but also for magical rites of
subjugation against enemy kings, or for attracting a spouse, and even procuring elephants.**
In these rites, practitioners seem to revert back to his older role as an obstacle-creator, but for
enemies. A much later Tantra the Vidyarnavatantra (17"-18" century) is similarly focused
on more of Ganapati’s abhicara (sorceristic) rites. Within this we can find mention of rites
involving homa and japa of Ganapati’s mantra resulting in the subjugation of women or
enemy kings and their armies, murderous sorcery, obtaining treasure from nagas or yaksini
spirits, destroying evil possessing spirits, and a host of other siddhis (supernatural
accomplishments).*** A brief svasthavesa rite involving Ganapati is also mentioned which
employs either a virgin boy or girl who is empowered by 108 repetitions of the prescribed
mantra, and then said to be able to answer questions about the past, present, and future.*>°

In Tantric Buddhist traditions of China, similar rites are found associated with the

Chinese Ganapati-Vinayaka. In various eighth-century Chinese texts (T. 1268; T. 1270; T.

1271, T. 1272), a demonic Vinayaka is described as being dual-bodied, often depicted in a

47 See Biihnemann, Gudrun. 1987. “Tantric Worship of Ganesa According to the Prapaficasara.”
Zeitdeutmorggese Zeitschrift Der Deutschen Morgenldindischen Gesellschaft 137 (2): 357—-82 and Biihnemann.
1989. Tantric forms of Ganesa according to the Vidyarnavatantra. Institut fiir Indologie, Eichtrach,
Switzerland.

448 See Bithnemann (1987: 358)

449 Other siddhis include gaining magical sandals to fly, powers of invisibility and invincibiliy, protection from
thieves, enemies and wild animals, attracting a spouse, rainmaking, and even liberation. See Bithnemann (1989:
64-69)

450 Biihnemann (1989: 66).
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sensual embrace with his pig-headed consort, Senayaka, identified by some as a
manifestation of the Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara aka Guanyin (T. 1270; T. 1268).4*! These
texts describe many of the same tantric abhicara rites befitting ambivalent and dual-natured
deities of this sort, including rites to cure people from madness caused by spirit possession.
Another rite briefly mentions the use of two virgin girls, though it is unclear if it is a
svasthavesa rite as the text is severely corrupted.*>? There is, however, mention of a rite
involving recitation of Ganapati’s mantra before bed, resulting in the god manifesting
himself in dreams and speaking on auspicious and inauspicious things. Other, more nefarious
rites are also mentioned including subjugation and causing madness in others. In these rites
an empowered image of Ganapati-Vinayaka is used as a charm or effigy, which causes the
victim to become insane and act like an animal. When the effigy is removed, the insanity is
also said to leave. Strickmann sees this is a form of possession - given the graha roots of

Ganapati-Vinayaka, [ would tend to agree with him.*>

BHAIRAVA-MAHAKALA-BATUKA

Most of the bhiitas and bhiitanathas we’ve described so far were at some point
associated with Siva-Rudra and his retinue of ganas and/or rooted in independent yaksa and
graha cults. This was clearly the case, for Skanda and Ganapati who were assimilated into
the Saiva pantheon as Siva’s sons, but this may also be the case for some of his other

renowned ganas, such as Nandi (his bull vehicle), Virabhadra (“Hero-Friend”), Nilalohita

451 This same representation went also to Japan where he is known as Kangiten or Shoten. His groups of
vindyakas were assimilated to class of kojin ("raging deities"). See Bernard Faure “The Impact of Tantrism on
Japanese Religious Traditions,” in Transformations and Transfer of Tantra in Asia and Beyond ed. 1. Keul
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012): 402-403.

452 Strickmann (2005: 254)

453 See Strickmann (2005: 253-256) for all references.
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"(The Blue-and-Red-One"), and Bhairava-Mahakala (“The Terrible One/Great Death/Time
[Lord]”).

Scholars have long recognized that the Siva himself is a composite deity, who owes
different facets of his identity to various divine/demonic beings that were appropriated and
assimilated into the Saiva tradition, along with their respective cults and narratives, as the
originally marginalized Rudra elevated to one of the “great gods” of Hinduism. Granoff
argues that this synthesis of Rudra-Siva primarily took place in the Gupta period, which
represented, she writes, the “culmination of a development in which the ganas, originally
totally independent figures, gradually became identified with Siva and absorbed into his
larger narrative.”** The early Puranas, various extra-Vedic, and even Jain and Buddhist texts
often preserve the traces of this historic development. The early Skanda Purana, for example,
lists a number of ganas who were formerly yaksas with their own regional cults.*>

These developments can be traced within early medieval Hindu art as well. As
Granoff has pointed out, Siva was rarely ever depicted in early narrative scenes while his
ganas were represented much more frequently.*>® This was likely due to their popularity in
their respective cults (e.g., Kubera/Skanda etc.), reflecting the central role these figures
previously held when absorbed into the Saiva fold. As seen in many early Puranic stories
and sculptural representations, it is the ganas who were usually the primary agents carrying
out Siva’s destructive acts. This is in contrast to earlier Vedic texts, where it was Rudra

himself who performed most of these sorts of deeds. Granoff argues that this reflected a stage

434 See Granoff, “Siva and His Ganas: Techniques of Distancing in Puranic Stories.” Voice of the Orient.
(2006): 80.

455 One gana in SP 55.23, for example, is said to have been formerly a yaksa who protected the territory of
Pancala, while other well-known yaksas, such as Manibhadra, the Jain Pirnabhadra (early SP 23.21), and, of
course, Kubera are also mentioned as becoming ganas of Siva. See Granoff (2006: 96-97) for other sources.
456 Granoff (2006: 79)
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of development of Saivism in which the narratives of the individual ganas had not yet been
completely assigned to Siva. As the bhiitanatha, Granoff writes, “Siva acts by proxy; he
summons a being, usually identified as one of his ganas, who does what needs to be
done”. %7

As the ganas began to become assimilated into the Saiva fold, so too does their
respective cult narratives, often serving as the “raw material” to Siva’s Puranic narratives. In
some cases, this assimilation resulted in the ganas name simply becoming just another
epithet of Siva, while others were cast as manifestations or avatdras (incarnations), following
the model of the Vaisnavas.**® Granoff has given various examples of the former when
comparing the “early” Skanda Purana versus later Puranas, where Siva’s mythology has been
fully formed. Her analysis shows that many acts attributed to Siva in later texts, such as the
infamous slicing of Brahma’s fifth head, were actually performed by his ganas (or more
precisely the gananayakas, “leaders of the ganas ”).*>® 1 will refer the reader to her articles
for more detailed versions of these stories, but suffice to say there were a number of variant
versions that existed in earlier texts when compared to later Puranas.*®® Granoff believes
these narrative “incoherencies” signal the amalgamation of several different stories that
originally belonged to independent ganas, such as Nilalohita, Bhairava and Mahakala, which
eventually absorbed into the great god Siva's own mythology.*¢!

Although there is little evidence of an actual cult for Nilalohita (The Blue-and-Red

One"), he may be one of earliest ganas associated with Rudra in Vedic texts. In the

457 Ibid. Part of the reason for this may have been due to the preference among more elite Saiva schools at this
time to worship the formless aspect Siva who was beyond such worldly actions in non-anthropomorphic terms.
458 This is seen in the Siva Purana for example

459 See Granoff (2006: 95)

460 Thid.

461 Granoff (2003:104)
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Taittiriyasamhita, for example, Rudra’s hordes are said to be blue-necked (nilagriva) and red
(vilohita), while in AV 8.8.24 the name is actually used as an epithet for Rudra, who is
invoked in counter-sorcery rites to ward off evil beings.*? In earlier portions of the MBh,
Nilalohita is considered one of the eleven rudras, however, later portions identify him and
Siva as the same being, suggesting his full absorption into Siva had taken already taken

place.*%3

Traces of Nilalohita demonic background are again seen in the late Ekamra Purana
(9"-15™ century CE), which explicitly identifies him as a demon (EP 30.22).

A variant version of the story in chapter five (the Avantyakhanda) of the late SP,
identifies Mahakala as the primary agent who beheads Brahma. However, his pilgrimage is
not to Varanasi, as in most versions, but instead to Mahakalavana Tirtha in Ujjain, a known
strong hold of Mahakala’s cult. Mention of Mahakala is found earlier as well, in Kaundinya’s
commentary (4th-6th centuries) to the Pasupata Siutras, where he is listed as an independent
gana.*s*

An interesting origin story of Mahakala is found slightly earlier in the Harivamsa,
which details Krsna’s victory over the fierce demon (@sura) and infant killer, Bana, who in
other Epic sources is also listed as an attendant of Skanda’s and also the brother of the
disease goddess Piitana.*®S As he is about to kill Bana, Krsna is approached by Siva who

informs him that Bana had received a boon from him and was his protector. Out of respect

for Siva, Krsna agrees not to kill him. Bana, however, is fearful of his life and is now afraid

462 Blue and red also referred to the colors of the threads used in these exorcistic and apotropaic rites. See also
Taittiriya Samhita 4.5.1 and AVP 14.2.2.

463 See Dronaparvan MBh 7.57. In MBh 13.14.154 Nilalohita is said to be the foremost of the rudras. See
Granoff (2003) for more references.

464 Similarly, in the Agni Purana (AP 50.39), Mahakala is named alongside Nandi$a as a door guardian
(dvarpalas) of the temple, and in the Brahma Purana 32.6, he is again listed as one of Siva’s ganas alongside
Karttikeya, Gane$a, and Nandi$vara.

465 See MBh 9.45.71. Visnu, Vayu and Padma Purana list Puitana as his sister.
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that Siva will kill him, to which Siva’s chief gana, Nandin, advises, “Bana, Bana, dance and
everything will be fine!” (HV 112.114). To save his own life, the terrified Bana begins a
vigorous dance which pleases Siva who, out of pity, offers him a boon. The relieved Bana
requests to become one of Siva’s chief ganas and becomes known as Mahakala (HV
112.124), who is also given the power to grant children to devotees who dance as he had just
done (HV 112.120). Granoff believes this story is a reference to Mahakala’s own cult, a cult
associated with child protection and ritual dancing as a form of worship - features still found
in many possession cults in South Asia*¢ In later Hindu and Buddhist Tantras, Mahakala
becomes a central figure and, as we will see in chapter four, plays an important role in a
Saiva tantric deity possession rite known as the Mahakalahrdaya. The Buddhists also
commonly invoke him as a dharmapala or dharmaraja, a great protector deity who was
particularly associated with sorceristic, prophylactic, and apotropaic rites.*’

Rather than Nilalohita in the early Skanda Purana, it is Bhairava in the late Skanda
Purana (9-13™ century), who is said to have been born (samkaramsaja) from and conjured up
(purusam bhairavakrtim) by the bhitanatha Siva (SP 4.1.41),%® who decapitates Brahma and
makes the pilgrimage to Kapalamocana Tirtha (“Sacred Site of the Releasing of the Skull”)
in Varanasi, where Granoff believes Bhairava’s original cult may have been located. *®° The
earliest inscriptional mention of a cult to Bhairava is found in two brief 5"-century

inscriptions of a Vakataka king who described himself as devotee of the god, while in the 7%

466 See references in Granoff (2003:109). Siva’s full identification with Mahakala is also seen among certain
populations around the same time, as evidenced in the court poetry of the 5"-century Kalidasa. This indicates
that in certain regions and times, Mahakala’s identification and conflation with Siva was not universally
recognized.

467 As seen in the Mahakalatantra — see William Stablein, The Mahakalatantra: A Theory of Ritual Blessings
and Tantric Medicine. (PhD Dissertation, Columbia University, 1979).

468 However, slightly later it also states the two deities are one and the same (svam miirtim aparam, SP 4.1.51).
469 See Granoff (2003: 110). Davidson (2002: 211-217) also believes Bhairava began his career as a local
ferocious deity.
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century mention is made of the Buddhist Vajrabhairava in Nepal. Bhairava’s earliest
representations can be dated to roughly this period as well.*’® Images of Bhairava parallel the
wrathful iconography of Mahakala, and the earliest images of both generally depict them as
common yaksas, with dwarfish (vamana) body types, or as various protector deities such as
the ksetrapalas (“protectors of the field”) and dvarpalas (“door-guardians”). As
identification with the Tantric Siva begins to take place during this period, Mahakala-
Bhairava begins to resemble Siva’s Aghora (“Unterrible”) face - wrathful forms, black in
color, with wide red eyes and fanged mouth. It is likely both also had strong associations
with cremation-ground cults as both are almost always represented in the Tantric traditions
with Kapalika accouterments, including the skull-bow and khatvanga (skull-topped staff) or
club, a severed head, and a garland of skulls. David White writes that:
In all likelihood, the name Bhairava was an invention of early tantric actors, who
applied it to the protector deities of the charnel grounds that were the favorite haunt
of the skull bearers and yogins, whose goals of supernatural powers (siddhis) required
that they undertake special mortuary, sexual, and magical rites. In the 7th—11th-
century Svacchandatantra, Bhairava was the sole name employed for the god of these
cremation ground rites. Some early descriptions of Bhairava went so far as to identify
him with the charnel ground, which “wore” the bones and “drank” up the blood of the
dead.... Early tantric sources, both Hindu and Buddhist, often evoked troops of
Bhairavas, locating them at peripheral pithas where, paired with goddesses, they
protected the boundaries of the universe. This is a tradition that continues down to the
present. .. 47!
Bhairava's importance in the early Tantric traditions is clearly seen with the

classification of an entire stream of esoteric literature known as the Bhairava Tantras,

superseding other figures such as Skanda and Kubera to become the premiere bhiitanatha

470 Ibid. Granoff here cites Bakker 1997: 13, note 23. See also White 2012¢. "Bhairava", in Brill's Encyclopedia
of Hinduism. 484-489.
11 White (2012¢: 486).
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and supreme deity.*’? In these sources, Bhairava is also explicitly called a bhiitanatha and a
Vyadhibhaksa, "Devourer of Diseases”, who protects against possession by controlling his
malignant disease-inducing spirits.*”3

As White points out, while a singular Bhairava is often the focus of the textual
traditions, throngs of aniconic protector “bhairavas” become popular throughout villages and
country sides of South Asia, usually alongside other protector deities and local
gods/goddesses of the region. These aniconic images are usually simple unhewn stones
smeared with orange vermilion powder or paste. Various scholars believe that the migration
of Bhairava throughout Asia was primarily through the agency of various itinerant tantric
groups in the medieval period who spread these forms of bhairavas far and wide to local
traditions, who in turn further spread their worship to almost every corner of the

subcontinent. 474

Worship of Bhairava/bhairavas is also found throughout Tibet, Nepal,
China, Mongolia, Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia, and even Japan.

In the Tantras, multiple aggregates of bhairavas are also found, closely aligned with
ferocious groups of bhiitas, yoginis and dakinis. One of the most common groupings are the

astabhairavas, ("Eight bhairavas"), each Bhairava commanding seven other bhairavas (for a

total of sixty-four) and, in many ways, paralleling the more ancient grouping of Skanda and

472 See Mallmann, Marie-Thérése de. Les enseignements iconographiques de 1’Agni-purana, (Paris, Presses
Universitaires de France, 1963): 176, regarding Skanda and Kubera's displacement by Bhairava.

473 Sanderson, “Saivism and the Tantric Tradition,” in The World’s Religions, eds Sutherland et al., (London,
1988): 670.

474 White (2008: 143) writes: “Along with the Dasnami Nagas or the Gosains, the Kanphata or Nath Yogis have,
since the fourteenth century at least, been most responsible for the spread of the cult of Bhairava in South Asia.”
See David White, "Filthy Amulets: ‘Superstition,” True ‘Religion,” and Pure ‘Science” in Hindu Demonology,”
in Divins Remédes: Médecine et Religion en Asie du Sud (Purusartha 27) (Paris: Editions de "EHESS, 2008):
135-62. See also Sontheimer Pastoral Deities in Western India, (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1989b): 198
and William Sax, God of Justice: Ritual Healing and Social Justice in the Central Himalayas, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2009): 77-79, on how these cult spreads through marriage and migration
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the eight matrs.*’> Various Bhairavas will be seen in subsequent chapters, but I wanted to
single out one in particular, which Frederick Smith also noted as being particularly important
in possession and divination rites throughout Asia. *’ However, Smith gives little historical
context or explanation why this specific form, known as Batuka (or Vatuka) Bhairava (“The
Youthful Boy Bhairava") came to be associated as such.*’’ In my view there are significant
parallels between Bhairava as Batuka and Skanda as Kumara, which I will show briefly
below.

A Tamil lexicon, the Pingala-Nighantu (9-10th century), classifies "Vatuka" as an
independent field-protector (ksetrapala), though functioning much in the same way the
multiple bhairava shrines do throughout South Asia, as regional obstructers and protectors
against enemies and demons. In this role, Batuka is often simply an attendant or protector
deity to a more powerful god or goddess, usually housed in subsidiary or ancillary shrines.*’®
In Ceylon, a fascinating painting is found of a figure known as Siya-vatuka, at the ancient
Buddhist site of Pallebadda.*’ The painting is located within the oldest part of the current

shrine, though no date is known of their production. Tradition holds Siya-vatuka was born

475 Although there is no single standard list, one of the earliest enumerations appears in the Rudrayamala and
Kubjikamatantra, which lists them as follows: Asitanga, Ruru, Canda, Krodha, Unmatta, Kapala, Bhinada, and
Samhara See Dyczkowski (1988: 45) for this and other lists. See also Grieve, Gregory P., Retheorizing Religion
in Nepal, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006): 81-82. Regarding the date of the Rudrayamala, David White
personally communicated to me that “while its original core probably dates from before the 9th century, the
version that has now come down to us contains data from as late as the 13th.” David White (2003: 322 fn. 88)
further writes, “On the intimate links between the eight Mothers, the eight Bhairavas, and the eight cremation
grounds in Nepali religious cosmography, see Toffin, Le Palais et le temple, p. 54.”

476 In Smith (2006: 434) he states that Hanuman, (especially in his five-faced form) and Bhairava (especially in
his Batuka form) have emerged as some of the primary deities for possession in India.

477 The Rudrayamala lists Batukanatha as a general of other bhiitas, although he is under the command of
Unmatta Bhairava (the “intoxicated” or “mad” bhairava), the fifth bhairava out of the primary eight. See
Dyczkowski (1988: 45).

478 See, for example, Erndl ‘s (1993: 54-55) section on Naina Devi who has a subsidiary shrine to Vatuka in
Erndl, Kathleen M., Victory to the Mother: the Hindu Goddess of Northwest India in Myth, Ritual, and Symbol,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).

479 According to Mudiyanse (1976: 205) this site is traditionally associated with Phussadeva, one of the ten
warriors of Dutthagamani Abhaya and believed to be as old as 161-137 B.C.E. See Nandasena Mudiyanse,
1976, “Antiquities and Paintings from Sankhapala-Vihara (Ceylon),” East and West 26 (1-2): 205-12.
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from yaksa parents and was the protector god of Saman and his shrine.*®® An unpublished ola
(palm-leaf) manuscript preserved at the Colombo National Museum, describes this image in
more detail:

The demons depart trembling when the ritual of Siya-vatuka is performed. He is three

eyed and the mouth terrible to behold - his color is that of fire, very much demon-

like; When biting his teeth, his tusks tremble and the roar is exceedingly great; He
strikes with his sword, cuts the demons, and scatters them asunder; Master of the
demons is this deity named Vatuka who is mighty and majestic.*!

Though it is unclear how old this material is, it is clear we are in the same
demonological/bhiitandtha cult orbit as many of the beings we’ve been discussing - a yaksa
who eventually elevated as a Lord over, and protector against, these same demons. Most
images of Batuka-Bhairava depict him either as a nude beggar (Bhiksatana), a fierce dwarfish
pot-bellied yaksa, or, like Skanda-Kumara, as a child-god. Despite these different forms, in
the Tantras he is almost always donning bone accoutrements, signifying his cremation-
ground cult roots. In the Kularnava Tantra (8.52) and Kalika Purana (67.6-13) one also finds
vatukas (plural) as a class of beings worshipped in Kaula rites alongside yoginis, ksetrapalas,
bhairavas, nayakas, matrkas, yaksas, etc. David White also makes mention of Batuka’s role
as a protector deity in various alchemical texts such as the Rasarpava (11" century) and the
later Kakacandisvara Kalpa Tantra, both which invoke Batuka in order to pacify demons
who may obstruct the alchemist’s “work™.4%2

Some interesting details regarding Vatuka’s mythical origins are found in the 9-10th

century tantric Kaulajiiananirnaya. In chapter sixteen, Siva-Bhairava tells the Devi: “O

Visalaksi (“Large Eyed One”)! You and I joined at Candradvipa! The Six-Faced One,

480 Mudiyanse (1976: 207)
481 Mudiyanse (1976: 209)
482 See White (1996: 430 fn. 179)
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Vatuka-Ksetrapala was born from our union.”*®3 Similar ideas are found within the Kubjika
Tantras — e.g., in chapter forty-seven of the Manthanabhairava-tantram, the goddess
Kubjika states:

The Lord Vatuka has six faces. Greatly powerful, he is my son. I have given (him)

authority over all the Kula teaching... The great souled Lord accepts his part of the

animal sacrifice (bali). It is not offered to the Kula scripture if it has not been (first)
offered to Vatuka. (3cd-5ab).

These references to the “Six-faced one” are a clear identification, or at least
association, with Vatuka and Skanda by the authors of these text. This would suggest either
that these Kaula texts considered Vatuka and Skanda to be the sons of Siva, rather than
Skanda and Ganesa, or that the authors simply considered Vatuka and Skanda to be the
same.*8* This is a possibility given some of the parallels between the two in textual and ritual
contexts.

Beni Gupta writes that Batuka is also specifically worshipped to obtain various
supernatural powers (siddhis) involving the traditional six magical acts (satkarmani) through
the use of yantras, which Batuka "makes effective".*®> Although Gupta provides no specific
textual sources, a Kaula rite in chapter eleven of the Manthanabhairavatantram, entitled
“The Fashioning of the Mandala and the Offering of Libation”, seems to fit this bill.

According to the text, after the mandala is constructed:

One should purify the mirror... Install it with the goddesses’ divine Weapon and
envelop it within Armor. [30-31ab]

3 aham tvam ca visalaksi candradvipasamagatau | satmukho vatuko jatah ksetrapalakulagame || KIN 16.52.

This same chapter also states that Vatuka was the first to receive the Kula teachings from Siva and the Goddess,
which were then passed on to other ganas such as Vighnesa (Ganesa), Nandin, and Mahakala.

484 Also note the reference to Vatuka being a ksetrapala (field-protector) again, and the mention that he receives
the first share of the bali, a role often held by Ganesa.

485 See Beni Gupta, Magical Beliefs and Superstitions, (Delhi: Sundeep, 1979): 37. See also Basu, Devata, by a
Recluse of Vindhyachala, (New York: AMS Press, 1974): 182 who writes: “Like Vagalamukhi, Vatukas are
worshipped also for malevolent purposes...”.
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After one has first made three meat offerings (bali) to the Lord of the Field, to Vatuka

and to the Yoginis, one should start the rite of adoration if one wishes unobstructed

success. [33cd-34ab]

O great lord, place it [a purified jar filled with liquor] in front of the mandala with the

Weapon of Konkana and, by enveloping (it with) the Armor and by means of the Self,

the image (of the goddess) penetrates into it (mirtyavesa, 37).43

Here we clearly see that Vatuka is functioning, along with other ksetrapalas and
yoginis, as a “remover of obstacles” in order to facilitate the goddesses’ entrance into and
“possession” of the mandala, thereby empowering it. Towards the end of the rite, we are told:

Then one should worship eight virgins (kumart), six, three or one. The one who

recites mantra will undoubtedly achieve success (siddhi) at the first auspicious time

(adiparvan)...without any doubt (one attains) success and, by practice (sevana), the

(supreme) state (gati). (MBT 53-54) 487

Similar to the MBT rite is the 12th-14th century Kularnava Tantra, which details the
worship of Batuka before conducting a saktipija involving what Goudriaan states is, “A
special feature of the Kaula method...the worship of a human female as the incarnation of
the universal Sakti" ($aktipija; KT 7.36-57).48 The mention of kumari-worship in both these
tantras is significant given Vatuka’s child-form and his association with svasthavesa rites
involving child-mediums, as seen in an undated Sanskrit manual entitled Avesabhairavam
Sarabhakalpa (“The Chapter of Sarabha on Possession By Bhairava’), mentioned by
Smith.** This type of possession involved ritual specialists (mantrikas) causing the deity to
descend into the body of a young boy or girl who then acts as an oracle for the god. Smith

gives a brief description of this svasthavesa rite according to the manuscript:

After the mandala is constructed, an eight-year-old boy with good qualities, who has
bathed and is pure, is seated on it in lotus pose. Then the mantrika (officiant) recites a

486 See Mark S. G. Dyczkowski, Manthanabhairavatantram: Kumarikakhandah: The Section Concerning the
Goddess of the Tantra of the Churning Bhairava, (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts: D.K.
Printworld, 2009): Volume 11, p.71.

487 Dyczkowski (2009: 11.75)

488 Goudriaan and Gupta (1981: 95)

489 Sarabha is considered a celestial monster, a fercious eight-legged griffin-like beast who is often depicted in
temples as a guardian throughout South Asia. See Smith (2006: 422).
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hundred times the long and intricate mantras designed to bring about possession.
After this, cooled, powdered, and scented ash (bhasma, vibhiiti) from a havana (ritual
fire) is applied to the boy’s forehead. The boy should then become possessed by
Hanuman or Vatukabhairava as the mantrika calls out avesaya avesaya ("Let him
become possessed! Let him become possessed!"), after which the boy gains the
ability to communicate knowledge of the past, present, and future, including
auspicious or inauspicious fruit that may be reaped by the client in a future birth.**°
In this rite we find Vatuka (or Hanuman) as the possessing agent, who possesses a
young boy (kumara). This practice is still popular in various areas within India and Milan
Ratna Shakya has reported that ritual possession of young boys by Batuka Bhairava occurs
even today in Nepal. He writes, “Just as Kubjikadevi enters and embodies the virgin maiden,
turning her into the living goddess Kumart for her devotees, so too does Bhairava possess

young virgin boys, who become a living Batuka Bhairava.”**! We will return to the topic of

svasthavesa in following chapters.

THE MONKEY-GOD HANUMAN/BALAJI/MAHAVIR

As seen in the Avesabhairavam Sarabhakalpa, Hanuman, the popular monkey-god of
the Ramayana, is also considered a possessing god. Though I am not aware of any early
textual connections between Batuka and Hanuman, they do become linked in later traditions
of the Nath Yogis and related itinerant groups who were responsible for much of their

imminent popularity and installation as protector deities in Saiva and Goddess shrines

490 Smith (2006: 422-423)

491 See Milan Ratna Shakya, The Cult of Bhairava in Nepal (New Delhi: Rupa & Co., 2008): 153-158 and179-
180. This association with oracular possession is also what must have led Visuvalingam (1989: 206) to state in
her work that local ojhas, “spirit mediums” or sorcerers, often gather in Kashi to recharge their magical powers
before the image of Batuka Bhairava” - see Visuvalingam, Elizabeth-Chalier, "Bhairava's Royal Brahmanicide:
The Problem of the Mahabrahmana", in Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: Essays on the Guardians of
Popular Hinduism, ed. Hiltebeitel, Alf, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989).
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throughout India. In many cases it was usually some form of Bhairava, often Vatuka, who
gets paired with either Hanuman or Ganapati.**?

Although commonly depicted as the greatest Vaisnava bhakta (devotee) of Lord
Rama, Hanuman is, in fact, closely associated with Siva and his ganas and popular in

493 Like Skanda and Gane$a, Hanuman is

possession rites throughout South and East Asia.
also a “second generation” deity propitiated primarily for worldly ends, especially healing,
exorcistic, and apotropaic rites. Village and local shrines usually depict Hanuman in an
alternative form to his iconic monkey-faced wrestler image associated with the Vaisnava
traditions. In these shrines, he is often depicted in an aniconic form, similar to village
bhairava shrines, where he is represented simply as an upright stone slab smeared with
orange sindur and set with a pair of silver eyes. In this form he is generally known as Balajt
(“The Child”) or Mahavir (“Great Hero”).***

As I argued earlier, Skanda-Kumara (and Batuka) were likely worshipped in their
child-forms due to their roots and association as leaders of balagrahas (i.e., the demonic
kumaras/kumadris), and it is very possible that Hanuman as Balajt (“The Child”) follows the
same pattern. As Balaji, Hanuman similarly takes on the bhitandtha role in numerous

healing and exorcistic temples throughout South Asia. The folklorist Komal Kothari

differentiates this role as being part of Hanuman’s vir (“hero” or “virile”’) mode in contrast to

492 For example, see Erndl (1993) account of the Vaisno Devi shrine in Himachal Pradesh. David White
personally communicated the common pairing of Bhairava and Hanuman at Vindhyavasini and several sites in
Rajasthan as well.

493 Lutgendorf (2007: 11) writes, "His icons are as likely to be found in temples to Shiva or a local goddess as in
those dedicated to Vishnu and his Rama incarnation. Hanuman’s devotees often point out, with a touch of both
irony and satisfaction, that there are, in most regions of India, far more shrines to Hanuman than to his exalted
master, and a modest number of temple surveys bear out this claim."

494 This is, of course, the name also for the great Jain firthamkara Mahavira. While there is no relation to these
figures, it is significant that Hanuman is considered a vidyddhara within the Jain tradition (Lutgendorf 2007:
323).
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his das (“servant”) mode, which represents his more devotional qualities as seen in the
Ramayana.*®® This term vir is of interest and itself has dual connotations — in Tantra it
generally refers to accomplished practitioners who embody a “heroic” ethos to practice the
difficult path of Tantra. On the other hand, in popular traditions vir also represents a class of
spirits of the deified dead who had violent, untimely deaths. Within various tantric/folk
syncretic traditions these often come together as groups of fifty-two virs (or birs), who are
also identified as fifty-two bhairavas.**® These restless deified dead are often represented in
village shrines as stones smeared with vermillion and silver paper and demand propitiation
lest they attack humans with illness and possession, especially children. Hanuman as
Mahavir, within these traditions, connotes his authority and control of these spirits. In this
role he acts as a bhiitanatha who controls and protects against these dangerous vir spirits,
worshipped also for curing child-barrenness.*’

Throughout Northern India, temples dedicated to Balajt have become popular sites for
ritual healings focused on exorcism. Although Balaji treats a variety of diseases and
afflictions, his specialty is said to be affliction by bhiit-prets (“spirits” and “ghosts™).
Lutgendorf gives the following ethnographic data at Mehandipur in Rajasthan, which is
common to many healing temples of this sort:

Healing can occur in several ways. Sometimes the possessing spirit is induced to flee

or is even ‘‘killed’’ by the deities, but this is an extreme measure against beings who

are regarded as pitiable and themselves in need of treatment (Pakaslahti 1998:140).
More commonly, the ghost is provoked to give a ‘‘deposition’’ (bayan) in which it

495 Lutgendorf (2007: 263-264)

4% See White (2003: 173) and chapters 5 and 8 in Hiltebeitel (1989).

497 Human virs, usually ritual specialists and local priests believed to be endowed with siddhis, model
themselves after Mahavir and perform apotropaic and exorcistic rites to keep the supernatural virs at bay.
Kothari also mentions more dubious purposes as well — he states that human witches (often called dakinis) are
also known to propitiate Balaji-Mahavir in order to obtain vir- spirits from Balaji’s entourage as a personal
spirit-slave. Kothari, writes, however, that these witches, “will have to keep it ‘satisfied’ (fusf) by feeding it the
livers of children”, again pointing to the nefarious balagraha roots of this tradition. See Lutgendorf (2007: 263)
for quote.
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reveals its identity and grievance. Often it proves to be the ‘‘unsatisfied’’ (atrpt) spirit
of a relative who died an untimely death, or a ghost deployed through black magic by
an enemy. Once the spirit identifies itself and declares what it wants, it can be
placated and induced to leave its victim. It may be given a ‘*home’’ (ghar) in the
form of a tiny shrine of stones on Balaji’s hillside; this can receive puja on
subsequent pilgrimages, to ensure that the spirit is happy and at rest. Such pacified
ghosts may be revered as ancestral spirits (pitar), but they can also become
““messengers’’ (diif) of Balaji or one of his associates and be reassigned to their
erstwhile victims as spiritual guardians.*®

At these healing centers, Balaji, along with other bhiitanathas such as Bhairava-
Mahakala, are often known as “police captains” of their region, who exorcise and punish
afflictive spirits under their control.**® In certain cases, it is these bhiitanathas themselves
who may possess the bodies of the healers (often known as virs), who then "battle" and expel
the ghost/demon from the afflicted patient.’® In other cases, Lutgendorf notes ritual
specialists become possessed by the ““wind’’ (hava) of Balaji, in order to diagnose patients
and prognosticate for their clients.*"!

There is little explicit textual basis for Hanuman’s role as a bhitanatha in the Sanskrit
literature, though some traces can be found. Much of Hanuman’s fierceness, for example,
originates from his ascribed father, Vayu, the god of Wind, and his apsara mother,
Afjana.>*? Another common designation for Hanuman is Maruti, “Born from Marut”, the

503

terrible storm gods who were considered the children of both Vayu and Rudra.””” Hanuman’s

explicit connection with Siva, however, comes only later in the Puranic period, either as

498 Lutgendorf (2007: 267)

499 Kal Bhairav is also traditionally the kotwal (police constable) of Benares.

500 See Lutgendorf (2007), Sax (2009) and Sudhir Kakar, Shamans, Mystics, and Doctors, (Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1982)

50! Lutgendorf (2007: 264)

502 Two of Hanuman’s most common epithets are Vayuputra or Pavanasuta, “son of the Wind” - it is clear that
Hanuman’s immense power and ability to fly comes from Vayu.

503 While Hanuman himself is not attested to in the early Vedas, there is mention of the monkey-deity Vrsakapi,
who later Sanskrit authors try to connect with Hanuman, though a direct connection between the two is tenuous
at best. The Harivamsa, a late appendage to the MBh, for example, connects Hanuman with Vrsakapi who is
identified as one of the eleven rudras.
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Sankar-suvan (“‘Son of Siva’”) or in some cases as an incarnation (avatar) of Siva.3** An
interesting example of the former can be seen in a birth story of Hanuman found in the
Bhavisya Purana. In this legend Kesari, considered Hanuman’s worldly father, resided on a
mountain in South India and killed a troublesome demon that was harassing the sages of the
forest. As a reward, the sages rewarded him with a boon. Being childless, he requests a son
for himself and his queen, Afjjana. Granting this request, the sages teach him a powerful
Siva-mantra, which he is told to repeat over and over again. As a result of this penance, Siva
becomes pleased with Kesari and enters into his body in his “Rudra-form” along with the
Wind-God, Vayu. Possessed by both these entities, Kesari then unites with Afijana, and after
twelve years of lovemaking she becomes pregnant and begets the mighty Hanuman.>%

As is the case with many animal-bodied deities, it is very possible that a proto-
Hanuman figure related to an early yaksa cult existed, though no surviving evidence has yet
been presented.’?® Indirect evidence does support this idea, however, since in later centuries
Hanuman comes to serve both as a protector of fields (ksetrapala) and gatekeeper
(dvarapala) of towns, forts, and temples throughout India, roles often assigned to local
yaksas and other protector beings.>*” Additionally, like other yaksas such as Kubera,
Mahakala-Bhairava, Vajrapani, etc., Hanuman also carries the iconographic “protectors”
club.

One interesting birth story of Hanuman from the Brahma Purana is relevant to our

discussion here and alludes to Hanuman’s bhiitanatha role. In a chapter describing various

504 For example, the Siva Purana and the Dandi Ramayan (ca. 1500) - see Lutgendorf (2007: 53; 56; and 58).
505 Narula, Joginder, Hanuman: God and Epic Hero, (Delhi: Manohar, 1991): 115.

506 See e.g., Narula (1991: 20-24) and Coomaraswamy (1993:74). Lutgendorf (2007: 42-43) mentions some of
the draw backs of these theories.

07 Lutgendorf (2007: 41).
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pilgrimage places in South India, reference is made to a pair of related sacred firthas (bathing
places) near the Godavart River in west-central India named Paisdca-tirtha (“Ghoul-ford”)
and Hanuman-tirtha.>®® In the story, the apsara Afijana and her friend, Adrika, were both
cursed by the god Indra for mocking him. As a result, they were born on earth among the
monkeys — Afjjana, with a monkey-face and Adrika, with a cat-face - and both were married
to the monkey-king, Kesari.’*® According to the legend, the infamous sage Agastya happened
to visit Kesari’s residence one day while the monkey-king was out, and both Afjana and
Adrika accorded him great honor till Kesari returned. Pleased with their hospitality, the sage
blessed them with the boon of begetting mighty and noble sons. Soon after, while playing in
the woods, Afijana was seen by the Wind god, Vayu, and Adrika by a raksasa known as
Nirrti (“Dissolution”) — these two supernatural beings instantly fell in love with them and
“entered” into their bodies. As a result of this union, Afijana gave birth to Hanuman, while
Adrika gave birth to a ghoulish being known as Adri or Ghora (*‘terrible’’), who would
eventually go on to become a pisaca-raja, a “King of the Flesh-eating Ghouls”. The divine
sons grew up quickly, and their supernatural fathers advised them to take their mothers on a
pilgrimage to the Godavari River in order to release them from Indra’s curse. This is said to
be the origin of the two related tirthas. As Lutgendorf points out, by making Hanuman the
half-brother of a pisdca-raja, a ruler, or bhiitanatha, of the malevolent ghoul spirits (pisdca),
the story suggests “both Hanuman’s literal ‘kinship’ with these beings and his potential

power over them.”!? Indeed this is the story given at Hanuman’s most famous temple, the

508 Brahmapuranam 1976:84.471-72; these are also later alluded to in the (ca. fourteenth— fifteenth century)
Sanskrit Ananda Ramayana and in the (ca. fifteenth century) Bengali Ramayana of Krittibasa (Govindchandra
1976:160, 195)

599 In popular accounts Afijana is also considered to be one of the sixteen matrs (Mothers). See Lutgendorf
(2007: 181).

510 ibid.
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Balajt exorcist temple in Mehandipur, whose healing traditions for those afflicted by
possession has been extensively studied.>!!

In Valmiki’s Ramayana, Hanuman is renowned as the archetypal ascetic-warrior,
whose supernatural powers (siddhis) famously included not only his ability to fly, or become
small or gigantic, but he also said to have attained the siddhi of resistance to all illness and
disease through esoteric knowledge, which also allowed him to heal and cure others. Though
this last aspect is not predominant in the Epic literature, it is touched upon in later puranic,
tantric, and devotional literature. For example, the Narada Purana and the 12" century
Agastya Samhita, a Vaisnava Paficaratra text, both give mantras for invocating Hanuman in
order to dispel ghosts and to cure maladies such as fever and epilepsy.*!? Similarly, it is
believed that chanting Tulsidasa’s famous Hanuman Chalisa (16th-century) would invoke
Hanuman's divine intervention to cure affliction by evil-spirits. In this extremely popular
devotional hymn (stotra), still recited by millions of Hindus every day, one line explicitly
states, “Evil spirits (bhiita) and flesh-eating ghouls (pisdcas) do not come near those who
chant the name of Mahavira.”>!?

Around the same time, and perhaps due to the powerful influence Tulsidasa had on the

spread of Hanuman worship throughout India, Hindu tantric texts from the 16" century

onwards also begin to invoke Hanuman in his fierce (ugra) five animal-headed (paricamukhi)

511 See Kakar (1982) and G. Dwyer, 1999. "Healing and the Transformation of Self in Exorcism at a Hindu
Shrine in Rajasthan: Social Analysis". The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 43, 2, 108-
137 and The Divine and the Demonic: Supernatural Affliction and its Treatment in North India, (London:
Routledge Curzon, 2003).

512 Lutgendorf (2007 55; 103-104).

513 bhata pisacha nikata nahi avai | mahabira jaba nama sunavai || HC 24 Cf. John Cort (1997) has documented
the identical role of the western Indian Jain Ghantakarn Mahavir, a Jain equivalent of Hanuman. See Cort, John.
1997. “Tantra in Jainism: The Cult of Ghantakarn Mahavir, the Great Hero Bell-Ears,” in Bulletin d'Etudes
Indiennes 15, 115-33.
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manifestation, particularly for apotropaic rites.>'* To this end, many tantric protective
“‘armor’’ (kavaca) rites can be found associated with this particular form of Hanuman.>!?
Another rite of note, which Lutgendorf mentions, involves the invocation of Paficamukht
Hanuman for the “activation of a peacock-feather fan to ‘sweep away’ ghosts, particularly
from small children”.>'6

Cults involving monkey-deities associated with possession rites are also found
in China and other parts of East Asia, which still exists to this day. Much of this may have
been indigenous, but various scholars have pointed out that there was likely some influence
from the tantric Hanuman of India as well. This is particularly the case with the premiere
monkey-god of China, the rambunctious Sun Wu-k'ung, “revered as a trickster, esoteric
preceptor, healer (especially of children and horses), and as an exorcist”.!” Lutgendorf
argues that much of Sun Wu-k'ung’s story and character matches Hanuman from the
Ramayana as well. It is possible that both of these traditions drew from an even earlier cult of

monkeys, though I have not been able to do further research on this yet. Strickmann notes the

association with Sun Wu-k'ung and possession, stating that, “Chinese professional mediums

514 The Pratima Kosa states "The heads are those of monkey (front or east), lion (south, Narasimha), eagle
(west, Garuda), boar (north, Varaha), and horse (above the front head, Hayagriva). The deities incorporated are
for several benefits: Narasimha for elimination of fear (bhayanasana), Garuda for magical skill, (patala-siddhi)
and curing snakebites etc, (visa-bhatadi-krntanam), Varaha for subduing all evil spirits and eliminating diseases
(sarva-bhiita-prasamanam tapa-jvara-nivaranam); and Hayagriva for overcoming enemies (danavana-karam).
In the ten hands are seen gesture of cow's face (go-mudrika), sword, trident, goad, mountain (on the right side),
skull-cup, khatvanga, noose, tree, and uplifted hand (about to administer a slap, capetika-mudra)." Translation
by Saligrama Krishna Ramachandra Rao in Pratima Kosha: Descriptive Glossary of Indian Iconography 1. 1.,
(Bangalore: IBH Prakashana, 1988): 297-302. In later vernacular texts the number of heads also grow to seven
or even eleven.

515 These rites involved ritually constructing an invisible force field around the fantrika (or their clients) through
the use of mantras and yantras and amulets, which was believed to protect against demon, illness and other
dangers. Later post-17" century Sanskrit tantric manuals such as the Pasicamukhi Hanumdtkavaca (‘‘Shield of
the Five-Headed Hanuman’*) or Hanumdd Rahasyam (The Secret Teaching of Hanuman) describe various
mantras, nydsa rites, and *‘visualization verses’’ (dhyana-sloka) to Paficamukhi Hanuman, often identified with
Rudra. Most of these texts trace their root sources to either the Brahmanda Purana or Sudarsana Samhita. See
Lutgendorf (2007: 381-383) and the next chapter for a look at some of these texts.

516 See Lutgendorf (2007:108) - note the apotropaic use of peacock feathers once again.

517 See Lutgendorf (2007: 357)
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still regularly incarnate the formidable legendary monkey” at an annual festival held in
Kowloon. The god does so by possessing a human-medium, who makes him acts like a

monkey and who he speaks through.>!®

AVESAVIDHI

Positive forms of deity-possession by Hanuman into the bodies of human mediums
are also found within late tantric Sanskrit possession manuals discussed by Smith, such as the
Avesabhairavam Sarabhakalpa. More manuscripts addressed specifically to Hanuman also
exist, including the Avesa Hanumantam, the Anjaneya-Avesa-vidhih, (though listed as
Hanumadavesavidhih) in the ORI Mysore catalog (C 548/5) and the Avesahanimatkalpah
(No. 7763; also known as Avesahaniimadvisaya in No. 5586). I was able to procure the
Anjaneya Avesavidhih during my fieldwork in Mysore, which turns out to be a svasthavesa
rite involving a young boy (vatuka) who is possessed by Hanuman after being installed on a
vantra made of multi-colored crushed powder. The colophon of this manuscript also claims
these rites were taken from the Sudarsana Samhita, placing it squarely within the same
tradition of the tantric manuals Lutgendorf describes earlier.’!* However, the visualization in
this manual is of a one-headed Hanuman (as Afijaneya, “Son of Afijana"), rather than the
five-headed tantric figure. I will give a brief summary of this manuscript here based on my
translation and analysis.

The Anjaneya-Avesavidhih begins with the Goddess Parvati asking Siva for an easy
method for obtaining possession (vidhdnam sugamavesah). Siva begins by stating that “the

yoga of possession, which is easily obtained” (sulabhavesayoga), is difficult for people on

518 Strickmann (2005: 333 note 48) also mentions a Malay "monkey-dance," in which a monkey-spirit is made
to enter a young girl who acts as a medium.
19 jti $ri sudarsanasambhitayam anjaneyavesavidhirnama dvitiyapatalah |
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earth to access. However, out of his compassion, he provides the required mantras. He states
that there are two types of possession mantras (avesam-mantram) - one for possession by
spirits (bhiitavesam), which is easy to obtain (sulabham), and one for possession by gods
(daivatam), which is hard to obtain (durlabham). Siva issues a warning though — if one does
not perfect the prescribed mantra before employing it, it could potentially kill the user.>2°
Additionally, he tells Parvati that one needs to keep both the mantras and associated yantras
secret, or else the siddhi of possession will not arise (gopayennabhavetsiddhi
gopayennaprakasayan). He then relates the various parts of the mantra, which includes the
“fettering seed-syllable” (pasabijam), the wind seed-syllable (vayubijam) and the “hook”
(elephant-goad; amkusambijam) seed-syllable followed by praise of Hanuman and
Laksmana, Rama’s brother. After smearing sacred ash on the boy’s forehead and reciting the
mantras one hundred times (Satavaram mantritam) the text states the boy will begin to
tremble (prasphura) and then possession by Hanuman (known here as Jagatpranataniibhava,
“Son of the World-Breath” and Pranavayusvarupaya, “He who’s form is Breath and Wind”),
will take place. Siva concludes this portion stating that,

O Devi, this “garland mantra” bestows the fruit of the siddhi called possession by

Hanuman, immediately. For those who are chaste and refined, this mantra

immediately yields possession for eight days, even in the Kali age.>?!

The mantra itself is then provided along with the visualization (dhyanam), both which
are said to have come from the famous Rsi Narada, and installed (nydsa) upon the heart and
the hand of the ritual specialist. Here is my partial translation from the manuscript:

Victory | Am Hrim Glaum Dim Krom | To the messenger of Rama, the protector of

Laksmana, possess! Come near! Come near! Tremble! Tremble! Become tremulous!
Victory to the Destroyer of the palace at Lanka, he who is the delight of Sri Rama and

520 durlabham ca katamartyen mantrasiddhiving priye ||
321 avesahanumantakhya ksipram siddhiphalapradam malamantramidam devi ksipravesapradam kalau
brahmacari ca sabhyasca astahayasamakrakam |
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Laksmana! Possess! Possess! (@vesaya avesaya) Enter! Enter! (pravesaya pravesaya)

Play! Play! (kelaya kelaya) | Cause to Speak! Cause to Speak! (bhasaya bhasaya)

Victory to the lord whose own form is composed of breath and wind. Possess

immediately! Possess! Hum Hum Phat Svaha! Oh, one who is possessed, tell me of

the past and future and present!>?

After the rite has been completed, the possessing spirit Hanuman is dismissed with
the following mantra:

Homage to the messenger of Rama, to the protector of the three worlds! Go! Go to

your own place! Forgive! Forgive any offences! Be compassionate! Homage to the

protector of the monkey-army! To the maker of compassion, Go! Go to your own

place! Svaha!>*

As we will see, the structure of these rites and mantras employed are commonplace in
the Saiva Tantras we will examine in chapter four. The Anjaneya-Avesavidhih itself is a
small portion of a larger manuscript entitled Avesavidhih, "Rites of Possession”, that I was
able to retrieve from the ORI manuscript library in Mysore which the text states is explicitly
about devatavesam, "Possession by Demi-gods". It is composed in Sanskrit, though written
in Telegu, and contains a number of @vesa rituals redacted from a variety of texts.>?* In it we
find the following sections - Anjaneya-Avesavidhi ("Rite for Possession by Anjaneya"),
Bhairavavesam ("Possession by Bhairava"), Avesakalaratrimantram ("Mantra for Possession

by Kalaratr1"), and finally, Bhitavesakramam ("Procedures for Possession by Spirits"). The

text is quite corrupt, so any of my translations are tentative at best.

522 jayam am | hrim glaum dim | krom anjaneyaya | ramadhiitaya laksmanaraksakaya | avesaya
ehyohisphurasphura | prasphuraprasphura | lankaprasadbhanjandya | sriramalaksmananandakara | avesaya
avesaya | rajiapayati pravesaya | pravesaya | kelaya kelaya | bhdasaya bhasaya | bhagavatpranavayusvaripdaya
| ksipravesaya | avesaya | hum * hum | phat svaha | T yantramdata | ayantrammida | kitrnum nna
brahmacarimidanu | avesa atita anagatavarthya™* || (11b)

523 om namoramadhitaya | trilokaraksakaya | svasthanam gachagacha | sarvaparadham ksamksam | svakrpam
kurukuru | kapisainyaprakaraya | karunakaraya | svasthanam gaccha gaccha | svaha |

524 Avesavidhih palm-leaf manuscript- E 48069 — C. 548 (ORI Mysore): - see listing in Rajagopalachar, K.
1990. Descriptive Catalogue of Sanskrit Manuscripts. Volumes XVI-XVII: Tantra Mantra Sastram. Mysore:
Oriental Research Institute, University of Mysore. 1:50-53.
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The compendium begins with various praises and a dialogue between Lord Siva and
the Devi, who is identified as Kalaratri, Mahalaksmi1, and Mahakali and who desires to hear
about the science of the "Signs of Possession by Demi-gods" (devatavesa-laksanam) and
their associated spells (vidyd).’*> The Lord provides her with the proper mantras which
promise possession by devatas (demi-gods) and devas (gods) such as Brahma, Visnu, and
Mahesvara,**® and result in knowledge of the past and future, of one's previous and future
lives, and those actions which produce good and evil results.>?” Other powers include
removing bareness from women, destroying sin and evil, and diagnosing diseases.**®

The first portion of the rite involves placing a silver (rajata) or golden image
(svarnamiirti) of the deity Rudra/Siva in copper pots (tamrenakalasair) upon an elaborate
yantra made of five powdered colors (paricavarnena ciirnena) drawn on cow dung. Various
offerings are made, including rice and gemstones, and the deity is invoked into the image. By
using the appropriate mantras, the manuscript states one can achieve possession, speak about
the past and future, and perform various miracles.’? The section ends with a colophon stating
it was redacted from the first chapter of the SrT Agamarahasya ("Glorious Secret Scripture"),
which is a part of the unknown Atharvanatantra.>*°

A nyasa rite is then given, involving the installation of seed (b7ja) mantras on the
body, followed by a visualization/meditation (dhyanam) where the adept identifies oneself as

Bhairava, who is said to "possess all the gods" (avesamsarvadevanam

525 yadasamsrotumicchami devatavesalaksanam | tadvidyatadvidanaiica vada me karunanidhih ||

526 prahmavisnumahesadi devatavesa niscayam | ye svargasamsthitevasca devisanantarottama ||

527 atitandagatam caiva janmantara phalam tatha | bhavisyajanma karmarnca subhasubhphalam tatha ||

528 putrapraptiphalamcaiva aputraphalanirnayam | dustaksimnancahemascadosaksinaphalam tatha |
rogapraptiphalamcaiva atyascaryaphlamtatha |

529 bhasmamantrenaniksipet atitanagatam caiva | vadatyascaryakamtathd nasakyatesamahatmyam ||
mayavaktumahesvari ||

30| itisriagamarahasye atharvanatantrakande umamahesvarasamvade avesamantra yantrapijavidhirnam
prathamapatalah ||
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bhairavancintayamyaham). Through these secret deity possession mantras
(rahasydevatavesamantra) and rites, the manuscript states one is able to instantly achieve
possession (ksipravesa) and a variety of supernatural powers (siddhis). It is here where we
find the section on Anjaneya-Avesavidhih discussed above.

Following this is the description of another yantra rite involving colored powders and
the mantra for Bhairavavesam ("Possession by Bhairava") said to be received from Sri
Agastya. This is a translation of the mantra:!

Om am hrim kriim ksam am glaum hum dim sah | Homage to Vatukabhairava,

protector of the material world, granter of material wishes, the accomplished one.

Obeisance to the one who causes immediate possession. Now possess possess!! Om

am hrim ksam krom | Come near! come near! he with great courage and

immeasurable power! The king commands you to possess! Speak, speak to me about
the past, future and present! Cause to Possess! Cause to Possess!! Obeisance to

Vatukabhairava, cause to possess! Parvati and the Supreme Lord command you! Now

Possess! Possess! Am krim ksam glaum krom. Enter this body, Oh Supreme Treasure

of Compassion! Hum Phat! Hail!

Again, the manuscript states one can speak about the past and future, perform sorcery
involving various spirits, and diagnose diseases.>*? It is not completely clear, but a brief rite
mentioning the possession of a young boy and girl who have entered the yantra is given.>*?
Though little is stated about the details of this rite, we can imagine it was similar to the
previous Anjaneya-Avesavidhih rite.

Following this is the rite and mantra for possession by the Goddess Kalaratr1

(aveSakalaratrimantram), also known as possession by the yogini Sri Daksinakali, and the

3 om am hrim kriim ksam am glaum hum dim sah | sakalajagadraksakaya | vatukabhairavaya
sakalavaraprada sadakdya ksipravesakakaraya | atravesaya | avesaya || om (12b) am hrim ksam krom | ehi ehi
aparimitabalaparakramaya | rajiiapayati avesaya | avesaya atitanagatavartamanam | me vadavada avesaya
avesaya | avesayavatukabhairavaya | parvatiparamesvardjiapati | atravesaya avesaya | am krim ksam glaum
krom | asya Sariira pravesya paramadayanidhe | hum phat svaha |

332 atitandagatam caiva vededbhairava adaran | krtrimamcetasamcaiva bhiitakrtyatathainaca ||
nadisalyamgatamcaiva kratrimam mantrajam ta(13b)tha | rogakrt kratrimamcaiva sarvavadati bhairavah

333 vibhiityabhimantrayan kumarodah kanyakova yantrampari ca vesayan avesanamtatahkuryat |
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dhyanam which is said to create possession in one's consciousness (citavesamayamkrtau).
The rite also involves the use of a girl and boy in a yantra, though again little details or
descriptions of their use are given. The mantra translates to, "Homage to the Goddess
Kalaratri, the Great Lordess of desire | | Possess me! Possess now! Possess! Possess! Hum
Phat Svaha!">3*

The manuscript ends with a portion entitled "Bhutavesakramam" -
"Procedures for Possession by Spirits"). The text is severely corrupted but appears to be rites
involving possession by the "Goddess Who Dwells in the Cremation Ground">*> and binding
harmful spirits such as bhiitas, pretas, pisacas with mantras and enchanted strings.>*¢ The
colophon claims it was redacted from the fifth chapter entitled bhiitavesam ("Possession by

Spirits") from the unknown Vetalatantra.>’

E. CONCLUSION

At this point, I have given a great amount of data regarding early possession
narratives going back to the time of the Vedas, and a genealogy of many of the possession
entities/bhiitanatha figures that eventually come to populate the pantheon of the Tantric
traditions and become central in its deity possession rites. One of the reasons for relaying
this information is to point out that the divinities involved in deity possession rites are not

necessarily random.

334 om namobhagavati kalaratrikamesvari | mayaveso atravesaya avesaya avesaya hum phat svaha ||

333 || mantram || om namobhagavati smasanavasini bhiitapretapisaca param avesamukam | amalavarayam
hasakalavarayam ksipramavesayam kurukuru |

536 See a description of similar rite in White "Filthy Amulets: ‘Superstition,” True ‘Religion,” and Pure
‘Science” in Hindu Demonology,” in Divins Remédes: Médecine et Religion en Asie du Sud (Purusartha 27)
(Paris: Editions de "EHESS, 2008): 135-62

337 Colophon: iti bhetdlatantre bhiitavesam nama paiicamapatalah ||
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Generally speaking, the genealogies I have laid out show that all these possessing
entitles are closely intertwined in some way with the more ancient “demonological”
(bhittavidya) and sorceristic substratum found throughout Asia (i.e., Atharvaveda/Ayurvedic,
Buddhist raksa-dharani spell texts, folk traditions, etc.). Similarly, as we will see, possession
rites in the medical texts, Tantras, and in contemporary possession traditions, often draw
upon these earlier ritual paradigms. It is my contention that tantric possession and positive
forms of possession in general, have always been entwined with the systems of negative
possession. My argument stands in contrast to J.R. Freeman's conclusion in his studies of
Teyyam possession rites in South India:

While this pathological complex of spirit seizure is certainly widespread in South
Asia, it bears no necessary relation to auspicious, voluntary possession. It is in fact
necessary to insist that this latter kind of controlled possession is most often a free-
standing, independent religious institution, and this is no doubt why the two kinds of
possession are everywhere terminologically distinct. Furthermore, it is clear in many
regions that the deliberate forms of possession have more in common with puja than
with demonic seizure.>*

While I agree with Freeman's assessment that "voluntary" possession is congruent
with temple worship (pizja), an argument I also make in chapter four, I disagree with his
assertion that these forms were completely divorced from the demonological/exorcistic
traditions. Though terminologically distinct (graha vs. avesa), the two are clearly historically
related. As we will see in subsequent chapters, this becomes particularly clear in Tantric
possession rites where fierce possessing entities and are controlled and manipulated using
tantric technologies which draw from these older traditions.

Another point that comes out of this data, is that not all gods in South Asia possess -

in the same way that not all humans get possessed. As we will see, not only do all these

540 Freeman (1998: 75-76)
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deities share similar features and qualities, but so too do the humans they possess. The
possessors and possessed are more alike than we may think. Today, as in the past, the
possessing entities of South Asia are by and large ambiguous beings from the lower echelons
of the "spirit-divinity" hierarchy, rather than the "higher" or "classical" gods. Possession in
South Asia is usually by goddesses and fierce spirits of various sorts (e.g., yaksas,
gandharvas, yoginis, matrkas, bhiitas, pretas, pisacas, etc.).>*! Of course, with the sorts of
beings we have been discussing designations such as gods, spirits, and demons are fluid and
shift over time by the humans classifying them. Similarly, according to textual and
ethnographic data, those who experience deity possession are generally women, children,
those who belong to marginalized communities, or those who ritually induce possession

through extreme penances and self-mortifying acts.

541 In South India, George Hart (1983: 118) believes that "there is evidence that the belief in possession through
the spirits of the dead is older than the belief in possession by gods". See Hart, George L., "The Theory of
Reincarnation among the Tamils" in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger,
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1983).
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III. CHAPTER 3: POSSESSION AND ITS MECHANICS IN
EARLY AYURVEDA, YOGA, AND BHUTAVIDYA

A.INTRODUCTION

This chapter will focus primarily on accounts and interpretations of possession as
found in medical, yoga, and related texts. From this data we can gather information about
how spirit possession was conceptualized in this early period, including its various etiologies,
symptomologies, and mechanics. Following this will be an examination of possession
mechanics as found in sources that discuss parakayapravesavidya, “The Science of Entering
Another’s Body”. This will include look at various yoga texts and then begin a brief survey
of the Saiva Pasupatas who were known to be practitioners of this science and key in the
evolution and formation of later tantric groups and their institutionalization of deity

possession rites.

B. THE MEDICALIZATION OF POSSESSION: BHUTAVIDYA,
POSSESSION, AND MADNESS IN EARLY AYURVEDIC TEXTS

As we saw in the previous chapter, accounts of Skanda and his fearsome retinue of
grahas in the Epic, Puranic and early medical treatises show that a relatively sophisticated
“science of spirits” (bhiitavidya) was being developed, systematized, and incorporated into
this literature around the turn of the Common Era. While numerous independent medical and
demonological systems existed throughout South Asia, the most authoritative came to be
collectively known as “The Great Three” (brhat trayt), which included the Carakasamhita
and Susrutasamhita, considered the foundational texts of Ayurveda, along with Vagbhata’s

Asthangahrdayasamhita, written many centuries later.
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All three of these treatises trace their origins to the Atharva Veda and the various rsis
(sages) and gods who transmitted this divine knowledge to the human realm.>** Of
significance is the account of Agnivesa, one of the early rsis of the Carakasamhita lineage,
who is described as having been “possessed” (vivisur, from the root vis) by multiple
“Goddesses of Knowledge” (jrianadevatah) when writing the teachings down for the first
time, implying that the information did not come from himself, but was rather channeled
from divine sources.>*? Like the Mahabharata, these Ayurvedic texts were composite
collections produced by a variety of authors, drawing from various traditions, and revised
and redacted numerous times over many centuries. Scholars have argued that these medical
texts likely originated in a shared Brahmanic/non-Brahmanic and ascetic (sramanic) milieu,
though its compilers and writers were primarily Brahmins.>#*

While the earlier Atharva Veda (and ancillary texts) viewed disease and disorders
primarily in terms of demonic or magical etiology, Ayurvedic texts attempted to systematize
disease using the lens of the “three humours” (tri-dosas) - vata (wind), pitta (bile), and kapha
(phlegm). These three dosas form the foundation of Ayurveda, considered the basic
functional humours of the human body and mind, and responsible for all states of health and

disease. Most simply, when the dosas are in equilibrium, a human is stable - when

542 The Carakasamhita states that the medical treaties line of succession originated with the creator Brahma,
which was then transmitted down the following line: first to Daksa Prajapati, then the celestial A§vin twins,
then to Indra who passed on to Rsi Bharadvaja who taught it other sages (rsis), the foremost being Punarvasu
(aka Atreya). From him, his six disciples, Agnive$a, Bhela, Harita, Jatiikarna, Parasara, and Ksharapani
received the teachings, put it into writing, and brought the knowledge to humans. See Filloziat (1964: 2-11).
343 athagnivesapramukhan vivisur jianadevatah | buddhih siddhih smytir medha dhytih kirtih ksamadayah ||
(CS 1.39.1-2): These include the goddesses of Discernment [buddhi], Accomplishments [siddhi], Memory
[smrti], Intelligence [medhda], Resolution [dhrti], Speech [kirti], Forbearance [ksama], etc. Since pramukhan is
in the plural it may also imply that all of Atreya’s chief disciples were possessed by these goddesses.

4 See D. Wujastyk, The Roots of Ayurveda: Selections from Sanskrit Medical Writings, (New Delhi: Penguin,
1998): 17 and Zysk’s book, Asceticism and Healing in Ancient India: Medicine in the Buddhist Monastery,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).
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unbalanced, sickness arises. Theoretically, Ayurveda is heavily indebted to early Samkhyan
philosophy, particularly in its formulation of the fattva (“constituent principles of the
universe”) system, which provided the basis for the #ri-dosa system.>**> Additionally, it
adopted many early Samkhyan classifications systems, particularly its hierarchy of
supernatural beings, which pre-date or were contemporaneous with the earliest portions and
layers of the medical texts.>*® Though the medical texts draw from a number of other sources,
Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic, Samkhyan typologies left an indelible and lasting stamp on
Ayurveda.>*’ Similarly, early yoga schools had a strong influence on much of Ayurveda’s
philosophy, vocabulary, and concepts.>*

Despite the adoption of the #ri-dosa lens and the inherent ambiguity with which it
treated the phenomena of spirit possession, both the Carakasamhita (1.30.28) and
Susrutasamhita (1.17) identify Bhiutavidya (“The Science of Spirits”) as one of the essential
components of Ayurveda. Ayurveda has eight divisions, the two most salient to our own
investigation being Bhiitavidya and Kaumarabhrtya (pediatrics), both which focused
specifically on possession in adults and children.’* The Susrutasamhita gives succinct
definitions of both:

The [branch] known as bhiitavidya, deals with possession [upasrsta] of one’s

mind/consciousness [cetas] by grahas (seizers) like gods, anti-gods, gandharvas,
vaksas, raksas, pitrs, pisdcas, nagas, grahas, etc. for the purpose of appeasing and

545 White (1996: 21) believes the medical dosas may have been the inspiration behind the Samkhyan trigunas
(literally "three strands", though referring to the "qualities" of sattva-rajas-tamas), which are first discussed in
the Upanisads. The tridosa certainly predate the #riguna, and they behave much in the same ways.

546 See Samkhya-karika (SK, 53—-54); The SK dates to 350-450 CE - Samkhya concepts found in the SS and
MBh represent earlier ideas than this compendium.

547 See Smith (2006: 86-487).

548 See Obeyesekere (1977) as well as Larson (1987) who also mentions various influences from Nyaya and
Vaisesika systems as well.

549 As we will see, an allied branch in later tantras also deals with the science of poisons/intoxicants (Visa-gara-
vairodhika-prasamana) — which also uses possession in various rites (see Slouber 2017).
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removinsg5 ghe grahas, through pacification rites and sacrificial offerings [SS

i’ﬁe'gc')fl]e' known as kaumarabhrtyam (“care of children” or pediatrics) is for the sake

of destroying impurity of the bodily humours, wet-nurses, and nourishment of the

child and for the purpose of appeasing the children’s diseases arising from grahas

(seizers) or impure milk [SS 1.1.8.6]. >°!

The Carakasamhitd is believed by most scholars to be the oldest of the three, while
the Susrutasamhita was composed slightly later. Both the text’s compositions were
cumulative, dating primarily from the 2" -3rd century BCE to the 4th-5th century of the
Common Era, with some portions added even later.>>? These two early medical texts cover
much of the same material, though the Carakasamhita is considered more complete in regard
to development and theory, while the Susrutasamhita is noted for its emphasis and specialty
in early surgical techniques.

Today, however, the most widely employed Ayurvedic text is Vagbhata’s 6™ century
CE Astangahrdayasamhita (AHS), or “Heart of Medicine”, which many consider “the
greatest synthesis of Indian medicine ever produced.” > It synthesized teachings from both
the CS and SS, but also incorporated material from other local medical traditions and even
early Tantras when they began to emerge. It has been translated into numerous languages

early on, including Arabic and Tibetan, and is still practiced and memorized by students

throughout South Asia today. Tradition also ascribes authorship of the Astangasamgraha

350 phatavidya nama devasuragandharvayaksaraksahpitrpisacanagagrahady-upasrstacetasam
Santikarmabaliharanadigrahopasamanartham / (SS 1.1.8.5)

55! kaumarabhrtyam nama kumarabharanadhatriksiradosasamsodhanartham dustastanyagrahasamutthanam
ca vyadhinam upasamanartham / (SS 1.1.8.6)

352 See Wujastyk (1998: 39-41). For a more precise dating of the core of the text to 50-150 C.E. and exhaustive
evidence for this date, see Meulenbeld (1999 Vol. 1A):105— 115 and references. For SS see Meulenbeld (1999
Vol. 1A: 348-352) and references.

353 Wujastyk (1998: 236).

196



(AS), an expanded commentary of the AHS, to Vagbhata, though his authorship is
debated.>>*

While the three texts share much in regard to Bhiitavidya, there are some striking
differences, reflecting not only the variety of sources the compilers were drawing from, but
also the ambiguous status spirit possession had within the medical tradition. One difference,
for example, is the absence in the Carakasamhitd of the long list of balagrahas (child-
seizers) as seen in the Aranyakaparvan of the MBH, but which is found in the later SS. In
fact, while the CS clearly acknowledges the existence of various afflictions caused by
possessing entities, and even recognizes that people believe in balagrahas, the authors of the
text seem to deny them. For example, a stanza found in chapter four of the Sarirasthana,
“The Chapter on the Body”, describes a false pregnancy (pseudocyesis) caused by the vara
dosa (wind humour), which results in the clotting of menstrual blood. The text states, that
upon seeing the discharged blood, but no fetus, “stupid people” (abudha) will believe that the
fetus was stolen away by evil spirits (bhiitahrtam). In these verses, the author asks
rhetorically,

These night-wandering demons (rajanicara), who are eaters of the vital essence

(ojas), do they not desire people's bodies as well? If they steal away the fetus of the

mother, why then do they not, having an opportunity, eat away her (the mother’s)

vital essence too? >3

Despite this, a few verses later the authors admit that there are diseases that afflict

newborn children that originate either from wrathful gods or various possessing grahas (CS

554 Much debate surrounds the validity of the North Indian author Vagbhata as the author of both the AHS and
AS. See Meulenbeld (1999, Vol. IA: 597-656), for a detailed discussion of the identity and date of Vagbhata;
See Wujastyk (1998: 238-239) regarding the relationship between AHS and AS.

355 ojo'Sananam rajanicaranam aharahetorna Sariramistam | garbham hareyuryadi te na matur labdhavakasa
na hareyurojah || (CS 4.2.8-10)
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4.6.27).°°® So while the author does not categorically deny the existence of balagrahas and
recognizes that grahas may be a possible cause of disease in children, their exclusion from
the text and the author’s rhetorical question points to their ambiguous status. Another
possibility is that the authors were simply unaware of the balagraha traditions as reflected in
the MBh and later SS.

The later AHS, clearly drawing from the CS, repeats this rhetorical question almost
exactly in chapter two of its own Sarirasthana.’>” Despite the same ambiguity, the AHS
dedicates chapter three in its Uttarasthana entirely to warding off dangerous possessing
balagrahas, aptly titled Balagrahapratisedha (“Warding off Child-Seizers™).>>® The
Uttarasthana also has a separate chapter (chapter two) specifically on warding off childhood-
diseases entitled Balamayapratisedha, meaning the authors’ purposefully delineated disease
and possession as two separate, though related, phenomena.

Another difference is found in chapter four of the AHS’s Uttarasthana, dealing with
grahas listed in the CS and SS, AHS list eighteen different types. The SS collectively calls
these eight categories devagano grahakhyah (“Divine-troops known as Seizers,” which are
said to manifest in various forms. In the CS, these divine seizers are enumerated as devas

(gods), rsis (seers/sages), gandharvas, pisdcas, yaksas, raksas, brahmaraksasas (brahmin-

356 aptopadesad adbhutariipadarsanat samutthanalingacikitsitavisesac cadosaprakopanuriippa
devadiprakopanimitta vikarah samupalabhyante | (CS 4.6.27)

557 garbham jada bhiitahytam vadanti miirter na dystam haranam yatas taih | ojo'Sanatvad athavavyavasthair
bhiitair upeksyeta na garbhamata || (AHS 2.2.62)

558 The Balagrahapratisedha of the AHS strays ever so slightly from accounts found in the SS or MBh — it
states that it was Salapani (“the holder of the spear”, Rudra-Siva) who created the grahas in order to protect the
newborn child-god, Guha (Skanda). Also, in this system, twelve balagrahas were created — five males (Skanda,
Visakha, Mesa, Svagraha (Dog-seizer) and Pitrgraha; AHS 6.3.2.1), and seven females (Sakuni, Piitana,
Sitapﬁtané, Adrstiptitana, Mukhamanditika, Revati, Suskarevati; AHS 6.3.2.2-3.1), the same exact seven are
found in previous texts we mentioned.
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demons), and pitrs (deceased ancestors). In the SS, the number of eight remains, but
satruganas (the troops of enemies of gods, elsewhere called asuras), and bhujangas (serpent
beings) are added, while rsi-grahas and brahmaraksasas are removed [SS 6.60.7].

These categories, it seemed, were fluid and changed depending on their associated
regional traditions and contexts, and they were, as noted in the AHS, open to expansion.
Vagbhata includes all the beings listed in the CS, and adds ten more — daityas (demons aka
asuras), uragas (“‘beings that go on their bellies” - a type of ndaga), pretas (ghosts),
kiismandas, nisadas (tribal-beings), aukiranas °°°, vetalas (zombies), guru-grahas (guru-
seizers), vrddha-grahas (elder-seizers), rsi-grahas (rsi-seizers), and siddha-grahas (often
these last four are grouped with pitr-grahas) - for a total of eighteen. The AS’s
with the AHS but lists eighteen “Lord of Bhiitas” (astadasa bhutadhipatayah), whose
attendants, the texts states, are innumerable (prthak kotiparivarah) (AS 7.2). These generally
match earlier descriptions, re-iterating that all the bhiitas are frightful (bhayanaka) night-
wanderers (nisardhavicarin), who desire eating flesh, blood, and fat (mamsasrgvasasinah)
(AS 7.3).

One other item of note in the AS, not found in the CS, SS or AHS, is the specific
mention of {$vara (Siva), Indra, Kubera (Dhanada) and Varuna (Lord of the Sea) as
possessing entities (AS 7.18).%° The mention is brief, but it is unique since these deities are

usually understood as bhiitanathas, Lords over various possessing beings, rather than

559 Kiranas appear in the Buddhist Mahamayurividyarajit as well as the Mahapratisaramahavidyarajii (David
White, personal communication).

30 tatrapi govrsamiva nadantam diptamukhanayanamadiptena svarena sarvamabhasamanamisvarena |
medhastanitavidyudvrstirvaca visrjantamindrena | dhanani vaca prayacchantamacchindantam ca dhanadena |
surasavasamagandham kasthatrnarajjvadi sarvam pasamabhimanyamanam varunena || AS. Utt. 7.18

199



possessing agents themselves. This passage states that people who become possessed by Siva
make a “roaring sounds like a bull” (govrsamiva nadam), while ones possessed by Indra emit
sounds like thunder and lightning (medhastanitavidyudvrstir-vaca visrjantamindrena).
People possessed by Kubera (this is the sole mention I know of Kubera directly possessing),
are said to “ramble incessantly” and “continually give or withhold gifts”. Finally, if one is
possessed by Varuna, the victims are said to engage in self-flagellation either with chains,
ropes, and sticks, etc. and they smell like liquor (surasavasamagandham kasthatrnarajjvadi
sarvam pasamabhimanyamanam). A number of other entities are also mentioned, though
they are not found in any other Ayurvedic texts I’ve seen so far - further evidence of the
openness to incorporate alternative/local demonological systems within texts like these.¢!
Despite all this data on the various bhiitas and grahas, there is still some considerable
ambiguity in the medical texts in regard to their nature, paralleling in many ways the
ambiguity of Skandagraha as we saw in the MBh. In SS 6.60.2-21, for example, we find the
following statements:
Extreme penances, generosity, religious vows, righteousness, piety, truthfulness, as
well as the eight qualities (gunas) are either wholly or partially innate (nitya) in them
[the grahas] depending on their [respective] power (prabhavam) (SS6.60.20). Grahas
do not cohabit/have intercourse (samvisanti) with humans, nor do they possess
(avisanti) people. Those who say ‘they possess’ (@visanti)” do so due to their
ignorance in the domain of bhiitavidya - they should be disregarded. [SS 6.60.21]°%2

The statement that these grahas themselves do not possess people comes somewhat

as a surprise, given what is written throughout the rest of this chapter. However, the author

61 Mention is also made of specific Yaksas like Manivara and Vikata (AS 7.23), and a host of other specifically
named but unclassified beings such as Yajiiasena (AS 7.24), Sangama, Vidyumalin, and classes of beings
known as Kasmala, Kusa and Nistejas. (AS 7.26)

562 tapamsi tiivrani tathaiva danam vratani dharmo niyamasca satyam| gunastathdstavapi tesu nitya vyastah
samastasca yathaprabhavam|| SS6.60.20 || na te manusyaih saha samvisanti na va manusyan kvacidavisanti |
ye tvavisantiiti vadanti mohditte bhiitavidyavisayadapohyah || [SS 6.60.21] As Smith (2006: 564) points out, one
of the commentators of the SS, Dalhana, takes samvisanti to mean sexual intercourse between spirits and
humans, a trope commonly found throughout the Epics and Puranas and a matter, obviously of debate.
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does clarify in the following line [SS6.60.23] that it is not the grahas themselves who
possess (avisanti), rather, it is the innumerable attendants (paricaraka) of the grahas,
described as “fierce-looking nightwalkers who are fond of flesh, marrow, and blood”.>%?
Again we seem to have a distinction trying to be made here between the lords of these spirits,
the bhiitanathas or grahadhipatis like Skanda, and the possessing entities, the grahas and
bhiitas, which they control. It also appears the authors are saying these grahas are divine in
nature as evidenced by the qualities listed. This divinity is ultimately attributed to their Lords
(svamins) whose command they follow and essence they partake of:

On the subject of those night-stalkers (nisdcara) that are the servants of the multitude

of deities (devagana) [the following is the case]: because of their commixture

(samsargad) with the essence (sattva) [of the deities], they are to be known as

afijanas ("Anointed Ones") [SS 6.60.23].5%4

Now then, those who are known as “deity-seizers” (devagraha) are impure (asuci).

However, they are like deities (deva-vat) and invoked and revered as if they were

deities (deva-vat). [SS 6.60.24] %63

The [graha’s] behaviors, actions, and customs are those of their Lords (svamin). This

is [also] the rule among the gods etc. [There are] those among them who are the

daughters of Nirrti (Chaos). He [Nirrti] is [thus] known as “procreation.” [SS

6.60.251>%¢

When they have been perverted from truthfulness, their behavior is determined by the

multitudes [of grahas]. There are some [among these] who, abiding in the bhav of

these deities (devabhavam) [i.e., grahas,] take pleasure in violence (himsavihara).”
[SS 6.60.26]°¢7

563 tesam grahanam paricaraka ye kotisahasrayutapadmasamkhyah | asrgvasamamsabhujah subhima
nisaviharasca tamavisanti || (SS 6.60.22.2)

564 nisacaranam tesam hi ye devaganamasritah | te tu tatsattvasamsargadvijiieydstu tadaiijandh || SS6.60.23.
Thanks to David White for his assistance with these translations. On this verse, White writes (personal
communication): "Why they are so called [afijanas] here is a mystery to me. It perhaps has something to do with
the fact that collyrium is an invisibility salve, and that these night-stalkers render their divine masters invisible
when they strike in the dark of night. In all these verses, devagana seems to be referring to the grahas.”

365 devagraha iti punah procyante asucayasca ye | devavacca namasyante pratyarthyante ca devavat || SS
6.60.24

566 svamisilakriyacarah krama esa suradisu | nirrterya duhitarastasam sa prasavah smrtah || SS6.60.25.

57 satyatvadapavrttesu vrttistesam ganaih krtda | himsavihara ye kecid devabhavam upasritah || $56.60.26
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Bhitas are called grahas, for which reason, with respect to this knowledge, the
physician considers it [the knowledge of the grahas to be] demonological. Therefore,
it is named bhiitavidya. [SS 6.60.27-28.1]°68

From this exposition quite a few things can be noted. First, it is clear that what makes
these physicians experts, is their great knowledge about the variety of possessing spirits —
which spirits “possess” and how and why they do. This section also clarifies, as we
mentioned, that the innumerable attendants of the various Lords are the ones who do the
possessing, not the Lords (svamins) themselves. The conduct and intentions of these grahas
seem to be based upon their specific nature, which we are told is associated with their
respective Lords.’®® As a reminder, the authors also tell us that these grahas were originally
born from the daughter of Nirrti, Chaos or Destruction personified, implying that there
should be no surprise regarding their harmful natures.

It is a bit unclear, but there also seems to be a delineation being made in SS6.60.24
between devagrahas and devas — the devagrahas are “like devas”, though the text states they
have turned away from truth and are impure.’’® A similar idea is also seen within AS 7.4,
which states: “Due to their comingling and dwelling with the gods and demons, their [the
bhiitas? or victims?) actions, behaviors, and customs have been commonly perceived as

having the same name (or being the same as).” *7!

568 phataniti krta samjia tesam samjiapravaktrbhih (SS6.60.27.1) | grahasamjiiani bhitani yasmadvettyanaya
bhisak || (856.60.26-27) vidyaya bhiutavidyatvamata eva nirucyate | (SS6.60.28.1)

569 Which are categorized, as we’ve seen, as those who delight in killing, lust, or for worship.

570 David White (personal communication) - "I believe that deva-gana is being used synonymously with grahas
here. This is not so unusual, given that in both Buddhist and Hindu texts from the period, all non-Vedic, non-
“classical” deities were often called deva(ta)s, including all of the sub-classes of grahas: yaksa-grahas, etc."

ST satyatvadapavrttesu vrttistesam ganaih krta surasuradisamvasasamsargattacchilacarakarmataya ca
tatsamjiiam labhante (AS. 7.4) I originally assumed "their" refers to the bhiitas comingling with the higher gods
and demons, though White personally communicated to me that "their" may refer to humans who are possessed
by these grahas.
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DISEASE & POSSESSION IN THE MEDICAL TEXTS

As discussed earlier, possession and mental/physical disease in South Asia have gone
hand-in-hand conceptually since the time of the earliest Vedas. This was understood either as
spirits as the causers of disease through possession, or the diseases themselves being
anthropomorphized into possessing agents. For example, in the Carakasamhita we find the
mythological origins of fever (jvara), considered “The Lord/King of All Diseases”
(sarvarogadhipatih; CS 2.1.35.2; sarvarogagrajah CS 6.3.4) due to it being the “oldest
disease” (pradhano roganam, CS 6.3.4). According to the CS, fever was born from the wrath
of Lord Siva (mahesvarakopaprabhavah) during the destruction of Daksa’s sacrifice (CS
2.1.6.3). From Rudra’s fury (raudra) a young boy was emitted, “blazing with the fire of
wrath” (balam krodhagnisantaptamasrjat) and described as having three heads (#risird), nine
eyes (navalocanah), staunch and pot-bellied (hrasvajanghodarah), and of terrible (raudra)
countenance (CS 3.21-25). It was this young boy who destroyed the sacrifice and was then
given the role as Fever by Lord Siva.’"2

This same origin story of Fever is expanded upon in certain recessions of the MBh. In
MBh 12.274, for example, we again find Siva's anger causing him to emit a drop of sweat,
which falls to earth and turns into a raging fire. According to the narrative, from this fire a
short hairy gruesome man with red eyes and a tawny beard, said to resemble a hawk or an
owl, was born. He had a gaping mouth with monstrous teeth, was hideous, dark-
complexioned, and wore red garments. Immediately after his birth, Fever goes on a rampage

and begins to destroy the world around him, a clear echo of the fierce child-god Skanda’s

572 This being is identified as Virabhadra in the MBh - see Flood (1996: 150) for summary of this story from the
MBh.
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own origin story. Brahma runs to Siva and begs him to divide Fever into many pieces,
claiming the Universe was unable to bear the full weight of his powerful energy. After Siva
was assured his share of the sacrifice, he consents and divides Fever into many parts,
resulting in a multitude of diseases which were distributed among men, animals, birds, and
plants, saying “This awful energy of the great god is called Fever, and the lord is to be bowed
to and honored by all creatures that breathe”.>”

In an earlier story in the MBh, Fever, again created by Siva’s energy, was used to
defeat the demon Vrtra. This fever is described as having possessed (jvaravista) Vrtra’s
body, and, in medical fashion, his symptoms are listed:

Now I will tell you, O King, the symptoms that appeared in the body of Vrtra when

the Fever had possessed (avista) him. His hideous mouth began to blaze with fire, and

he became extremely pale. His limbs trembled (gatrakampa) greatly and he began to
breathe hard and fast. His hair stood on end (romaharsa) and he emitted sharp sighs.

A dreadful jackal (siva) of inauspicious appearance came out of his mouth, O Bharata

- this was his memory.>"*

With the demon’s body in a weakened state, the Gods were able to kill Vrtra, but
from his bodily remains arose an even more dreadful being — Brahmahatya, the
anthropomorphized personification of Brahminicide, the worst of all sins.>”> According to
the text, this was due to Vrtra’s dual parentage as the son of the brahmin-god Tvastr and a

asura mother, who is described as a fierce black demoness who wore a garland of skulls

(kapalamalini). 376 Although this section is not considered part of the critical edition of the

573 MBH 12.274.2-58. Cf. the expanded interpolation given as appendix I, no. 28, 212 lines, and appendix II,
no. 1, 46 lines; translation of final line by Doniger from Hindu Myths (1987: 283-286)

574 MBH 12.273.1-3; translation based on Doniger (1987: 87)

575 The earliest attestation of this myth is Taittiriya Samhita 2.5.1, discussed in Smith, "Indra's Curse, Varuna's
Noose, and the Suppression of the Woman in the Vedic Srauta Ritual" in Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women,
ed. Julia Leslie, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1992): 23.

576 She was terrifying (mahaghora), and fierce (raudra), striking fear to the world (lokabhayavaha). She had a
terrible gaping mouth with sharp teeth (karaladasana) was frightfully deformed (bhima vikrta) and dark and
tawny (krsnapingald); her hair was disheveled (prakirnamirdhaja), and she had frightening eyes (ghoranetra).

204



MBH and was likely added later, we can see from this, and various other examples, how
disease, sin, and emotions like anger and fury were often personified into demons and
possessing entities. These are common tropes in much of the literature up to this point, which
becomes amplified in the later tantric period, as we will soon see.

In an important philological study by Minoru Hara, Hara lists all of the different ways
the verbal forms of @-vis were employed throughout the MBh in hopes of better
understanding the terms semantic range and usage in this period. From his pain-staking
research he arrived at eight different categories, concluding that,

...the nominal concepts standing as the subject of g-vis- are more or less

characterized by overpowering impulse, psychological and physiological as well,

which originate either from outside or inside the human being. These impulses
overtake human beings especially when they are off-guard, who, once overtaken, can
hardly resist. Those who are suddenly seized by violent emotion (anger, fear, grief,
desire, etc.); those who are possessed by demoniacal beings (bhiita); those who are in
the grip of disease (seizure, swoon, etc.); cities which fall unexpectedly into natural

calamities (flood, epidemics, famine etc.) — all those under the impact of force
majeure are termed avista.>’’

Hara continues, stating that in “its infinite form avista is almost synonymous with
akranta (seized), grasta (stricken), grhita (overtaken), abhibhiita (overpowered) and ariidha
(ridden)”.>"® He then gives the following eight categories, which cover the term’s semantic
range in the MBh:

1. Words expressive of violent emotion: anger (krodha, kopa, rousa, manyu), agony

(arti), manly valor (paurusa), joy (harsa), grief (Soka), fear (bhi, bhaya), agitation

(sambhrama)

2. Words expressive of selfishness/vice (adharma, papman), self-conceit (ahamkara),

arrogance (darpa), haughtiness (mana), contempt (avamana), malice (matsarya),
greed (lobha)

She wore a garland of skulls (kapalamalini), and she was emaciated (krsa@), drenched with blood (rudhirardra),
and clothed in rag garments (ciravastranivasini). [MBH 12.273.10-13]

577 See Minoru Hara, “Sraddhavivesa,” Indologica Taurinensia 7: (1979): 261-273. This study was done in
order to get a better understanding of the term sraddhavivesa ("possessed by faith") as found in the in the Katha
Upanisad (1.2). Grasta can also mean "swallowed" here.

578 Hara (1979: 271).
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3. Words expressive of affection in general and sexual desire in particular (kama,
raga, manmatha, madana)

4. Words expressive of suffering and disease such as pain (duhkha, asukha), delusion
(moha), seizure (vepathu), fever (jvara), consumption (yaksman)

5. Words expressive of demoniacal beings (bhiita), who assail humans by the act of
possession: yaksa, raksasa, danava, dasura, kali

6. Words expressive of physiological impulse: hunger (ksudh), thirst (pipasa, trsna),
drowsiness (nidra), fatigue (srama), waking up (prajagara), and intoxication
(mada)

7. Words expressive of mental impulse and excitement: anguish (cinta), curiosity
(kautithala), astonishment (vismaya); compassion (krpa, ghrna), and bashfulness
(lajja)

8. Words expressive of calamity (alaksmi, anartha) such as drought (avrsti), flood
(ativrsti), epidemics (vyadhi), famine (durbhiksa)®”

While Hara’s conclusions cover much of the semantics around terms related to a-vis,
it also covers, interestingly enough, many of the possession etiologies and symptomologies
found in the medical literature of this time. As we’ve seen, and will continue to see,
possession states in the medical texts have a range of causes - violent and extreme emotions,
vice/sin, physical and/or mental afflictions, trauma, and calamities of various sorts, and
finally, supernatural possessing-beings. While these are often listed as the cause of
possession, they may also be the result of possession — that is, as their symptoms. As we will
see, almost all of Hara’s classifications can also be found within the medical texts, showing
the depth and nuance that should be understood when discussing South Asian
conceptualizations of the term avesa as “possession”. In my final chapter I will once again
look at some of these possession etiologies and compare it to modern understandings and
recent insights into possession phenomena as understood by the medical sciences.
Unsurprisingly, we will see much overlap.

Let us know return to the topic of disease and possession at hand. In chapter two of

the CS, the Nidanasthana (The Section on Pathology), where the origin myth of fever was

579 Hara (1979: 269-270)
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found, it also mentions an eight-fold typology of diseases which is ultimately subsumed
under three categories: those diseases born from lobha (greed), those born from abhidroha
(intense malice), and those which arise from kopa (anger) (CS 2.1.15). Already we can see
the great importance placed on afflictive emotional states as factors in engendering disease
(including possession). Here, Fever (jvara) is again discussed first and is also classified into
eight types, all related to imbalances in one of the three dosas (vata, pitta, and kapha) or
some combination thereof, while the eighth is said to be due to agantu, exogenous or external
factors (CS 2.1.17).

Exogenous fever is further divided into four kinds (1) abhighata - fevers resulting
from physical trauma and injury; (2) abhisanga - fevers resulting from possession by
malignant spirits (bhitabhisanga) or, notably, from emotional overload (e.g., passion, grief,
fear, or anger)®®’; (3) abhicara - fevers due to malefic sorcery; and (4) abhisapa - fever
brought on by malicious curses by spiritually advanced beings like siddhas, rsis, etc. (CS
2.1.30; CS 6.3.111-129). The later AHS lists almost the exact same categories — however,
abhisanga includes not only possession (avesa) by a graha but also possession due to various
herbs and poisonous substances.>8!

According to this text, while these four types of fever may begin externally, if not
treated they will eventually affect all the dosas and cause further afflictions. For example, if
fever is due to passion, grief, or fear, it will affect the vata dosa (wind humour); if anger, it
will affect the pitta dosa (bilious humour), possession by spirits (bhiitabhisanga), on the
other hand, can affect all three dosas depending on which of the eight classes the possessing

being belongs to as detailed in other bhittavidya chapters (CS 2.1.30 and CS 6.3.115-116).

80 kama-Soka-bhaya-krodhair-abhisaiij (CS. 6.3.114.2)
581 AHS Nidanasthana (3.2.38-45) - see also Meulenbeld (1999 1A: 415) who discusses this in more detail.
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Here we find, potentially, the first mention of possession being interpreted through the lens
of the tri-dosa system.

CS 6.3.122-123 gives some of the symptoms of those afflicted with fever due to
various sorts of possession (abhisanga): if fever is due to extreme desire or passion, than this
will result in obsessive behavior marked by constant sighing; if due to grief, it is marked by
abundant tears; if born of fear, it is marked by constant dread; if anger, then extreme
agitation; if the fever is due to possession by spirits (bhiitavesa), the victim is marked by
various super-human or supernatural (amanusa) behaviors. Much more is written on the topic
of fever, including stages of development and treatments, though little more is mentioned on
spirit possession. However, close to the end of this chapter it does suggest treatments for
fever caused by spirit possession. It states that one should perform rites involving sacrificial
offerings in order to invoke divine intervention (daivavyapasraya; CS 6.3.292), either by
worshipping I§vara (Siva) along with his ganas (attendants) and the Mothers (matr-ganam-
isvaram; CS 6.3.310), or through recitation of the thousand names of Visnu (vispum
sahasramirdhanam cardcara) (CS 6.3.311.2), or by making sacrifices to Brahma, the two
ASvins, Indra, Agni (Hutabhaksa), Himalaya, Mother Ganga, and the troop of Maruts
(marut-gana). A host of other purifying religious acts are also suggested as ways of release
from fever (CS 6.3.312-313). Note that Siva, rather than Skanda as we would expect, is
mentioned here along with the Mothers. This may reflect Skanda’s ambiguous status in this

early text.
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POSSESSION, MADNESS (UNMADA), & SIN

The Carakasamhita’s first detailed discussion of possession entities is found in
chapter seven of its Nidanasthana (“Chapter on Disease Etiologies™), and then chapter nine
of its Cikitsasthana (“Chapter on Treatments). These chapters deal specifically with
diagnosing (nidana) and treating (cikitsa) insanity (unmada), which is defined as the
“wandering about or unsettlement (brahma) of mind, intellect, consciousness, knowledge,
memory, inclination, manners, activities, and conduct” (CS 2.7.5). Thus, in the CS, and
subsequently the SS, possession is relegated as a particular form of “insanity” (unmada). A
notable difference in the later AHS, in contrast, is that possession is treated as a separate
phenomenon from unmdada, though it still recognizes that possession can be a cause of
insanity (AHS 6.55.2-58).

As we saw in the previous chapter, the convergence of madness and possession is
also one that goes back to the earliest Vedic texts. In the RV, however, unmada does not
always connote a pathological state, as so often seen in the AV and later medical texts. There
are cases in the RV, as previously discussed, when unmdada is more akin to an ecstatic state
that is produced through the ritual consumption of the divine soma drink (RV 1.83.6) through
Vedic recitation (RV 8.64.1), or as in the case of the Kesin myth, through ascetic practice
(unmadita mauneyana) and the drinking of poison (visa) which induces possession by the
gods (devaso aviksata; RV 10.136.2).5% In the RV then, unmada and related terms could
denote a positive or exalted spiritual state akin to pure bliss, divine ecstasy, or euphoria.

Thus, Weiss and others have noted the dual meanings of the term unmada, “signifying both a

582 See RV 1.83.6; 1.109.4; 2.33.6; 5.4.1; 7.57.1; 8.53.1 for more examples
209



state of divine ecstasy and a psychopathological condition.”®* As we will see in the following
chapter, this dual understanding is key to tantric conceptualizations of possession as well,
paving the way for an array of ecstatic-inducing practices involving various forms of
possession.

In the AV, however, the concept of unmdada, and by association, possession, is more
uniform and almost always seen as something negative, which one needs to counteract
against, destroy, or be released from. In AVS (6.111), for example, there is a hymn
specifically used as a charm against unmada that arises from either possession by a malignant
being or a curse from the gods:

O Agni, release this man for me who, bound (baddha) and well restrained (suyata),

utters nonsense (/alapiti). When he becomes sane (anunmaditan), he shall thereafter

make a sacrificial offering to you.

If your mind is crazed (udyuta), let Agni quiet it down for you. I, the wise one, make

the medicine (bhesaja) so that you are free from madness.

Crazed (unmadita) due to a curse of the gods (devainasd), or insane (unmatta) due to

a demon (raksas), 1, the skilled one, make the medicine so you are freed from

madness.

May the Apsaras, Indra and Bhaga return you again; may all the gods return you

again, so that you may be free from madness. >%*

Here, Agni, (and later other devas and apsaras), is first solicited in order to release
the patient who is described as uttering nonsense (/alapiti) and either metaphorically

“bound”, having a seizure, or actually physically restrained due to his psychotic behavior, a

common form of treatment for possessed persons.>® The cure, according to the verses, is

83 Mitchell G. Weiss, Critical Study of Unmada in the early Sanskrit Medical Literature: An Analysis of
Ayurvedic Psychiatry with Reference to Present-day Diagnostic Concepts, (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, 1977): 10 - emphasis is mine.

58 AVS 6.111 imam me agne purusam mumugdhy ayam yo baddhah suyato lalapiti | ato 'dhi te krnavad
bhagadheyam yadanunmadito 'sati ||1|| agnis te ni sSamayatu yadi te mana udyutam | krnomi vidvan bhesajam
yathanunmadito 'sasi ||2|| devainasad unmaditam unmattam raksasas pari | krnomi vidvan bhesajam
vadanunmadito 'sati ||3|| punas tva dur apsarasah punar indrah punar bhagah | punas tva dur visve deva
yathanunmadito 'sasi ||4||

585 See Kakar (1982) for various examples.
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both the medicines (or “spells”, another common reading for bhesaja) prepared by the ritual
specialist, as well as the promise of offerings to Agni by the patient. We should also note the
early differentiation being made between two causes of madness here — madness due to a
god’s curse and madness due to possession by a malevolent demon (rdksa). Additionally,
Kenneth Zysk sees two distinct types of madness here due to the passage’s different uses of
ud-\mad:

...unmadita, which implies the demented state brought on by the patient himself as a

result of his infringement of certain divine mores or taboos; and unmatta which

suggests an abnormal mental state caused by possession by demons, such as

raksas. 8¢

It is difficult to say whether his assessment is correct or not since little evidence of
these terms’ variant usage is given from the AV to back up his claim. It is possible the
authors of this hymn were purposefully trying to distinguish between the two forms, or it
may have just been poetical license — regardless, the distinction of the two causes (curses by
gods vs. demonic possession) is one that continues into medical texts. However, [ would
have to nuance Zysk’s statement that there is some distinction between negative forms of
possession brought on by committing taboos, resulting in possession by gods, versus
possession brought on by demons. It’s unclear whether this distinction existed in the early
Vedic period, but from at least the time of the Epics, all negative forms of possession
(whether by a god or a demon) are ultimately said to be due to various transgressions and
sins by the victim. This is an idea, which continues and is amplified in the medical traditions,
as we will see.

In fact, the CS goes so far to make the argument that a// forms of disease are

essentially caused by the victim themselves, due to their transgressive behaviors rooted in

536 Zysk (1985: 62).
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attachment and ignorance. In typical renunciant fashion, the CS argues that attachment
(pravrtti) is the main cause of all afflictions (upaplava), while detachment (nivrtti) leads to
their cessation (uparama) [CS 4.5.8]. Interestingly enough, this attachment/ignorance is
described as being the result of one who has been “possessed by their (lower) ego”
(ahamkara-abhinivistah), which brings about an erroneous perspective (anyathdadrsti) of the
world and their place in it. In turn, this leads to avisesa (lack of discrimination),
abhisamplava (considering self to be identical with body), and samsaya (doubt), ultimately
resulting in sanga and vimarga-gati (wrong actions and following the wrong path). It is these
wrong actions, which eventually lead to imbalances and afflictions in the mind and body, and
thus illness.*®’

An earlier association between possession and sin can actually be found in the
Atharva Veda as well. AVS 6.113, for example, discusses an unnamed primordial sin (enas),
which the gods seemed to have transferred (amrj) from themselves onto a minor Vedic god
by the name of Trita.>®® In turn, we are told, Trita transferred it to humans (manusa). The text
then states that if one is possessed by a female seizer (grahi) due to sin, the gods can make it
disappear through a spell (brahmanda). However, the sin is never destroyed — rather, the hymn
implies that the spell will be transferred to the grahi, here called the bhrinaghni, “the
embryo-slayer”.>® Though, the meaning of these verses is a bit obscure, it is clear that this
theme of sin and possession (and madness) have a long history — one that continues well into

the medical and later tantric traditions.

587 CS 4.5.10.4-5; See Meulenbeld (1999 Vol 1A: 43) for more on this topic

588 1t is believed Trita was a more ancient god, found also in the Persian Avesta, but by this time his prominence
had faded and was superseded by Indra, who took on many of his roles. For more on Trita see Doniger (1985).
589 AVS 6,113.1- AVS_6,113.3) trite deva amrjataitad enas trita enan manusyesu mamyje | tato yadi tva grahir
anase tam te deva brahmana nasayantu ||1|| maricir dhiiman pra visanu papmann udaran gachota va niharan |
nadinam phenam anu tan vi nasya bhrianaghni piisan duritani mrksva ||2|| dvadasadha nihitam
tritasyapamyrstam manusyainasani | tato yadi tva grahir anase tam te deva brahmana nasayantu ||3||
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POSSESSION ETIOLOGY AND SYMPTOMOLOGY IN AYURVEDA

After the CS defines madness, it classifies it into two types, endogenous (internal)
and exogenous (external). Endogenous is again divided into four types - three due to
imbalances within a specific humour (dosa), and the fourth due to sannipata, “a
combination” of imbalances within all three dosas. Exogenous madness, on the other hand, is
said to be due to spirit possession and it is here where the cause (hetu) is ultimately said to be
due to wrong actions in a past life or prevailing “errors in one’s judgments” (prajiaparadha),
which in turn leads to transgressive acts that cause possession. Prajiiaparadha, the text
states, may cause people to disregard or disrespect the devas, rsis, pitrs, gandharvas, yaksas,
raksasas, pisacas, gurus, vrddhas, siddhdas, acaryas and perpetrate other improper acts
(ahitanydcarati; CS 2.7.10.1-2). Thus, as stated in the following line, “Afflicted men, who
are afflicted by their own self, the devas etc. make insane.”® The chapter closes out by
stating, once again, that ultimately one should not blame the afflicting entities for their
afflictions, since they arise out of their own transgressions and intellectual errors - this is
ultimately the meaning of the previous verse, “afflicted by their own self”. The patients
themselves are, in fact, the authors of their own suffering and pleasure [CS 2.7.19-23].

In its Cikitsitasthana chapter (CS 6.9), more etiological factors are given for both
endogenous and exogenous mental illness (unmdada). Potential causes for unmada can
include diet that consists of antagonistic, defective and/or impure foods; disrespect towards
gods, teachers, and Brahmins; mental shock resulting from fear or exhilaration; and faulty

bodily activity [CS. 6.9.5]. Due to these causes, the text states, the humours in the body get

30 tam atmand hatam upaghnanto devadayah kurvanty unmattam || CS 2.7.10.4
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spoiled, which then affects the heart (hrdaya) and intellect (buddhis), and, in turn, spoils the
channels which carry the mind (manas) [CS. 6.9.5]. As a result of this, the mind becomes
deranged, leading to confusion, fickleness of mind, restless eyes, unsteadiness, incoherent
speech, and mental vacuity [CS. 6.9.6].

As we will see, there is much crossover between endogenous and exogenous
symptoms of insanity. Insanity of the endogenous vata-type is particularly interesting and
includes many possession-like symptoms: uncontrolled laughing or smiling, dancing,
singing, speaking, moving to and fro, and crying, all of which are said to be "out of place"
(asthana) i.e., spontaneous.’®! Symptoms of pifta-type insanity include intolerance or
indignation, agitation, nudity (nagna), abusiveness, running about madly, high temperature,
uncontrolled anger, craving for shade and cold foods/water.>*?> Kapha-type insanity includes
slowness of speech and action, loss of appetite, fondness for solitude or women, excessive
sleep, vomiting, slobbering, paleness of nails, etc. (CS 6.9.14).5%°

After discussing these endogenous types, the causes specific to exogenous unmada
produced by spirit possession (abhidharsanani; literally “overpowering”) are listed and
include: insulting various supernatural beings (devas, rsis, pisacas etc.), failure to properly
perform religious duties (niyama) and fulfill vows (vrata), or due to inauspicious deeds done
in a past life (pirvadehe) [CS 6.9.16].°°* General telltale symptoms (/ingam) are then giving,
though specific symptoms for each possessing entity is discussed in greater detail later in the

chapter. These general symptoms include: supernatural (atyatma; CS 2.7.13) displays of

¥ asthanahdsasmitanytyagitabagangaviksepanarodanani| CS 6.9.10

32 amarsasamrambhavinagnabhavah samtarjanatidravanausnyarosah/

pracchayasitannajalabhilasah pita ca bhah pittakrtasya lingam// CS 6.9.12

393 vakcestitam mandamarocaka$ca nariviviktapriyata atinidrd| chardisca lala ca balam ca bhurikte
nakhadisauklyam ca kaphatmakasya|| CS 6.9.14

594 Cakrapanidatta’s eleventh-century commentary on 6.9.16 glosses abhidharsanani with the word avesa
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strength (bala), virility (virya), movements (cesto, CS 6.9.17), courage (paurusa), heroism
(parakrama), grasping (grahana), memory retention (dharana), memory (smarana),
knowledge (jiigna), speech (vacana) and understanding (vijiia) (CS 2.7.13; CS 6.9.17) The
Susruta Samhita follows suit, giving its own summary of possession symptomology:
guhyanagatavijiianam anavastha asahisnuta | kriya vamanust yasmin sagrahah
parikirtyate || SS6.60.4 Whosoever exhibits supernatural (amanusi) actions, who is
unstable or quick to provocation, or has knowledge of secrets or future events, he is
regarded as possessed (sagrahan, literally “seized”)”.>%>
From this general list of the CS and SS, we can see that possession does not seem to
be inherently negative - in fact, certain symptoms such as divine strength or supernatural
knowledge, including “secrets” or future events, may actually be desirable and may be a nod
to more oracular forms of possession in existence at that time. However, once we get more
deeply into symptoms of specific entities, the negative (or at least neutral) traits seem to
dominate.
I will now briefly present the collated symptoms of the major categories of possession
entities as presented in chapter 6.9 of the CS:
Insanity due to possession by the gods (devonmattam): (the victim) has a gentle/calm
appearance, is serious and indomitable, not given to anger, disinclined towards sleep
or food, has little sweat, urine, stool, and flatulence, body odor is sweet, and face is
radiant like a lotus in bloom [CS 6.9.20.1].
The gods (devas) attack (abhidharsayanti) a person of pure conduct, engaged in
religious austerities and scriptural study, by noticing a weakness (chidram), generally
on the first and thirteenth lunar days of the waxing lunar fortnight [CS 6.9.21.1].
Insanity due to possession by a guru, elder (vrddha), perfected being (siddha), or seer
(rsi): their (the victims) actions, diet, and speech bespeak of a curse (abhisapa),

magical spell (abhicara), or desire (abhidhyana) ascribable to any of them [CS
6.9.20.2].

95 guhyandagatavijianam anavastha asahisnuta | kriya vamanust yasmin sagrahah parikirtyate || SS 6.60.4
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Rsis etc. attack a person who is devoted to bathing, purity, solitude, and well-versed
in the teachings of sacred law and the Vedas, generally on the sixth and ninth day of
the fortnight [CS 6.9.21.2].

Insanity due to possession by deceased ancestors (pitrbhirunmattam): (the victims)
look is unfavorable, they are unable to see properly, fatigued, obstructed speech, loss
of appetite, and seized by indigestion [CS 6.9.20.3].

The deceased ancestors (pitrs) attack a person who is devoted to service of his
mother, father, teachers [guru], elders, perfected ones [siddhas], and spiritual teachers
[dcarya), generally on the tenth day of the dark fortnight and on the day of the new
moon [CS 6.9.21.3].

Insanity due to possession by a gandharva (gandharvonmattam): (The victim) is
passionate, impetuous, fiery, indomitable; fond of instruments played by mouth,
dance, song, food, and drink; those fond of bathing, garlands, incense, unguents, red
garments, offering sacrifices; they are fond of joking around, and their body odor is
pleasant [CS 6.9.20.4].

The gandharvas attack a person of pure behavior who is fond of panegyrics, singing,
and music, who has lust for other men’s wives, perfumes, and garlands, generally on
the twelfth or fourteenth day of the fortnight [CS 6.9.21.4].

Insanity due to possession by a yaksa (yaksonmattam): (The victim) frequently sleeps,
cries, and laughs, is fond of dance, vocal and instrumental music, reciting sacred
texts, telling stories, food and drink, bathing, garlands, incense, and perfume, has red
and tearful eyes, speaks ill of twice-born and physicians, and divulges secrets
(rahasyabhasinam) [CS 6.9.20.5].

The yaksas attack a person who is endowed with intelligence, strength, beauty, pride,
and heroism, those who are fond of garlands, unguents used for the body, and
laughter, and who talks aimlessly, generally on the seventh and eleventh lunar days of
the waxing lunar fortnight [CS 6.9.21.5].

Insanity due to possession by a raksasa (raksasonmattam): (The victim) is afflicted
with insomnia, averse to food and drink, is very strong in spite of not eating, fond of
weapons, blood, meat, and red-colored garlands, and is threatening or abusive
(samtarjana) [CS 6.9.20.6].

Insanity due to possession by a pisdca (pisaconmattam): (The victim’s) thoughts are
morbid, one finds no resting place, they indulge in dance, song, and laughter, they
chatters meaninglessly, sometimes with sense and sometime nonsensically; they are
fond of climbing and walking on assorted heaps of garbage, rags, grass, stones, and
sticks that might be on the road; voice is broken and harsh; they like to runs about in
the nude, never remains idle, tells his miseries to others, and suffers from memory
loss [CS 6.9.20.8].
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The raksasas and pisacas attack a person who is inferior of mind, those who are

betrayers, who lust after women, and is deceitful, generally on the second, third, or

eighth day of the fortnight [CS 6.9. 21.7].

Insanity due to possession by a brahmaraksasa (brahmaraksasonmattam): One

engages in loud laughter and dance, expresses hatred and contempt of gods,

brahmans, and physicians; recites hymns, Vedas, mantras, and other canonical texts

(sastra), and flagellates (pidana) their own self with sticks, etc. [CS 6.9.20.7].

The brahmaraksasas attack a person who dislikes scriptural studies, religious

austerities, fasting, celibacy, and honoring gods, ascetics, and teachers; a brahman

whose has lost their purity or a non-brahman who speaks like a brahman, one who is
arrogant, and one who is fond of playing and sporting in temple waters, generally on
the fifth day of the bright fortnight or on full moon [CS 6.9.21.6].5%

Very generally we can see that the imagined personalities and behaviors of the
possessing entities match the behaviors of their possessed victims. Attacks seem to primarily
occur due to disregarding or disrespecting the entities, various transgressive acts, the
breaking of vows, and those who are overly proud. Some entities attack humans who in many
ways resemble the spirits themselves and their behaviors — but the texts state these entities
notice “a weakness” (chidra - literally a "crack" or "opening") in them and thus attack. In
other cases, such as possession by devas or gandharvas, we can even see that the symptoms
are of a positive, or at least, a neutral nature. However, negative traits clearly dominate these
descriptions, commonplace with the attitude of the time that possession was generally
unfavorable and possession entities, whoever they were, needed to be exorcised.

In chapter two of the CS [CS 2.7.14], we are further told that human bodies are more
permeable and susceptible to possession at certain times, during certain acts, and at certain

places. These include:

...in the beginning of a sinful act, at the time of fruition of a past deed; in a deserted
house or at a crossroads; carelessness during evenings and twilights, sexual

596 "This list appears to be adapted by the Kriyakalagunottara, as quoted by Ksemaraja in his commentary on
Netra Tantra 19." (Personal communication from David White)
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intercourse in the new moon and the full moon days or cohabiting with a women

during menses; impropriety in the observance of scriptural recitation, offerings,

auspicious rites and oblations or breaking rules and vows, such as celibacy; during
times of great war or the destruction of one’s country, family or city; during eclipses;
at the time of delivery of women; from contact with inauspicious and unclean objects
or creatures; during vomiting, purgation or blood-letting; when visiting holy places
and temples while unclean or in an improper state; when leaving remnants of meat,
honey, sesame, jaggery and wine; while naked; visiting towns, cross-roads, gardens,
cremation grounds or slaughter houses at night, when insulting brahmanas, gurus,
gods, ascetics or respectable persons; performance of any other inauspicious act- thus

are described the times of affliction [CS 2.7.14].

The SS follows suit, adding that those who have become injured should especially be
careful of malignant grahas, since they harm those who are impure (asucim), unrestrained or
disrespectful (bhinnamaryadam), or physically wounded (ksatam).’®” From this particular set
of data, we see that possession entities tend to possess humans during: some sort of liminal
time or state (e.g. beginning of some action, during twilight hours, eclipses etc.), or liminal
space (e.g. crossroads, deserted house, cremation grounds), due to impurities or polluting acts
(intercourse during menses, contact with unclean object,), from sinful or transgressive acts
(breaking vows, insulting Brahmins, gods etc.) and finally during periods of trauma or crisis
(times of war or catastrophe, extreme physical stress or injury). If one is uninjured and still
attacked, the SS accounts for this by stating that these grahas do so simply because they have
a cruel or violent nature (himsa), or it is for sport (vihara), or due to their desire for worship
(satkara).>®® This is in consonance with CS 2.7.15, which states that the ultimate motive for
all possessing agents is threefold — either out of their desire for violence (himsa),
pleasure/lust (rati), or for the sake of being worshipped (abhyarcanam).

For the physician, the incentive of the possessing agents in each case is to be inferred

from differences in the behavior of the victim. As an example, the CS states that one who is

397 §S6.60.5ab asucim bhinnamaryadam ksatam va yadi vaksatam
398 §S6.60.5cd himsyurhimsaviharartham satkararthamathapi va ||
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afflicted by the himsa or "violent" type of possession entity will behave in a suicidal manner
- they will enter into fire, sink themselves in water, fall into a pit in the ground, or strike
themselves with weapons such as a whip, wooden stick, bricks, their own fists etc. According
to the authors, persons afflicted in this manner are classified as incurable, although those
afflicted by the other two types are curable through the following remedial measures:
recitation of mantras, wearing of roots and gems, auspicious rites, offerings, gifts, oblations,
religious rules, taking on vows, propitiation, fasting, blessings, prostration, and visiting
religious places etc. [CS 2.7.16] The AHS gives the same three motives, though it states that
those possessed by himsakanksa (desirous to kill) entities can be subdued or pacified through
sacrificial offerings (homa) and mantras, while the other two types (lust/worship) are cured

by “yielding to their wishes” [AHS 6.3.40-41].

MODUS OPERANDI OF GRAHAS/BHUTAS

In Caraka Samhita 2.7.12, we also learn about the particular mode of possession of
each of these insanity-causing entities (bhiitanam unmadayisyatam): the gods (devas) are
said to produce insanity through their gaze (avaloka); gurus, elders, accomplished persons
(siddhas) and the great sages (rsis) by cursing (abhisapat); forefathers (pitrs) by manifesting
themselves visually (darsayat); gandharvas by touch (sprsa); yaksas by co-penetration
(samavesa); raksasas through their odor (gandha); and finally pisacas by “mounting” or
riding their victims (@ruhya vahayantah)®°. While these classifications are interesting and

point to the various modes of entry of the spirits entry through some sense organ, I have not

399 tatrayam unmadakaranam bhitanam unmadayisyatam arambhaviseso bhavati tad yatha avalokayanto deva
Janayanty unmadam guruvrddhasiddhamaharsayo 'bhisapantah pitaro darsayantah sprsanto gandharvah
samavisanto yaksah raksasas tv atmagandham aghrapayantah pisacah punar aruhya vahayantah || CS 2.7.12 .1
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seen much consistency in other texts I’ve looked at. It is unclear also what is meant by
samavesa and aruhya vahayantah (“mounting” is a common term cross-culturally to describe
possession as well) in this context and why these are specifically tied to yaksas and pisacas
respectively. Although each has its particular way of possessing, we are told in a later chapter
of the CS that:

All the gods (devas) etc. enter (visanti) invisibly (adrsi) and quickly into the body

(deha) of a man through their own innate qualities and power, without causing any

contamination (adiisayanta), just like a reflection (chdya) in a mirror (darpana) or

when sunshine enters a crystal. [CS 6.9.18] 6%

This is almost the same description given in SS 6.60.19:

As a reflection (chaya) is to a mirror (darpana), etc. as cold and heat (sitosna) are to

living beings, as a sun’s ray is to one’s gemstone (mani), and as the one sustaining the

body (dehadhrk) is to the body (deha), in the same way grahas enter (visanti) an

embodied one invisibly (na drsyante).%°! isgpi

The Astangasamgraha (AS) also states, in reference to balagrahas:

Those possessors (avisantah) enter the body of children just like gandharvas enters

[the body of] a woman — they can only be observed with the pure eye of science.®*

So, while different possessors “enter” the body in their own distinct way in different
texts, all the texts agree that this entrance is analogous to a reflection or the entrance of light
or heat — that is, possession occurs via an invisible energy and through some opening, a
channel which the possessor enters into and permeates, “like sunlight in a crystal”. As we
will soon see, these concepts of invisible energies and forces (i.e., reflection, light, sunrays,

heat, sakti etc.) as the mediums of transference between the possessor and the possessed

become fundamental to later tantric practices of deity possession.

00 adisayantah purusasya deham devadayah svaistu gunaprabhavaih | visantyadysyastarasa yathaiva

cchayatapau darpanasiryakantaul|| CS 6.9.18

01 SS 6.60.19/ darpandadin yatha chaya Sitospam pranino yatha/ svamanim bhaskarasyosra yatha deham ca
dehadhrk/ visanti ca na drsyante grahdastadvaccharirinam//

602 AS. Utt.3.11 avisanta$ca laksyante kevalam $astracaksusa | Suddhena deham balanam gandharva iva
yositam ||
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C. THE MECHANICS OF POSSESSION - CHIDRAS AND THE
PSYCHOLOGIZATION/MORALIZATION OF POSSESSION

But what are these openings, these entrances, through which possessing agents enter?
In the Cikitsitasthana of the CS we find an important term used by early physicians to
describe the mechanics of how possessing entities enter into human beings - through what
they call chidras, “cracks” or “openings” within a person’s mind-body complex. These
cracks are created, as seen in CS 2.7.14, when people commit various transgressive or
polluting acts, experience trauma, or if they enter some liminal state or space. %

Though the term literally means a “hole, slit, cleft or opening”, chidra is used in the
MBAH to also represent a “defect, fault, blemish, infirmity, or weak point”.%* For example, in
the chapter “The Building of the Assembly Hall” of book two of the MBh, we find Pandu
telling King Hari$candra, “It is known that this great sacrifice is beset with many obstacles
(vighna), O king, for the Brahmin Raksasas, those who destroy (ghna) rituals, seek out their
weak spots (chidrani).”%% These brahmaraksas, known possessing entities in the CS as well,
seen to look for "weak spots" in ritual performances (or perhaps the ritualist) which they
enter into, thus causing obstacles to the completion of the rite. Later in chapter three of the

MBH, we also find the term’s use in a short discourse on the nature and effects of performing

603 This term is first briefly mentioned in a verse I quoted above, regarding possession by devas (gods) in CS
6.9.21.1: “The devas attack [abhidharsayanti] a person of pure conduct, engaged in religious austerities and
scriptural study, by seeing (aveksya) a weakness [chidram] on the first and thirteenth lunar days of the waxing
lunar fortnight.” Aveksya can also mean “to look toward” which may be a reference the gods mode of
possession and ability to possess through their gaze.

604 See Monier-Williams Sanskrit-English Dictionary (2007)

05 MBH 2.11.68 bahuvighnas ca nrpate kratur esa smyto mahan | chidrany atra hi vaichanti yajiiaghna
brahmaraksasah || Translation based on (Van Buitenen 1981: 53); The use of the term in MBH 3.8.10 also
suggests it is a weakness enemies are looking for in order to exploit: sarve bhavamo madhyastha rajias
chandanuvartinah | chidram bahu prapasyantah pandavanam susamvrtah ||; White also notes the terms use in
the contemporaneous Harivamsa (HV). White writes “There, we are told that following the gods’ victory over
the demon Kalanemi, Brahma warned them to never let down their guard because ‘the despicable Danavas
always force their way into the openings (chidresu)” (HV 38.77b—78a) — see White (2012b :7)
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sinful acts (papa), which are said to be analogous to the creation of “holes” (chidrani) in a
good person’s garments, %

A similar understanding is also found in chapter four of Patafijali’s Yoga Sutra (circa
15t-5% century CE).%°7 Here chidras are understood as breaches in one’s mental defenses
caused by klesas (“mental afflictions” or “emotional disturbances’), which can arise
(pratyaya) in one’s meditation (or more specifically one’s resultant vivekajam jiianam,
“discriminative knowledge”) due to past actions or residual latencies (samskaras).5°® This
highly psychologized understanding of chidras caused by klesas conforms also with early
Buddhist understandings of sin, and even malevolent spirits, as mental projections and
afflictions. Its similarity of use in the YS comes as no surprise, given the heavy influence of
Buddhist thought on this text.5%

This concept is quite explicit, in fact, in legends relating to Buddhism’s most
infamous demon, the great tempter Mara, often known as Papima, “The Wicked One”, who
the Buddha defeats along with his demonic hordes (maccusena, “the armies of death”) in a
battle prior to the Buddha’s enlightenment. The earliest account of Mara is in the Padhana
Sutta of the Sutta-Nipata (SN vs.425-449), where he is first said to take on a human form as
Namuci, in an effort to dissuade the Buddha on his path to liberation while engaged in

austerities in the forest.%!° The Buddha, of course, immediately recognizes Namuci as the

demon Mara and rebukes him, pointing out who his demonic hordes really are 6!!:

606 03.198.52 vasanasyeva chidrani sadhiinam vivinoti yah | papam cet purusah krtva kalyanam abhipadyate ||
607 This particular portion may be later than other portions of the text. See final chapter of White’s, The Yoga of
Patanjali (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), for many of the theorized dates for this text.

08 Yoga Sutra’s: tacchidresu pratyayantarani samskarebhyah||4.27|| Hanamesam klesavaduktam||4.28)|

609 See White (2014: 31-43)

610 In the Sutta-Nipata of the Khuddaka Nikaya

611 Both Namuci and the Buddhist Mara have Vedic prototypes — Namuci as a drought-causing demon who
withheld the life-giving rains (hence his name, “Non-releaser”), and the Vedic Mara who is first mentioned in
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Sensual desire is your first army [of demons], the second is called discontent, the
third is hunger and thirst, the fourth craving, the fifth sluggishness and laziness, the
sixth fear, the seventh indecision, and the eighth disparagement of others and
stubbornness: gain, fame, honor, prestige wrongly acquired and whoever praises
himself and despises others — these, Namuci, are your armies, the Dark One's
[Kanha] striking forces. [SN 436-437]

Neither Mara’s army nor the ensuing battle is described in this very early account,
although later versions embellish these in great detail. In this account, however, it is implied
that the battle with Mara was psychological in nature and ultimately thwarted, and that he
continued to try and attack the Buddha even after his enlightenment. Mara states, “I’ve
followed the Blessed One for seven years and I’ve watched every step he’s made, and not
once have I had access to him (ot@ram nadhigacchissam), he who is completely enlightened
and mindful.”®'%¢-The term chidra is not used, but the idea that the demon was searching for
weaknesses in the Buddha to strike at is clear. Interestingly enough, the Pali terms used,
otaram nadhigacchissam, implies more than just “finding access” or “a chance to strike”, as
understood in Saddhatissa’s translation. Since otaram comes from the Sanskrit term avatara,
which means “descent”, one could actually read this is as Mara trying to “descend into” the
Buddha in order to attack, giving this much more of a possession gloss. Regardless, upon
realizing that he would not be able to attack the Buddha, Mara, the “disappointed yaksa”
(Pali, dummano yakkho) as he is described, vanishes. In Buddhist fashion, Mara, most closely
associated with the Vedic gods Yama (God of Death) and Kama (God of Desire), becomes

recast as a malevolent possessing yaksa, like many other Vedic deities assimilated into the

Buddhist pantheon. The 2™ century CE Mahavastu and Buddhacarita refers to Mara as a

the Atharva Veda where he is identified as Yama, the god of Death (also called Papiyan, “the Evil One”) and
later Kama, the God of Desire.

612 ON. 448; sattavassani bhagavantam anubandhim pada padam | otaram nadhigacchissam sambuddhassa
satimato., translation based upon H. Saddhatissa, The Sutta-Nipata: A New Translation from the Pali Canon,
(London: Curzon, 1994).
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pisaca and in the Samyutta Nikaya, Mara is called a “Great Yaksa” (mahantam yaksam).®'*
Early artistic representations of Mara frequently depict him as yaksa or as a bhiitanatha who
rules over a yaksa or gandharva army (e.g., in 1% century BCE Sanchi complex). In later
accounts as well, Mara’s army is made up of the usual menagerie of grotesque and deformed
demonic beings with animal-features (i.e., yaksas, raksasas, pisacas, aratis, etc.) that we
have become so familiar with in the retinues of Rudra and Skanda.®!>. All of this gives
further weight to my reading of Mara as a possession entity (graha) who was trying to enter
into the Buddha through some opening caused by weakness.

In another version of this story, Mara makes a last-ditch attempt after his armies have
been defeated, by casting out his shape-shifting daughter spirits to seduce him off the path. In
the Maradhitu Sutta, these demonic daughters are named aptly, Tanha (Craving), Arati
(Discontent), and Raga (Passion). In the Buddhacarita version, these malevolent feminine
entities are called Rati (Lust), Priti (Pleasure), and Trsna (Desire).!® Three brothers are also
mentioned: Vibrama (Confusion), Harsa (Gaiety), and Darpa (Pride) and Mara himself also
identified as Kamadeva, the God of Desire. This “battle” was, on one level, purely
psychological in nature — it is ultimately the Buddha’s total dispassion, mindfulness, and
meditative resoluteness which defeats the allegorical demons that try to obstruct him on his
path. This process of anthropomorphizing extreme emotions onto demons is not new, of
course — we have seen again and again, from the time of the early Vedas to the medical texts,

the personification of various afflictions or obstructions as demons and the correlation

614 See Patricia E. Karetzky, "Mara, Buddhist Deity of Death and Desire", East and West. 32 (1-4): (1982): 78-
81 for various yaksa and pisdca references in regard to Mara

815 4ratis are described by Karetzky (1982: 79) as a “feminine type of goblin, personifying illiberality” who she
considers as prototype for Mara's daughters.

616 See Karetzky, (1982:84) for references
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between emotions and mental/physical illnesses. While external demons and disease were
certainly a concern to Buddhists, as in the examples already discussed, we also see a shift in
Buddhist soteriology at this time to a focus on demons as internal representations of mental
afflictions and obstacles to enlightenment, all ultimately seen as projections of one’s own
mind. Indeed, numerous stories in the Jatakas attest to Buddhist monks and nuns being
protected from demons thanks to their adherence to Buddhist dharma and practice, which
acts as a protective armor against the influence of malevolent demons.%!’

Though the term chidra (or chidda in Pali) is not necessarily used in these early texts,
we do find it being used by Mahayana Buddhists precisely in the sense of a moral fault or
weakness, beginning with the second-century CE Mahaprajiiaparamitasiitra. ®'® Mention is
also made of chidra as a point of entrance for possessing entities in a description of an
initiation ritual in one of the earliest Saiva tantras, the 4-5% century Nisvasatattvasamhita.
Here a group of Siva’s eight gana-chiefs are described, each having a specific function to
punish those who break Saiva Siddhantin orthodoxy by committing various moral or
religious transgressions.®'® The term appears in the following verse: “Hear now from me the
bonds inflicted by the ganas...If someone teaches scripture without having first obtained
permission, or transmits it to a non-initiate, Ganapati searches for some flaw (chidra) in the
sadhaka and destroys his power.”%2? A similar understanding is found in the

contemporaneous Buddhist Aryamadijusrimilakalpam.®?!

617 See many of the examples from the Jatakas listed in this and the previous chapter

618 See Lamotte, The Treaties on the Great Virtue of Wisdom of Nagarjuna (Mahaprajiiaparamitasastra).
(Louvain: Institut Orientaliste, 1966b): 1152.

619 The eight listed are Vidyes$a, Sanmukha [Skanda], Ganapati, Nandi, Candisa, Devi, Hathakusmanda-Rudra —
see Dominic Goodall, “Who Is Cande$a?”, in Genesis and Development of Tantrism, ed. Shingo Einoo, Shingo,
(Tokyd: Sankibd Busshorin, 2009): 397.

20 siddhim ganapatirhanyacchidram drstvatusadhake parivarttayati yas tantram. pasujiianena mohitah 1:102 —
translation based on Goodall (2009: 397).

21 chidrapraharino nityam savrana dosadastatha | Aryamanjusrimiilakalpam line 1958 in Ganapati (1920).
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In the medical text Astangahrdayasamhita (6-7" century CE), this same notion of
chidra is found and becomes more explicit in relation to possession. In chapter four,
one’s own transgressions (prajiiaparadhan) in this or a previous life [AHS 6.4.3-4].9%2 Due to
these transgressions, one becomes unrestrained (bhinnamarydadam; literally “one whose
boundary has been breached”), and the transgressor (papam) harms his own self
(atmopaghdtinam). The result of this, according to the text, is that weak points (chidras) are
opened within the transgressor, allowing gods and other grahas to strike (praharin) and
attack (anughnanti) [AHS 6.4.5].9% The following lines (AHS 6.4.6-8) state that these
weaknesses (chidra) come precisely from the same sort of transgressions as listed in the
earlier CS and SS.6%

The Kasyapa Samhita (KS), a unique Ayurvedic text focused primarily on pediatrics,
also discusses chidra in the same way. This text explicitly states that a balagraha (child-
seizer) latches (sajjate) onto the cracks (chidresu) of unrighteousness (adharmadvaresu),
opened in evil persons through their sinful acts.®?> While it was completed in the 7™ century,
portions of it may be much earlier, and it has a very similar demonological program and

vocabulary to other tantras such as the Kriyakalagunottara (KG) and Netra Tantra (NT),

622 As seen in my previous discussion, this idea is also found in its predecessors, the SS and CS

23 tam tatha bhinna-maryadam papam atmopaghatinam | devadayo 'py anughnanti grahas chidra-praharinah ||
AHS 6.4.5 ||

624 Again we see references to liminal periods such as the initial stages of undertaking a sinful act
(papakriyarambhah), or at the time of fruition of an evil act done previously, or liminal places such as being
alone in an empty dwelling or in a cremation ground (smasana) at night, or sinful acts such as being naked (in
public), libel toward a revered teacher (guru), excessive lust (rati), not following the rules or performing acts of
service, worship of an impure demi-god (devata), impurities from a woman who has just given birth, not
properly performing sacrifices, fire rituals or pronunciation of mantras, or neglecting ones daily work and
customs. [AHS 6.4.6-8]

625 Cited from White (2012b: 6) who quotes ‘Revata Kalpa’ 8 see footnote 4 for Sanskrit: ebhih
karmabhiranyaiscasubhaih purvakaisceha krtaifh] ...chidresvetesvadharmadvaresu jataharint sajjate . . .
striyam garbhinim drstva durdatmano ‘nviksate na casyah santikarma kriyate tada ‘syd jataharini sajjate ||.
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both of which were composed in roughly the same period and use the term chidra in the
same way. 92 While there are clear divergences, the similarities point to a mutual influence
between these Ayurvedic bhiitavidya texts as found in the AHS and KS with bhitatantra
texts like the KG and NT.%?” We will take a close look at the NT’s treatment of chidra and
possession in the following section.

As a final example, a passage slightly later in the Satsahasrasamhita (SSS), an
expansion of the 10" century KMT, also displays the same meaning: “Obstacle-beings
(vighna), Siddhas, and Yoginis that have penetrated the wind (vatavista), enter the adept

having identified (his) weak spot (chidra), and steal away their good fortune.”®8

D. THE NETRATANTRA - POSSESSING SPIRITS AND SPIRITS
POSSESSING

Let us now take a closer look at the 7-8" century Netra Tantra (“Tantra of the

Eye”)629

, a fascinating early Tantra from Kashmir which discusses not only the mechanics of
possession and chidras, but also explicitly states the role and importance of the bhitanathas
within the Tantric traditions of this time, bringing together many of the points stated
throughout this dissertation thus far.

The Netra Tantra may have been derived from the more popular Kashmiri

Svacchanda Tantra (SvT), but was considered an important enough text to have been

626 White believes that “the NT and KS display both striking similarities and clear divergences, pointing to the
likelihood of a common set of oral and written sources, but not of direct borrowing. In the specific matter of the
demonological foundation myth, the KS version—which takes its inspiration from the Mahabharata (MBh)
(3.207.2-3.219.43) account of the birth of Skanda and his granting of various powers to the Mothers and
Female Seizers—is very likely earlier than that found in the NT.” (White, 2012b: 6)

627 As mentioned previously, the number of possessing grahas in the AHS had expanded to eighteen, which
matches the same list found within the Kriyakalagunottara.

28 yatavista pravisyanti cchidram matva tu sadhake | vighnani siddhayoginyah sreyam grhnanty andrthatah |[st!
SSS 49/138-146ab as seen in Dyczkowski, (2009 Vol. 1: 538-539).

629 Also known as the Amrtesavidhana and Mrtyujit Tantra
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referenced repeatedly by the great tantric exegete Abhinavagupta, and a detailed commentary
on the NT was produced in the eleventh-century by his most famous disciple, Ksemaraja.°
The most important chapter for our current purposes is chapter nineteen, a self-contained
bhiitatantra that details counteractive rites against malevolent and afflictive possessing
beings (grahadosah, NT 19.124). %! We will discuss bhiitatantras in more detail in the
following chapter, but for now we can generally say that these sorts of texts followed in the
tradition of the Atharva Veda, the medical treatises, and other (bhiitavidya) related texts that
we’ve been discussing thus far.

In chapter nineteen, the goddess Amrtalaksm1 asks her consort Lord
Amrte$varabhairava (Siva) about various topics, as is typical in Saiva and Sakta Tantras.
Here she asks Bhairava about the powerful yoginis, who she describes as “exceedingly
impure” (atyantamalina), “merciless” (nistrimsa), “mighty” (balanam) and injurious
(himsakah) to all creatures, especially children.®*? In particular, she is curious how and why
yoginis attack and oppress (badhante) people via the chayacchidra, “The Cracks in the
Shadows”, and the way to avert its result, the evil-eye (drsti-pata literally “The Casting of
the Gaze™) [NT 19-3]. In response, Siva first gives a creation story for these destructive
beings, which we unsurprisingly learn he created himself in order to destroy the daityas
(demons) who had been attacking the gods (devas). %33 This was done through his proxy,
Svacchanda-Bhairava who created the hordes of spirits (bhiitas), seizers (grahas) and

Mothers (matrs) that eventually destroy the daityas.®>* After completing their task, Siva

630 White (2012b: 1)

631 Sanderson (2004: 293—4). Note the terminology of grahadosah, a sin- or transgression-seizer

032 sarvajantiinam balanam ca visesatah | NT 19-4

633 According to White (2012b) this myth builds on an earlier version found in the Kasyapa Samhita
834 tadartham ca graha bhiita mataro nirmita maya | NT 19-18
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“graces” (prasadatah) them and grants the troop the boon of invincibility (ajeya). Shortly
after, however, the fierce possessing spirits, due to their inherently destructive natures, set
out once again tormenting the whole universe and its inhabitants [NT 19. 21-24]. The gods
once again run to Siva for refuge and plead for him to stop the insatiable appetites of his
destructive hordes. To grant their desire, Siva generates ten million mantras and vidyds (male
and female mantra-beings respectively) out of his anger (kruddhena), which he states can be
used to destroy (vinasa) the various Mothers and Seizers [NT 19.27]. Siva states additionally,
that one should use mudras (ritual gestures) and meditation (dhyana) in order to have control
and power over these beings. [NT 19.32]

Most interesting for our immediate purposes is the discourse that follows, which
offers insight into the causes and mechanics of possession by noxious agents like these. This
section begins by telling us, much like some of the earlier bhiitavidya-related material, that
the victims of these seizers are usually wicked-natured (duratmanam) or have become
impure (asucim) through various transgressive acts (durdacaram) [NT 19. 34]. This includes
“sinners” (papacarah), those who have corrupt-minds (dustacittah), those who are
inauspicious (asubhah) or cruel (darunah), and women whose character is bad (striyah
dauhsilyad). Some specific transgressions are also listed, including performing evil acts of
sorcery (vyabhicaratah), abandoning one’s duties/vows, not honoring one’s parents, being
intoxicated (ksibatvat), being desirous of their guru’s wife, speaking falsely
(asatyavaktarah), harming their masters (prabhu), being envious (matsarah) or conceited
(garvitah), and finally contamination either by outcastes (pukkasas and candalas) or by

touching a corpse (sava). As we’ve seen this moral dimension to possession is a continuation
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of earlier concepts in the medical treatises, which places blame for possession ultimately on
the patients themselves.®%

However, the text and Ksemaraja’s commentary also recognize that possession occurs
involuntarily, through unwilled or ethically neutral acts. While some get possessed simply
because of “primal sins” (adi dosair disita), others may be susceptible due to not bathing
(asndtva), or when becoming greatly aggrieved (suduhkhitah), if suffering from hunger
(bubhuksitd), during a woman’s menstruation, or if one becomes insane or intoxicated
(unmatta), or suddenly perplexed (vidrutd) or frightened (bhitah). All of these people are said
to be mudrita “marked” or "branded,” or as Serbaeva translates it, "possessed" and thus
vulnerable to attacks by the seizers and Mothers.®*¢ [NT 19. 34-48]

Like earlier medical texts, these acts, whether volitional or not, are said to create
chidras (cracks) in people, which enables various afflictive entities to enter and possess
them. Once possessed by these seizers, the seizers themselves can then enter into other
people if their victim casts their shadow (chdya) upon another. According to White’s
translation of this section, Siva states, “By [means of] the shadow’s crack (chayacchidrena),
the Spirit Beings - and the Mothers who are stronger still - cast their evil gaze” (NT 19.45a—
46¢).937 Thus, the shadow-crack (chaydacchidra) acts as a conduit that allows spirit-beings,
through an afflicted person’s gaze, to penetrate into and afflict the body of another human.
This, the text claims, is ultimately what is happening when one casts the infamous “evil eye”
(drsti-pata). 1t is not the victim’s own eye per se, but rather the gaze of the spirit being

which has entered into their body .63

635 Many of these same sins can also be found in Manu 11.59-67
636 See Serbaeva-Saraogi (2013)

67 White (2012b: 3)

638 See White (2012b) for full description of this
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Like other bhiitavidya texts, standard sorts of treatments are given to combat this,
including the use of medicinal herbs and the paricagavya incanted with mantras to bathe
with. %37 In the case of children, these should be poured over their heads [NT 19.52-54].
Another method, also seen in earlier texts, involves making offerings to the bhiitandathas, the
lords of these destructive Mothers (mahamaitrs tat svamini). In Ksemaraja’s commentary, he
states these bhiitandthas are fragments (amsa) or manifestations of the more powerful
goddesses (mahamatrh: “The Great Mothers), and it is they who should be worshipped
(prapiijayet) because they ultimately have control over their own manifestations. The text
enumerates these Great Mothers as Brahm1, Mahesvari, Kaumari, Vaisnavi, Varahi, Indrani,
and Camunda, who are said to make up the “Seven Mothers” (saptamatarah), the sources
(vonayastah) of all the “Circles of Mothers” (matrcakra) [NT 19.56-57]. By worshipping
these Seven Mothers, the text claims, all the multitude of “little mothers” become satisfied
and immediately halt their destructive activities. [NT 19.58] Offerings listed include, various-
colored flowers, foods made of milk, sesamum, fish, liquor, and various types of cooked and
raw meats [NT 19.60].

Similarly, when one is faced with obstructers (vighnitah), the text continues, one
should appeal to the lord of these obstructers, the Vighnesas, which Ksemaraja glosses as
vindayakas, the “Removers of Obstacles” [NT 19.63]. These vighnesas/vinayakas are to be
worshipped with reverence, meditation (dhyana), and with various offerings of sweetmeats,
flowers, unguents, garments, gold and jewelry, oil lamps, intoxicants, flesh, and blood [NT
19.65-66]. Likewise, if a man is “possessed” (mudrita, in this case literally “sealed”) by

either seizers (grahas) or spirits (bhiitas), one is told to worship the Lord of these Spirits,

639 A mix of five cow products - milk, coagulated or sour milk, butter, and the liquid and solid excreta
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here called the bhiitesvara. One possessed (bhavita, literally “pervaded” or “infused”) by a
demon (raksas), for example, is instructed to worship the Lord of Raksas (raksodhipa),
which according to Ksemaraja is Nirrti (Disorder) [NT 19.68-69]. Likewise, those possessed
by yaksas, should venerate Vaisravana (Kubera) [NT 19.70]. Ksemaraja gives some
commentary on possession symptoms here too, which he states comes from the
Kriyakalagunottara Tantra. Most of the symptoms correlate with past medical treatises - one
possessed by raksas or yaksas, for example, are described as wandering around at night, or
running around aimlessly and laughing nonsensically, dwelling in empty buildings, and
excessively consuming liquor, flesh, and blood. The NT states further that all eight-classes of

female possessing demi-goddesses (astayonyah devyah)®*°

can be appeased simply by
performing a sacrifice to Bhairava (bhairavam yagam) [NT 19.71].

From here Ksemaraja launches into a description of some of these fierce mothers,
which include divine and human yoginis, fierce sakinis, sabaris (“tribals” or “barbarians™)
and female entities known as sivas (“auspicious ones”).®*! The sakinis generally resemble the
voginis, and are described as shapeshifters, fond of terrifying places, able to the read the
mind of others (paracittagatijiia) and “attract” their victims through trickery (chalena
akrsya). Sabaris similarly desire blood and are said to have complete knowledge of the past,
present, and future (¢trikalaparivedikah). Little is written about the sivas, except that they are

engaged in mantra recitation and meditation and have acquired the eight supernatural

qualities. All of these entities attack sinful people by sucking out and drinking (pibati) their

640 K semaraja glosses these demi-goddesses as “those beings beginning with the pisacas”

%41 The yoginis are described as having been born from different wombs (yonis) - some are mound-born
(pithajah) or field-born (ksetraja), while others womb-born, that is they are born from human females (yonija)
and have a female form (ripini). These are also known as clan-born (kulajah) and said to have distinct markings
(Sarire visesatah) on their bodies signifying their yogint status. See White (2003) for more.

232



vital fluids (pranipayah, “liquid” or amrta, “nectar”), causing their sacrificial victims to fall
and die.

Particular sacrifices need to be made in specified places, depending on which demi-
goddesses needs to be gratified. Sacrificial offerings may include animals such as bulls,
goats, lambs, and fish, or vegetarian offerings such as beans/fruits or rice. These are to be
offered to the goddess in various liminal or sacred spaces like agricultural fields, forests,
riverbanks, circular goddess temples (matrmandala, “Mandala of the Mothers”) or cremation
grounds. [NT 19.72-73] As a result of this, the ritualists will attain various worldly “fruits”,
including power of remembrance, victory, vigor, prosperity, renown, health, beauty, and
happiness (smrtimojo jayam vrddhim vapurayuryasah sukham). [NT 19.76-77]

As in earlier bhiitavidya texts, Skanda-graha is briefly mentioned, again as a child-
seizing possessor, though the text states his possession can be averted through the use of the
mrtyujit mantra (“the Death-Conquering Spell”) [NT 19.78]. Women who have been
overtaken by the rati-grahas (sex/lust-seizers) are also enjoined to worship Skanda (as
Kartikeya) [NT 19.79]. Ksemaraja then provides more possession symptomologies, again
from the Kriyakalagunottara Tantra, which parallels other sources we’ve seen.®*?> Anyone
possessed by these groups, Ksemaraja states, should appeal to their respective leaders (i.e.,

the bhiitanathas) for release.’*

642 Symptoms of “victims” possessed by deity-seizers (devadyamsakodbhiitagraha-grhitanam, literally “those
seized by seizers who are born from a fragment of the gods”), for example, include: not being agitated or overly
excited, does not experience hunger or sleepiness, and speaks no nonsense. Their excrement is said to be of a
pure nature and their face has an appearance of a lotus. One possessed by a gandharva, is perpetually good-
natured and goes about singing and dancing, and is fond of fragrant garlands and foods made of milk. One
seized by a brahmin spirit is said to be continually engaged in fapas and recitation of the Vedas, is perpetually
fixed on purity, and never speaks vulgarly.

643 See commentary following NT 19.80
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David White notes that some of these supernatural agents may have actually been
humans. His claim is based upon a reference to the himsakas in the NT, the “injurious ones”,
which White believes may refer to human sorcerers.®** Similar arguments have been made by
him and other scholars as well about the sakinis, who similarly may have been human
“witches”.%4> White’s translation of this section is as follows:

Indeed, the injurious ones who have found their opening (labdhacchidra) cast [their]

wild gaze on children out of a wish to destroy [them], and [those] supremely sinful

evildoers are [themselves] tormented [or ‘swallowed’: grasta] by the Spirit Beings,
starting with the Fevers... [NT 19.46 — 47d]

If this is correct, then these himsaka sorcerers seem to be modeling their behavior
after the bhiitas and Mothers — in this case, the sorcerer is the aggressor who actively uses his
evil gaze to enter other people’s bodies through the same cracks (chidra) used by
supernatural agents. Another possible reading is that, like the evil sorcerers referred to in the
AV, these sorcerers could be conjuring up himsaka spirits who are then cast into the bodies
of others through the sorcerer’s evil gaze. This aligns more closely with older descriptions of
sorcerers, such as the yatudhanas or krtya-makers, who conjure or use spirits to perform
destructive deeds rather than the sorcerer himself. Regardless of who the ultimate agent is,
the text warns there is a grave danger for the sinful sorcerer who will eventually get
“swallowed” (grasta) by these same spirit beings he is manipulating. Warnings of this type
are also found in other magical tantras, particularly those that discuss sorceristic rites

involving killing. Aaron Ullrey has recently translated a passage from one of these in the

Uddisatantra (UT).

644 This is based upon an alternate definition of himsaka given by Monier-Williams meaning “a Brahman skilled
in the magical texts of the Atharva-Veda”. See White (2012b: 4) for reference.

645 See Hatley (2012) and Hatley, “Converting the Dakini: Goddess Cults and Tantras of the YoginTs between
Buddhism and Saivism,” in Tantric Traditions in Transmission and Translation, ed. David B. Gray, (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016a), for more on sakinis and dakinis.
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Murderous sorcery should not be performed frivolously against anybody at any time...

Should a fool perform the rituals in this tantra, he will himself be assailed...Only a

holy man (brahmatmana), having broadly discerned [the rituals and situation], should

ever perform murderous sorcery; otherwise, sin (dosa) is incurred (UT 1.223a,

1.224a, 1.225). 646

Finally, the simplest reading of this passage would have the “sinful evildoers” refer to
the hosts who have been “entered into” by the injurious spirits. This reading makes sense also
since they must have sinned at an earlier point for the spirit beings to enter them in the first

place. If this is the correct reading, then the text is stating that the host themselves will

eventually be consumed by the spirit beings if they stay within their body for too long.

HOSTILE POSSESSION IN THE NETRATANTRA

Regardless of the precise meaning of the aforementioned passage, destructive and
hostile sorts of possession are, in fact, discussed in the following chapter. This chapter details
three types of “yogas” - para-yoga, (“Transcendent-yoga”), sitksma-yoga (‘“Subtle-yoga”),
and sthitla-yoga ("Gross-yoga"). The third, sthiila-yoga, generally involves apotropaic rites
used for counter-sorcery and appeasing and protecting against possessing entities, similar to
what we’ve seen in other texts. We will therefore not discuss this category and focus instead
on the descriptions of the other two.

This chapter begins with the Goddess asking Siva what the purpose of these wild and
destructive possessing entities are, and how they “draw the vital breath from the body of

another instantaneously” — in other words, how and why do they kill their victims?% Siva

46 maranam na vrtha karyam yasya kasya kadacana | pranamtasamkate jate karttavyam bhiitimicchata || 1.223
|| miarkhena tu krte tantre svasminneva samapatet | tasmadraksyah sada ‘tma vai maranam na kvaciccaret ||

|| karttavyam maranam cetsyattada krtyam samacaret || 1.225 ||
47 yoginyo matarascaiva $akinyo balavattarah | katham parapurdat pranan ksanadakarsayanti tah || NT 20-2 ||
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explains outright that these beings do not kill out of passion or hatred, or out of confusion or
delusion - rather, they are merely following his own orders (pati-sasanat, “the command of
the Lord”), and slaughter their victims (pasin) simply as sacrificial offerings to Bhairava
himself, “The God of Gods” (yagartham devadevasya) [NT 20-5]. This is re-iterated in the
next line, perhaps as a way to distinguish these particular types of possessing entities from
other grahas, as we’ve seen in the medical treatise (such as CS 2.7.15), which were usually
classified into three types — those who possess out of a desire for violence, (himsa), lust or
sport (rati), or for the sake of being worshipped (abhyarcanam). These fierce female beings,
in contrast, kill only to uphold the command of the Lord and to obtain sacrificial offerings for
Mahabhairava. [NT 20-6]

The NT gives some creative justifications in regard to this command. First, Siva
argues the victims (pasavah) were self-generated by Bhairava himself expressly for this
purpose. More importantly, Bhairava explains, is that the so-called “victims” are not really
"killed" at all, in an ultimate sense. Rather, their death by the agents of Bhairava should be
seen as a manifestation of the Lord’s grace (anugraha). By this grace, the yoginis cut away
the victim’s sin (mala), leading to their purification and reunification with the great god
himself, tantamount to liberation itself [NT 20.8].%® Their consumption by these goddesses,
the text and commentary states, leads them to the highest realms (iirdhvagatir) - the realm of
pure knowledge (suddhavidya).

The goddesses and yoginis, Bhairava continues, do this by means of the three types of
yoga (here literally, “yoking”) previously mentioned. Before discussion of these yogas, the

author first provides some important qualities of Lord Bhairava, who is explicitly equated

848 esamanugraharthaya pasiinam tu varanane | mocayanti ca papebhyah papaughamschedayanti tan || NT 20-
81l
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with the Supreme Brahman — he is called the stainless one (nirmala), the one who pervades
(vyapaka) the whole world, who is the “self” of all beings (sarvatmako), and the ultimate
cause and agent of the universe (sarvakaranakaranam, literally “the causer of all causes”).
At the same time he is described as “the action-less one” (niskriya).’® Ksemaraja, of course,
comments on the non-dual nature of all this - as the causer of all causes, Ksemaraja states, it
is ultimately Siva who causes the stain of sin in the first place, and therefore He is the only
one who can remove it through his grace, all the while being completely untouched by it.®>°
Furthermore, Ksemaraja states that the Lord is “action-less” because he is eternally “yoked”
to his Sakti, who represents his energy of activity in the Universe. This is, explicitly stated in
NT 20.12cd as well, which says that the yoginis and mothers “are not separate from him,
(for) they have obtained a oneness of being (with him).”%*! This is again, according to
Ksemaraja, because the goddesses are “completely yoked” (nihsesena yuktah) to and
“possessed” (samavistah) by Siva.®*2 Thus “by the yoga (yoking) of the yoginis”, the text
argues, “they (the victims) obtain the state of the nature of Siva” [tathd vai yogiyogena

sivatvamupayanti te; NT 20.16].

649 Ksemaraja glosses sarvatmako visvabhediparadvaitariipah | sarvatmako refers to the “Lord’s supreme non-
dual form, which is inseparable from the universal whole” and located within the heart of all beings, as
understood in the Bhagavad Gita. He also glosses antaravasthah antaravasthah prakasavimarsatma-hydriipah
taduktam gitasu | “abides inside means having the form of the heart whose self/nature is both pure effulgence
and reflection (Sakti), that has been said in the gitas"

050 gkramakriyasaktya tu nityayuktah...niskranto malo yasmat, sa eva hi svariipagopanayd malollasakrd
malasprstasca: "But He is yoked eternally with his sak#i who is the activity which does not relate to the
sequence of manifestation. He is the one from whom impurity has departed or gone out, He is the very same one
who by virtue of the concealment of his own (true) form, He is both the cause of the appearance of impurity,
and He is untouched by that impurity."

8! ekibhavamanuprapya na viyuktih kathamcana | NT 20-12cd

852 This is, generally, in line with Alexis Sanderson’s description of YoginTs as “both supernatural apparitions
and human females considered to be permanently possessed by the mother goddesses...” See Sanderson, “Trika
Saivism”, in The Encyclopedia of Religion. 2nd Edition Vol 12, ed. Mircea Eliade, (London: Macmillan, 1987):
8046.
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In other words, because these goddesses are essentially “possessed” by Siva, they
bestow this “oneness of being” to their victims when they consume them. Ultimately the text
argues that they are not consuming the victim but liberating them by consuming the
ontological stain (mala), which binds the pasu (victim) to the world in the first place [NT

653 Reference is

20.17-18] - their consumption and death thus purifies these sullied souls.
made in these lines to the three-fold impurities (malas), which was adopted from Saiva
Siddhanta philosophy — 1. anava, the fundamental stain which arises through
individualization; 2. the binding force of karman, (one’s actions); and finally, 3. mayimam,
the impurity of differentiated perception (seeing objects). As an embodied being, one is
considered a victim (pasu) since they are comprised of these three impurities. These must be
destroyed in order to achieve liberation and to become a pati, a Lord. Thus, the yoginis, the
text argues, frees the pasu by consuming his fetters, the body itself. NT 20.20 makes this
justification explicit — “Liberation by destruction of the body is by no means killing”
(Sarirena pranastena moksanam nahi maranam || 20.20cd ||)

This yoga of the yoginis who possess, consume, and “liberate” their victims, is what
is understood to comprise para-yoga. The following section (starting from NT 20.27), then
details sitksma-yoga, which involves the Mothers and guhyakas drawing the life essence
(jiva) of their victims through the power of their own “subtle” yoga.®>* This “drawing” or
“forcefully attracting” (@+krs) of the victim’s jiva occurs by entering and possessing

(pravisya) their victim’s body (paradehatah; NT 20.28), and then overpowering them by

“enveloping” the victim’s jiva with their own jiva (jivam jivena vestayet; NT 20.29ab).

653

17

654

atyantamalinasyasya purvoktasyadhikarinah | malapradhvastaripasya nairmalyam vyaiijayanti tah || NT 20-

Jiva akrsyate ksipram pasinam yogaviryatah || NT 20-27
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While this is also considered a yoga of the yoginis, it is clear that human yogis can practice
this as well for the purpose of achieving various siddhis. This is done, according to the text,
by means of “subtle meditation” (sitksmadhyana), which involves “the yoga of entering into
the cakras” (cakranugamayogatah) via the path of one’s own energy (svasakti) and then by
“piercing of the knots” (granthibhedena), knots being an early analogous term for cakras
[NT 20.44]. Although no explications of the cakras are found in this chapter, there is mention
of them in chapter seven of the NT, though rather than knots to be pierced, they are described
as objects of meditation or visualization.

Here is the full description of the practice of subtle (sizksma) yoga, based upon
White’s translation:®°

Having mounted an assault (kramya), out through the upper or lower entrance [of his
subtle body], into that other body’s living self (jivam), which is situated in that
person’s heart, and having attacked its unity (ekibhdavam), [the yogi] should
overpower [that self’s] equanimity [and then], attaching [himself] to its agency
[karanam i.e., the ego], he should overpower (@bhyaset) its autonomy. With his own
all-pervasive energy ($akti), he should burst apart the other’s life energy. Having
encapsulated it, he should then cut off the other’s sak#i. Thereupon . . . the
connoisseur of yoga . . . should heat up [the other body’s self] with . . . the solar
nature of his mind-stuff (citsiiryatvena). Situated in the other [body’s heart], one
should melt the rays of the other with (his own) rays, which are like the sun. He
should then yoke, in the [other body’s] heart, all the sense faculties, beginning with
the organ of speech etc. and associated elements and qualities, [which have become]
liquefied. [And then], having seized the accumulated debris of [the other body’s]
inner organ (antahkarana) with his own consciousness (svacetasda), the yogi should
then enter (praviset) [that body] having assaulted (kramya) that body-fortress (pura)
from every side. He should quickly bring all that has been melted down, into his own
self [i.e., his own body or heart]. At that very moment, he should (also) bring the
[other’s] living self (jiva) [into his own heart], through the use of seals (mudras) and
spells (mantras). By this method, the yogi should practice subtle yoga. [NT 20.29-36]

Ksemaraja’s commentary on this section helps to elucidate portions of this passage.

In particular, we are told that the sakti, the medium this “energy” uses to go from one body to

855 Translation from reading we did in class, with a slightly altered translation of my own. See also White (2009:
162-163).
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the other, is through the breath (prana). Additionally, the points of entrance for possession
are either through the upper entrance, the brahmarandhra, an opening located at the head, or
through the lower entrance, the padasakha, which refers to the big toe.5%¢

More importantly, however, is Ksemaraja’s mention of the method, known as the
“globule practice” (golakabhyasa), which he explicitly states is a form of possession
(samavisya).%>” This practice results in the yogi reducing his “self” to the size of a globule
through breath control and then entering into the body of another person. This is done by
yogically dissolving and subsuming the various constituent elements (bhiitas) that make up a
person (wind, intellect, ego etc.) back to their most fundamental essence — pure
consciousness. Using the breath, this consciousness is then ejected out of the body through
rays (rasmis) from the eyes (caksu) which then enter and fill another person’s body, giving
the yogi full control over the other’s faculties.

Ksemaraja also provides some details regarding the mudras and mantras used in this
procedure — when leaving one’s own body one is to use the karankini (“skeleton) mudra;
when invading the other’s body the krodhana (“wrathful”) mudra; the lelihana (“licking”)
mudrd when liquefying the other’s rays etc.; the khecart (“flying”) mudra when leaving the
other’s body; and finally the bhairavi (“terrifying”) mudra when returning to one’s own

heart.%>8 Interestingly enough these are also the exact same five mudras used in the liberating

856 Interestingly, the toes as an entrance point in deity possession is found in a number of possession practices,
including China (see section on "the Devil-Subduing Seals and Great Spirit-Spells of Consecration as Spoken
by the Buddha") and in contemporary practices in Kerala, which I observed myself during my field research.
The ritual specialist, who belongs to a caste known as the Pulluvans, informed me that the serpent-deities enter
the women who were to be possessed via the big toe - see Chapter 5 for more.

657 K semaraja reads pravisya as samavisya throughout his commentary. He also states this practice is originally
from the Tattvarthacintamani, a lost text attributed to the late ninth century Kallatabhatta, a disciple of
Vasugupta, the author of the Spandakarikas.” See White (2009: 163) for more.

658 The mantras used here, according to Ksemardja, include the kalaratri (“the night of all-destroying time)
mantra, the ksurika (“knife” or “razor”’) mantra, and the paricapinda (“five-globs”) mantra, each of which,
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Saiva initiation known as yoganika (“joining”) or nadisamghatta (“fusing of the channels™)
in which the guru’s consciousness enters (often pravisya or samavisya) the body of their
disciple in order to transform and set them on the path towards liberation. This
transformation involves the guru linking his consciousness to the disciple and taking it on an
ascent to the highest levels (zattvas) of the Universe, ultimately back to its source. The guru
is said to enter the disciple’s body through various openings — either through the central
channel, the sense faculties, or directly into one of the cakras themselves. Like the yoginis of
the NT, the guru also moves into the heart of the disciple where he cuts the principle of
consciousness using “cutting” mantras and mudras. The guru then mingles with that glob of
consciousness, which is visualized as a ball (golaka), and drags it up and out of the body
through the cakras via the central channel to the highest tattva of Siva (or Bhairava). The
disciple then experiences a temporary state of liberation, and it is believed this experience
eventually guarantees a permanent liberation sometime in the future. Eventually the guru
returns the mingled consciousness back into his own body and the disciples.®>

What is also of interest, is that these are not just names of mudras, but also names of
well-known yoginis, vampiric female entities which tantric practitioners often hoped to be
possessed by or modelled their own behavior after in order to possess and extract vital fluids
from other human bodies. Though we will discuss mudras in more detail in the next chapter,
it is sufficient to say for now that they become an essential technology employed by tantric

adepts for a variety of purposes, including inducing possession. Some scholars even believe

according to Ksemaraja, comes from the Sripurva (Malinivijayottara Tantra) and the Srigupta tantra (“Secret
Tantra”).

659 This is a summary based upon chapter 3 and 4 of the Svacchandabhairava Tantra, also described Serbaeva-
Saraogi, “When to Kill Means to Liberate: Two Types of Ritual Actions in Vidyapitha texts” in Grammars and
Morphologies of Ritual Practices in Asia, ed. Axel Michaels et al., (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010).
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that mudrdas themselves arose out of possession-related practices and possession-states, a
point we will return to.%¢°

Given this association of mudras with possession practices and possession entities
(e.g., voginis), allows for us to speculate and interpret the "globular" and yoganika rites in a
new way. These ritual specialists, who were at once mantravits (specialists in
mantras/vidyas) and bhiitanathas (master of spirits), may have, in fact, originally understood
these mudras as being the yogini spirits themselves, who they employed in these rites. In
other words, rather than visualization or meditation, as is common with these rites in later
tantric texts, the original form of these rites may have resembled other sorceristic rites that
employed and manipulated various spirits to do their bidding. In this interpretation then, the
yogi would be the one who possesses and controls the yogini, which he then casts out (much
like the yatudhanas, etc.) to perform his sorcery. In the case of the "globular practice", this
means the tantric adept invokes and casts out the various spirit-mudras who enter the victim’s
body, liquifies their vital fluids, and then returns to the body of the practitioner. As we will
see in the next chapter, these sorts of sorceristic rites, where the practitioner becomes like a
bhiitandtha (or possessed by one) and then casts his bhiitas to do various deeds, becomes
common in various Hindu and Buddhist magical tantras.

The practice of entering another person’s body existed before the NT's exposition,
however, as White and others have pointed out - it is these sources we shall turn to next. This

practice is foundational in understanding the mechanics of possession as it was

660 T will discuss this in chapter four. For now, see James Mallinson, The Khecarividya of Adinatha: An Early
Hathayogic Text, (London: Routledge, 2006), Somadeva Vasudeva, The Yoga of Malinivijayottaratantra:
Chapters 1-4, 7-11, 11-17, (Pondicherry: Institut Frangais de Pondichéry, 2004) and David Gray, “Imprints of
the ‘Great Seal’ — On the Expanding Semantic Range of the Term of Mudra in Eighth through Eleventh Century
Indian Buddhist Literature.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies, 34.1-2: (2013): 421-
481.
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conceptualized in the early part of the millennia to the medieval period — mechanics that not
only inform the NT, but all deity possession practices of the Saiva and Buddhist Tantras.
This “science” is found in early Yoga and Tantric texts and is known as
parakayapravesavidya, “The Science of Entering Another’s Body”, or more simply, para-

Sariravesa (as in YS 3.38) “Possession of Another’s Body.%®!

E. THE "SCIENCE OF ENTERING ANOTHER'S BODY"

Parakayapravesavidya, “The Science of Entering Another’s Body” has recently been
examined in detail by David White in an enlightening chapter from his book, Sinister Yogis.
In texts such as Patafijali’s Yogasiitra®®’, the Caraka Sambhita, and various tantric texts, this
ability is often seen as a supernatural power (siddhi) one could attain and accomplish through
various yogic practices and tantric rites. Much rarer are depictions of this siddhi as a
technique one could learn, though we do find this in later yoga texts such as the Yogasdastra
and Yogavasistha, discussed below.

The model for this practice is actually most clearly seen in various legends from the
MBh, though this motif becomes widespread in the South Asian imagination and found in a

variety of literature, especially fictional.®> One early example is the story of Vipula

661 According to Maurice Bloomfield, "On the Art of Entering Another's Body: A Hindu Fiction Motif",
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. LVI, No.1. (1917): 6-7, details can be found in
Merutunga's Prabandhacintamani (1889: 12) where it is known as parapurapravesa; in Kathas. 45. 78, 79
where it is known as dehantaravesa, or anyadehapravesako yogah; in the Jain Parsvanatha Caritra (1. 576; 3.
119); in the Metrical Version of the Vikrama Carita (story 21, lines 109-110); in the Biihler manuscript of the
Paricatantra, and in Meghavijaya's version of the same text as parakayapravesa (see WZKM. XIX, p. 64;
ZDMG. LII, p. 649). The same designation is used in the Vikrama story in a manuscript of the
Vetalapaficavimsati.

62YS 3.38

663 Ibid.

243



Bhargava, a descendant of the Bhrgu clan, as narrated in MBh. 13.40.5%* These passages have
been discussed in detail by a number of scholars, so I will refer readers to their work for
more detailed treatments.®¢® Briefly, the story describes the Vedic sage Devasarman who
orders his beloved pupil, the ascetic-hermit Vipula, to protect his wife Ruci from the
aggressive sexual advances of the god Indra while he is away. The story is embedded in a
larger (albeit misogynistic) story about the inherent wantonness of women - so Devasarman’s
fears has as much to do with Ruci acting upon her own base impulses and temptations, as it
does with the ambivalent god Indra. Vipula ruminates how he can protect her, given that
Indra is a shapeshifter who he worried could take on the form of wind in order to enter her.
Devasarman tells Vipula, “When invisible, he (Indra) can only be seen with the eye of gnosis
(jAanacaksusa)... Therefore, O Vipula, great effort must be taken in protecting the one with
the slender waist." 66

Since no physical barriers will oppose the clever Indra, Vipula decides to yogically
enter (yogena-anupravisya; MBH 13.40.50a) and possess the body of Ruci. To allay fears of
causing some type of impurity or sin from performing such an act on Ruci, he states

explicitly that his entrance would be like a drop of water on a lotus, which he claims does not

taint the lotus petal it is attached to. “In the very same way," Vipula states, "I will dwell in

664 We should also note the lineage of Vipula who is said to have belonged to the Bhargava clan. In regard to
this White (2009: 150) writes, “Specialists of the destructive charms and spells of the Atharva Veda (AV), they
are generally portrayed negatively in the epics as “military brahmins” whose supernatural powers are often
linked to violence, sorcery, confusion, and hostility to the gods. The Taittirya Arasiyaka (TA) describes the
casting of a curse that involves looking upon one’s victim “with the evil eye of the Bhrgus.” White further
argues here that with the Bhrgavas we may find “an epic bridge between ‘the vedic ‘warrior aspect of yoga,’
and the yoga of later tantric yogis”, pointing to figures like Bhargava Kavya (from kavi, “mantic poet™)
US$anas’s who come from a common Indo-Iranian tradition where extraordinary powers such as possessing
another’s body were familiar.

665 White (2009), Smith (2006), Bloomfield (1917), and Christopher D Wallis, To Enter, To Be Entered, To
Merge: The Role of Religious Experience in the Traditions of Tantric Shaivism, (Ph. D. Dissertation in South
and Southeast Asian Studies, University of California, Berkeley 2014).

66 MBH 13. 40.37-38. Note the reference from the AS. Utt. 3.11 to the “eye of wisdom/science” as the only
way to see these sorts of supernatural beings
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her body, fully absorbed in concentration (samdahita)” (MBH 13. 40.52). Having decided this,
Vipula, through the power of his tapas (yogic heat), possesses the body of Ruci:

With [his] two eyes conjoined (samyojya) in her two eyes, having conjoined [her]

sense-rays with his rays (rasmi), Vipula entered into (vivesa) [her] body like wind

enters the sky. With his mouth [yogically] conjoined with her mouth, and his sexual
organ with her sexual organ, the sage remained motionless inside her, like a shadow.

Having entered into (vistabhya) the body of guru’s wife, the yoked one (yukta)

[Vipula], dwelt in protection, and she was not aware of him.%¢

Having pervaded Ruci's body, Vipula is now described as having full motor control
over her body and speech, though his own physical body becomes completely inanimate. Her
mind, however, is still her own, and despite her internal musings and advances towards Indra,
Vipula is able to keep her immobile, having bound her faculties (indriya) with “the bonds of
yoga” (yoga-bandhanais, MBH 13. 41.11). Indra soon comes to realize that something is
amiss and with his own “divine eye” (divyena caksusa) is able to see the sage inside her
body, which is described as being “like a reflection in a mirror" (pratibimba, MBH 13.
41.17).%%¢ Realizing the great yogic power (tapas) required for such a feat, Indra abandons
his lustful aims out of fear of being cursed by the mighty Vipula.

This fascinating story provides us with yet another variant possession form — in this
case, the external agent Vipula causes his rays (rasmi), akin to his vital spirit (jiva) or
consciousness, to go out and join the rays of Ruci, allowing him to enter into her body.
Ruci’s mind, however, is not completely displaced as seen in the story. Rather, only her

motor functions are taken over, implying in this kind of yogic possession, two different

consciousness’ could exist independently in the same body.

7 MBH 13. 40.56-58 Translation based upon White (2009: 148)
668 Note the similar reference to possession being like a "reflection", as discussed earlier in contemporaneous
medical texts.
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A similar understanding of yogic possession is seen in another story from the MBH
(15.33), involving the wise ascetic Vidura, who, at the time, was engaged in terrible (ghora)
austerities in the forest, surviving solely on air for nourishment. However, before attaining
complete liberation and leaving his body, his nephew King Yudhisthira happens to be
visiting the same forest and comes upon him. Vidura decides to enter (vivesa) into his
nephew’s body by conjoining their respective rays (rasmi) in the same exact way as we saw
with Vipula and Ruci.®®® While Vidura possesses the body of the king, all of the yogi’s
qualities transfer to Yudhisthira, who is described as becoming radiant with energy (tejas)
more powerful and virtuous. In addition, he gains wisdom (vidyavan) of Self (atman), of the
past (pauranam) and everything in regard to the practice (dharma) of yoga. The text states
that Vidura’s own body loses consciousness and dies, but he comes to “permanently
cohabit”, as White puts it, the body of Yudhisthira.®”

As White has effectually argued in Sinister Yogis, this foundational concept of rays
(rasmi) emanating from the body as conduits of life energies, as well as the notion of yoga in
its most literal sense as “yoking” (from the root yuj), both of which are seen in the MBh, NT,
and other tantric literature, has its origins in the earliest Vedas and is associated with the
warrior’s final journey at the time of death. This final “journey” involved rasmis (rays) of
light, which, in the RV, were originally akin to luminous “reins” or “cords,” that “yoked” the
warrior to the world of the gods and ancestors "beyond the sun". ¢’! This very early concept,
White argues, remains operative in descriptions and language of various yogis and chariot

warriors in the MBh, which depicted “the apotheosis of the chariot warrior as an ascent,

669 See translation from White (2009: 142)
670 Tbid.
571 White (2009: 67)
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usually via the rays or reins (rasmi) of the sun, to the ‘highest path’ (paramam gatim), the
world of the absolute brahman, the place of the immortal gods.”¢’? In later portions of the
MBh, however, a shift begins to occur and the process becomes internalized with the rise of
new Upanisadic/Sramanic revelations, though the earlier language and conceptions remain
much the same. Rather than earlier Vedic notions involving a literal ascent to the sun, the
new Upanisadic understandings involved a visionary and gnostic ascent, an inner journey
through the cosmos of the body. This journey culminates in the realization that one's
individual self (afman), likened to a luminous thumb-sized purusa (person) or a "mini-sun"
that resided in all beings, was ultimately brahman, the absolute ground of All-Being, equated
with the central Sun of the cosmos.®”

This gnostic ascent into inner space, as White shows, is most clearly described in
Maitreya Upanisad 6.28. Through this journey, the yogi’s consciousness is said to become
purified, allowing for the individual to realize their ultimate identity (atman) with the
Absolute (Brahman).%’* White also points out that it is in this Upanisad where one first finds
the mention of the susumna as a subtle channel of the body. According to the text, through
the “...the conjunction of breath, the syllable OM, and the mind, one may advance upward
(utkramet) to the World of Brahman (brahmaloka), also described as the highest path (param
gatim)” [MU 6.21].%75 Traces of early subtle-body conceptions, which become key in later
tantric possession rites, are also found in the earlier Chandogya Upanisad (ChU 8.6.6),

which mentions one hundred and one multi-colored channels (ndadis) that are said to be

672 White (2009: 69)

673 As White (2009: 83) puts it, “the old paradigm of ‘going’ was yielding to one of ‘knowing’”.

674 Maitreya Upanisad 6.28: Someone has said: “The supreme abode, which is bliss, is a casing whose contours
are the space within the heart’...To gain access to this inner abode, the practitioner, advancing beyond
(atikramya) the elements and the sense objects, must first strike down the gatekeeper of the ‘door of brahman’
with an extended utterance of the mantra OM!” Translation by White (2009: 93-94).

675 Translation by White (2009: 90)
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centered in the heart (hridaya). These channels are also identified as "rays" (rasmis), likened
to a two-way road that goes in between villages. White translates this section of the ChU as
follows:

But when he is departing from this body, then he advances upward (utkramati) along

these very rays (rasmibhih). Verily, he speaks the word “OM” [and] he rises up. As

soon as he casts his mind there, he goes to the sun. That is truly the door of the world

(lokadvaram), an entrance for those who know, but a barrier for those who do not

know. On that subject, this verse: “There are a hundred and one channels of the heart.

One of these passes up to the crown of the head. Going by that one, one goes to

immortality. The others, charging upward (utkramane), charge upward in all

directions.” [ChU 8.6.1-2, 4-6]

Though unnamed in this early text, by the time we reach the MU this channel
becomes identified as the susumna. These ideas develop further within yogic and tantric
circles into the complex subtle body systems made up of the cakras and nadis that is now
commonplace. As White has pointed out, this particular text “constitutes an important bridge
between epic narrative and early Vedic and Upanisadic speculation on the one hand, and
Puranic and tantric cosmology and soteriology on the other.”¢7¢

These earlier notions were founded on the belief that not only are all living beings
connected to the sun (i.e., brahman) through these two-way rays, but also that all beings are
potentially linked to one another (i.e., atman), “through the rays emanating from their
incandescent inner selves...and outward via their sense organs...”®”” These ideas conform
with what White calls the “projective model” of perception common to early philosophical

schools, most succinctly articulated in the “direct realism” theory of perception of the Nyaya-

Vaisesikas who state, “Perception (grahanam) is a consequence of contact between a ray

676 Coeval with the other major early syntheses of yoga theory (the YS as well as the BhG and MdhP) - see
White (2009: 89).

77 ‘White (2009: 129-131) also mentions how the rays as sense perceptions (sight, speech, breath, etc.) has its
origins in the Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana (JUB).
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(rasmi) and an object”.%”® This “ray” originates from the inner luminous self (“the
microcosmic sun’’) and is emitted from the organ of the eye, where it goes out and literally
grasps or seizes its object. Note the use of the term grahana here, which I believe is
significant. As seen in later yogic and tantric texts, such as the NT, advanced beings such as
yogis or siddhas could use these subtle rays of consciousness to “pierce”, “penetrate”,
“possess” and even “eat” its object.®”® According to White's theory then, it is through this
transfer media of "rays" that explains how yogis, with their special powers of perception, are
able to penetrate other bodies in the many narratives we’ve discussed thus far. These ideas
can be extended to divine and demonic beings as well — as we’ve seen in various sources,
yvoginis and other possessing agents possess their victims through a variety of sense
perceptions. As we will see in the following chapter, these "rays" are analogous to Sakti

(divine feminine energy), prana (breath) and consciousness as transfer media, which are

foundational in tantric deity possession rites.

YOGIC POSSESSION: POSSESSING "OTHERS" IN YOGA
LITERATURE

Patafijali’s Yogasiitras (YS), composed sometime between 325 and 425 CE, makes a
very brief mention of para-sariravesa as a siddhi.®* 1t should be noted, however, that siddhis
were generally seen in renunciant traditions (including Jain and Buddhist) as obstacles

towards enlightenment.%®! These accomplishments naturally arise as one begins to yogically

678 NS 3.1.35: rasmyarthasannikarsavisesat grahanam,; See White (2009: 125; 127-131) for more on the
historical sources for the “projective model” of perception

679 See White (2009 and 2012b)

680 Dating according to James Mallinson and Mark Singleton, Roots of Yoga. (London: Penguin, 2017).

881 Although Patafijali recognizes that siddhis arise from both voluntary and involuntary causes, such as birth (as
a result of karma), the use of herbs, mantras, asceticism (tapas), or meditation (samdadhi) [YS 4.1], he also
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transform oneself into to a more advanced state of being, the yogi acquiring powers and
qualities typical of divine and supernatural beings. The fear, of course, is that the adept will
become distracted from their consummate goal of liberation (moksa) by these newfound
powers, or worse, use these powers for nefarious purposes. As Sarbacker concisely states,
...the aspiring practitioner of Yoga obtains, or becomes capable of obtaining, all of
the powers of a saguna (form) deity before abandoning them and entering into a final
spiritual transformation into a nirguna (formless) form. Patafijali’s Yoga sutra thus
demonstrates a significant preoccupation with the powers (siddhi) of Yoga, minimally
as potential distractions from a spiritual path and maximally as accouterments of a
quasi-divine being that has reached the threshold of liberation or has gone beyond it
altogether.®8?
The brief mention of para-sariravesa first comes in chapter three, which reads:
bandhakaranasaithilyat pracarasamvedanac ca cittasya para-sariravesah | YS 3.38
Possession of another’s body is [possible] due to complete knowledge of the mind’s
movements and it’s loosening from the causes of bondage
In Vyasa’s famous commentary to the Y'S, he clarifies that the cause of bondage and
embodiment is karma, and this is what is ultimately “loosened” (Saithilya) through yogic
practice and samadhi. Once this is loosened, consciousness (citta) is able to leave the body
and free to enter the bodies of other beings.®®* In his 16™ century commentary the
Yogavarttika, the Vedantin Vijiianabhiksu adds that “the movement (pracara) of
consciousness from one body to another is conducted along a certain subtle nerve (nadi) and

through these channels one’s mind can leave and enter.”®4

states, "These powers are accomplishments for the mind that is awakening (vyutthane), but obstacles
(upasargah) to samadhi" [YS 3.37].

682 Stuart Ray Sarbacker, "Herbs (ausadhi) as a Means to Spiritual Accomplishments (siddhi) in Patafijali’s
Yogasitras". International Journal of Hindu Studies. 17 (1): (2013): 41.

683 “Extracts the citta from his own body and deposits it in other bodies” (yogr cittam sva-sariran niskrsya
Sartrantaresu niksipati) see James Haughton Woods, The Yoga-system of Patanjali, or the Ancient Hindu
Doctrine of Concentration of Mind, (Cambridge, U.S.A: Harvard University Press, 1927): 266-267.

84 anaya nadya evam prakarena cittam Sarire pravisati nirgacchati - see Wallis (2014: 154) for reference
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One of the most developed and descriptive sources discussing para-sariravesa is
found in the Jain monk/scholar Hemacandra’s (1088—1172) Yogasastra, a text heavily
influenced by Yoga traditions and Saiva/Buddhist Tantras. It is in this text where we find the
ability to possess other bodies explicitly understood through the lens of the subtle body, an
interpretation that arguably arose from the tantric traditions and their practices of possession,
as we will see in the next chapter. YS 5. 264-273 describes this practice as being rooted in
pranayama (breath control), where the aspirant can willfully move one's breath (vayu) and
consciousness throughout their body. The text states that when the breath is withdrawn from
the heart-lotus (Artpadma) and expelled upwards, the current will pierce the obstructive knot
(pathagranthi), causing the heart-lotus to burst open. From this, one can lead their
consciousness out of their body through the brahmarandhra, the aperture on the top of the
head.®®> At first the yogi is instructed to try and join (samyojana) their breath to small
inanimate objects such as a piece of cotton, flowers, and camphor or sulfur, and “penetrate”
(vedha) them while in a state of “absorption” (samadhi) [YS 5.266-267]. Subsequent
practices are to be performed on more complex objects starting with the dead bodies of birds,
black bees, and deer, to the dead bodies of horses, elephants, and finally to men. The section
ends by stating, “In this way, one may enter (praviset) into the bodies of dead creatures
through [one’s] left nostril (vamandsa). However, entering into living bodies has not been
described out of fear of sin (papa)” [YS 5.272].

So, although it is implied that entering a live person is possible, and this is clearly

evidenced in non-Jaina texts and traditions, this particular text does not offer the details to

685 Y§ 5.4-12; 5.264-271
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this practice since it may violate Jain law. However, Quarnstrom notes that Hemacandra
does, in fact, mention it in his auto-commentary, the Svopajniavivarana:
Having exited [the breath] through the brahmarandhra (“aperture of brahma” at the
top of the head), one should enter (pravisya) [the other body] through the
apanavartmand (downward moving breath, located in the anus). Having entered the
navel-lotus (@anabhyambujam), one should move [the breath] to the heart-lotus via the
susumna channel. There one should stop the movement of the other’s prana (breath)
with one’s own breath (nijavayu). After that, unconsciousness sets in [to the other] as
long as the Self is [separated] from the body. When that other body has been
completely liberated [of its previous occupant], the yogin whose actions and senses
have come alive in all the activities [of the other] should commence movement as if
in his own body. Thus, the wise [yogin] may sport in another’s body for half a day or
one day. [After that] he may enter into his own body (puram) again through the
[same] method. %3¢
Here we can see the reason why Jain law would prohibit such an act — it explicitly
states that one would have to stop the prana (breath) of the one they are entering, implying
they would, or at least could, be killed. This form of possession, then, is quite different from
that performed by Vipula in the MBh, though quite similar to Vidura’s possession of King
Yudhisthira, which results in the death of his own body.
Frederick Smith also points to another description of this same process in the
Yogavasishta (YV), a syncretic text written roughly between the 10"-13'% century and
influenced by Vedanta, Yoga, Samkhya, Saiva Siddhanta, Jainism, Mahayana Buddhism and,

of course, Tantra. In this chapter, Vasistha, Rama’s guru, describes various siddhis and

presents a long discussion on possessing another person’s body. This full section has been

886 hrahmarandhrena nirgatya pravisyapanavartmand | $ritva nabhyambujam yayat hrdambhojam susumnaya
||1]| tatra tatpranasamcaram nirudhyan nijavayund | yavad dehat tato dehi gatacesto vinispatet ||2|| tena dehe
vinirmukte pradurbhiitendriyakriyah | varteta sarvakaryesu svadeha iva yogavit ||3|| dinardham va dinam veti
kridet parapure sudhih | anena vidhina bhityah pravised atmanah puram ||4|| SV 5.272, translation based upon
Olle Qvarnstrém, The Yogasastra of Hemacandra: A Twelfth Century Handbook of Svetambara Jainism,
(Cambridge, Harvard University, 2002): 142 and Smith (2006: 289).
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translated by Smith and is worth reading, but I offer only small a portion that is most relevant
to our immediate discussion:

Like a line of smoke rising from fire, the kundalini energy [sakti], freed through the
channel [nadi] rising from the energy center at the perineum [miila-dhara], merges
into the cosmic void [vyoman]. This citizen [ndgari, viz. the kundalini], like a puff of
smoke, is a spectacle vibrating internally, enveloped by the ego sense [ahamkaral,
which comprises the living being [jiva] constituted of the embrace of mind [manas]
and intellect [buddhi]. She is capable of moving about at will, entering into [niryati] a
lotus stalk, a mountain, grass, a wall, a rock, the sky, or the surface of the earth. She
[kundalini] alone becomes consciousness, establishing itself step-by-step, filled from
beginning to end with its essence [rasa]... O Rama, filled with such essence, this
quickly assumes any desired shape... O Raghava, know this truth which has been
formulated by the learned, that the energy of a living being [jivasakti] can constitute
itself into anything, from Mt. Meru to a patch of grass....

Consciousness itself [cinmatram] as known here is one, pure, quiescent, devoid of
any defining characteristic, subtler than the subtle, peaceful, and is neither the world
nor actions within the world. As consciousness constructs the self with the self, a self
in which will becomes expectant, the result is a living being [jiva] whose
consciousness then becomes turgid [avilatam] [with desire] ... Just as a being after
waking from sleep no longer sees a dream, similarly, when this truth arises, the jiva
will no longer see this body. When what is unreal is justified through an attitude that
it is real, the jiva becomes firmly entrenched in the sense of the reality of the body.
But due to the meditative experience [bhavand)] of the singularity of reality, the
disembodied (jiva) becomes gloriously happy...when the experience of the self
[atmabhava] is with the self alone, then consciousness itself [cinmatram] is revealed
as all pervasive, stainless, and pure; through the sun of knowledge the sense of “I am”
is destroyed... When the body is seen as a body, it is that alone which becomes real;
but when it is seen with an attitude [bhava] that it is unreal, then the body becomes a
part of the atmosphere...

The jiva is lifted from the sheath [grhams; lit. “house”] of the kundalini through the
yogic practice of breath retention after an exhalation [recaka]. It is then joined [within
another body], as the fragrance of a flower carried by the wind. The body (of the
yogin), its vibrations stopped [virataspandan], becomes like wood or stone. He then
submerges his jiva in the body, jiva, and mind of the other person, carefully, like
sprinkling water on plants. The prepared jiva enters inside anything fixed or mobile,
in order to enjoy that state according to his own desire. In this way the yogin enjoys
the glory of siddhis. If it is still existent, the yogin then may reenter his own body, or
he can enjoy that of another...In this way, through an act of pervasion, a yogin,
through any of these bodies, can fill all other reflected forms [bimban], or he can
establish himself completely by filling up the entire universe with consciousness
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[samvit].5%7

Here we are presented with a highly developed understanding of the mechanics
involved in the transference of consciousness and possessing another’s body — here, however,
it is not light rays (rasmis), but rather prana (vital breath), jiva (vital life force), and sakti
(divine feminine energy) which are considered the transfer media through which one exits
and enters the subtle/gross body. It is notable also that sakti here is equated with kundalini,
which we will see is a concept that arises in the Tantras and becomes one of the many lenses
used to interpret possession phenomena. Also note the mention of the metaphors of
reflection, and how one can enter a body untainted like water on a plant — clear references to
the language of possession as seen in the medical and epic texts we've looked at so far.
Finally, note the importance placed on perception in the second paragraph — if the jiva (vital
essence) identifies with the body, then the jiva will become bound by that body. In contrast,
if one attains correct knowledge and correct perspective that the body is ultimately unreal,
then the bonds began to dissipate, and consciousness returns to its “all pervasive” natural
state.

As we will soon see, many of these ideas are foundational in the tantric literature,
particularly in their discussion of tantric deity possession and sorceristic rites. The notion of
transforming one's perception through knowledge and identification with "the pervasive self"
(i.e., one's true nature, equated with the Supreme Being) is paramount in tantric practice,
particularly in deity possession (@vesa/samavesa) rites. So too is the idea of rays (i.e., prana,
Sakti, etc.) as the medium of transfer in Saiva tantric initiations (e.g., yoganika or

nadisamghatta, Saktipata, avesa, sivahasta) and to invoke, control, and manipulate spirit

687 Y'S 6.1.82 — Translation based on Smith (2009: 290-293).
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beings. In general, the pan-South Asian concept of the self as permeable is what makes these
transfer media salient, allowing the transference of qualities, knowledge, energies and even
identities/consciousness, as in the case of possession, to take place between various beings.
We will return to all these concepts again in the tantric literature in the following chapter, as

it was likely these ideas that informed the accounts of para-sariravesa in the YS and YV.

THE PASUPATAS: POSSESSING THE DEAD

One group who employed this science of parakayapravesa or para-sariravesa
(“possessing another’s body”) is the early proto-tantric Saivas known as the Pasupatas. The
Pasupatas are mentioned for the first time in Indian literature in chapter twelve of the MBh
[12.337.59-62], alongside other schools of philosophy (darsanas) that were prominent in this
period.®$8 Their doctrine, according to the MBh, was promulgated by Siva, known here also
as Srikantha (i.e., Rudra) and significantly, Bhiitapati, “The Lord of Spirits”.6%°

Sanderson believes the earliest physical evidence for the Pasupatas comes in the form
of a late 2nd century inscription from Junagadh in Kathiawar, though the evidence is not
conclusive at this point.*® Much more certain evidence is found in a series of seven
copperplate inscriptions dated to 374-77 CE in Bagh, Madhya Pradesh.®®! These inscriptions
recorded land grants given by the tribal kings of the Valkhas, subordinates of the Gupta
Empire. The first Valkha chieftain mentioned retains a tribal or non-Sanskritic name

(Bhulunda), while all latter had Sanskrit names which has led to the suggestion that the

%88 These others school included Samkhya, Yoga, Paficaratra, and the Vedas and lastly Pasupatas [MBh
12.337.59].

89 MBh 12.337.62

6% Sanderson, “Saivism and Brahmanism Lectures”, (University of Kyoto, 2012): 10-11.

891 K. V. Ramesh and S.P. Tewari, 4 Copper Plate Hoard of the Gupta Period from Bagh, Madhya Pradesh,
(New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1990).
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Gupta emperors were attempting to Brahminize or Sanskritize areas in ancient Madhya
Pradesh which were still tribal lands.%®> What is especially interesting about these
inscriptions is that we get a picture of Pasupatas not only as sole ascetics, but also as temple
priests (devakarmin) for a variety of deities including Siva, the Vaisnava Narayanadeva,
Mahasenadeva (i.e. Skanda), the Mothers (matrsthanadevakula), and an unknown deity
known as Bappapisacadeva “Lord of Pisacas”. This latter figure seems to have had some
importance as he is mentioned in four out of the seven plates and was likely a local
bhuitandatha-type deity associated with the dangerous pisaca-spirits or may have even been
another name for Siva. Regardless this deity’s inclusion and prominence is significant since it
may signify that becoming a “Lord of Spirits” may have been a goal of the Pasupatas as well.
I should note here a very early reference to a group of sramanic ascetics in a Buddhist
text written before the common era on monastic conduct (vinaya) who were derided by the
of skulls" and having taken on vows to wear or use nothing except what could be procured

from "dust-heaps or cemeteries".*>* While it is impossible to be completely sure who this

%92 These inscriptions are interesting in that they paint quite a different scene from the initial picture of the strict
ascetic system of the Pasupatas which focused only on the individual practitioner as described in the Pasupata-
sitra. Besides the lone initiated renunciant, the Pasupatas, like the Buddhists and Jains, also seemed to have
their own acdryds who fulfilled priestly services in temples dedicated to Saiva and non-Saiva deities and served
the needs of the larger lay Saiva community and royalty. They likely followed the Buddhist and Jain structural
model, which allowed them to compete with these other systems for royal patronage, a successful strategy given
their popularity and spread throughout all of South Asia (and even in Cambodia).

%93 In the Chapter 10, Khandaka 5 of the Cullavagga entitled "On the Daily Life of the Bhikkhus". See Sukumar
Dutt, Early Buddhist Monachism 600 B.C.-100 B.C., (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1924): 45 and
Chakravarti, "Antiquity of Tantricism", In The Indian Historical Quarterly Vol. VI, No.l1 March, (1930): 123-
124 for discussion on this. Here is Rhys-David & Oldenberg's (1885: 89) translation of the Pali: "Now at that
time a certain Bhikkhu, who had taken upon himself a vow to wear or use nothing except what he could procure
from dust-heaps or cemeteries, went on his rounds for alms carrying a bowl made out of a skull. A certain
woman saw him, and was afraid, and made an outcry, saying, 'O horror! This is surely a devil!' People
murmured, were shocked, and indignant, saying, "'How can the Sakyaputtiya Samanas carry about bowls made
O Bhikkhus, to use bowls made out of skulls. Whosoever does so, shall be guilty of a dukkata. And you are not,
O Bhikkhus, to take a vow to wear or to use nothing except what you procure from dust-heaps or cemeteries.
Whosoever does so, shall be guilty of a dukkata.” See Rhys-Davids & Oldenberg, Vinaya Texts - The
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group, as we will see, they are likely related to one of the Saiva Atimarga groups, which
Sanderson believes includes the Pancarthika Pasupatas, the Lakulas/Kalamukhas ("Black-
faced")/Mahavratas and the Kapalikas.®** We will discuss these groups in more detail in the
following chapter.

This siddhi of para-sariravesa appears, in fact, in one of their foundational myths as
seen in Kaundinya’s Parsicartha Bhasya (PSBh), a commentary on the school’s root text, the
Pasupata Siitra (2nd-century CE). This text states simply that Lord Siva incarnated
(avatirna) in the form of a human on earth by entering and animating the body (kaya) of a
dead Brahmin in Kayavatara Forest (“The Forest of the Incarnation of the Body™), believed
to be in the modern town of Karvan, in Gujarat.®®> This same narrative is further developed in
the Vayu Purana, parts of which may have been composed as early the 3-4" century CE,
where we introduced for the first time to the Pasupata's legendary progenitor, Lakulisa (“The
Lord with the Club”). %% In this account, Siva states he will descend and incarnate on the
earth,

...through the magic power of yoga (yogamdayayd). I will then become a [new] self
through yoga (bhavisyami yogatma) in the body of a chaste brahmin student, to the

Kullavagga, IV-XII in Volume XX of F. Max Muller's The Sacred Books of the East, (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1885).

Dutt (1924: 44-45) notes also that a group known as pisdcas are mentioned in the Milinda Paiiha [100BCE-
200CE] in long list of sSramanic sects (called "ganas™) prevalent at this early time. He believes these groups to
be the same.

694 Recall the Pasupata inscription listing the worship of Bappapisacadeva (Lord of Pisacas). As we will see the
kapalavrata vow of the Lakulas, Kalamukhas, and Kapalikas, and the nine vratas of the BYT, particularly the
Kucailina-vratra and Kravyadavrata matches these early descriptions.

95 tatha Sista pramanyat kamitvad ajatatvacca manusyariipi bhagavan brahmanakayam asthaya kayavatarane
avatirna iti | PSBh 1.1:39 This passage echoes the avatara language found in the coeval Bhagavad Gita. In the
Vayu Purana, which may be as ancient as the PS, and certainly earlier than the PSBh, it is known as
Kayavarohana (The Descent into/of the Body), which holds a similar meaning.

896 Scholars such as Jitendra Nath Banerjea in his The Development of Hindu Iconography (Calcutta: University
of Calcutta, 1956): 450 believe that Lakuli§a was more responsible for the cult’s great growth and
systemization, rather than its actual founder. Davidson (2002: 341-43) also states that the Pasupatas were
responsible for the composition (or re-composition) of several Puranas in the centuries that followed (including
the Vayu Purana and original Skanda Purana in which Lakuli$a appears). He writes, “Their institutional
presence is widely documented in nearly one hundred medieval inscriptions attesting to lands, monasteries, and
temples donated to or administered by the Pasupatas between the fifth and twelfth centuries CE”.
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wonder of the world. Seeing a dead body left unprotected on a cremation ground, I
will enter [into it] (pravistah) through the supernatural power of yoga, for the welfare
of brahmins . . . Then I will become the one known by the name of Lakulin, and that
perfected field (siddhaksetra) will thus be known as (The Place of) "The Descent of
the Body” (kayavarohana).%®’

From the forest it is said Lakuli$a walked to the cremation ground of Ujjayini, where
he covered himself with ashes and took a flaming log as his club in his left hand. Here he is
said to have initiated his first four disciples and recited the Pasupata Siitra as their doctrine.
In the Pasupata Siitra itself, this ability to “enter into anyone" (sarvams cavisati, PS 1.25),
whether alive or not, is one of the eight supernatural qualities (siddhis) which are attained by
Pasupata practitioners on their way to becoming a mahaganapati (“Great Lord of Ganas”),
the ultimate goal of Pasupata yoga, modeled upon the archetypal bhiitanatha, Lord Siva.
This, however, is only achieved and fully realized after bodily death.

This feat of entering other’s bodies (para-sariravesa) becomes a cultural episteme
throughout the Epic and Puranic literature in the medieval period, popular especially in
fictional literature such as the Kathdasaritsdgara which describes a decrepit Pasupata ascetics
possessing other bodies, usually deceased, for various magical and spiritual purposes. ®® This
siddhi, often listed simply as avesa, is also mentioned in the Caraka Sambhita as well as

numerous yoga and Tantra texts, including the Yogasiitras (YS) of Patafijali and the Netra

Tantra.

%97 Translation based on White (2009: 193-194), based on chapter 23 of the Vayu Purana.
9% As seen in examples above and as detailed by White (2004: 624), Smith (2006), Bloomfield (1917: 10).
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PASUPATA DOCTRINE AND PRACTICE

As stated, the Pasupatas took the bhiitanatha Siva as their model in terms of behavior
and practice, but also as their ultimate goal. As White has pointed out, their goal was union
and identification with Lord Siva (or more specifically Mahe$vara, “the Great Master”),
through their particular practice of yoga. Through this yoga, they claim to be able to achieve
various attributes of the Lord, including the eight supernatural powers or “masteries”
(aisvaryam). It is this understanding of yoga, White argues, which becomes operative in all
subsequent tantric systems that follow — White writes:

...yoga is a soteriological system that culminates in union or identity with a supreme

being. Accordingly, yogis are persons whose religious vocation is the quest for such a

union or identity, including the power to enter into, to permeate, the creator’s every

creature.®”

Interestingly enough the PS itself states that the Vedic Indra was the first to observe
the Pasupata vow, something he may have in fact stolen or acquired from the Asuras (anti-
gods) - “Indra verily, in the beginning, observed the Pasupata (vow) among the Asuras. He
took from them the merit of the sacrificial acts and of the charities (istapirta). He acquired
(it) with well-performed magic (maya).”’*° The Pasupata Siitras, especially the mantras and
prayers, clearly draw from earlier Vedic texts, and philosophically they are aligned with

other early Saiva traditions as found in the Svetasvatara Upanisad, where the status of

Rudra/Siva was raised to that of the supreme absolute, Brahman.”"!

99 White (2009: 29)

700 indro va agre asuresu pasupatam acarat | sa tesam istapiirtam adatta| mayaya sukrtaya samavindata | (PaSi
4.10-2); Translation by Bischopp. This reference alludes to a myth narrated in the Atharva Veda [PaiS 3.25 and
17.27-9; Saunakasamhita 4.11) and Taittiriyabrahmana (TaiBr 2.3.9.9)

701 See Hara, Materials for the Study of Pasupata Savivism, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University,
1966): 121 and Bisschop and Griffiths (2003).
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Despite drawing on these orthodox sources, the Pasupatas were considered
ambiguous, a quality shared, as we’ve seen, with their own supreme deity, Rudra/Siva. In
various stanzas from the Bhagatava Purana, one would be hard-pressed to distinguish
whether the agent of this description was Rudra/Siva or a Pasupata ascetic, as we will see
below:

Daksa states he is impure (asuci) who has violated and broken the boundaries of

religious acts (luptakriya; bhinnasetu; BhP 4.2.13). Furthermore, he dwells in

terrifying abodes of the dead (pretavasesu ghoresu) surrounded by troops of ghosts,

and spirits (pretair bhiitaganair vrtah; BhP 4.2.14a). He wanders around like a

madman, nude, hair disheveled, sometimes laughing, sometimes crying (ataty

unmattavan nagno vyupta-keso hasan rudan; BhP 4.2.14b). He bathes in ashes from
the funeral pile (citabhasmakrtasnanah) and is adorned with human bones and
garlands of the recently dead (pretasrannrasthibhiisanah; BhP 4.2.15). He is
intoxicated and loved by intoxicated people (matto mattajanapriyah), the lord of the
demonic pramathas and spirits (patih pramathabhiithanam) who are of the nature of

darkness (tamas) itself [BhP 4.2.15], the lord of madmen (unmdda-nathaya,; BhP
4.2.16), impure and evil-minded (nasta-saucaya durhrde; BhP 4.2.16).

The Pasupatas presented themselves in the PS as a new revelation that was said to "go
beyond" (atimarga) or transcend the orthodox Vedic stages of life, with extreme but
efficacious practices to end suffering. It is for this reason they were later considered the first
subdivision of the Saiva Atimarga (“The Path Beyond”), which we will discuss in the
following chapter.

In this sense they were similar in many respects to other sramanic groups such as the
Buddhists and Jains. The goal of Pasupata yoga, very briefly stated, was rudra-sayujya -
absorption, communion, or identification with Rudra, or according to Kaundinya’s
commentary, atmesvara-samyoga, the “yoking” or union of the individual soul (atman) with
the Lord (ISvara i.e., Siva). Kaundinya makes clear, however, that this was not a union in the

sense of a total absorption into the Godhead, as found in later tantric or Vedantic schools, but
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rather, by virtue of this yoga, the sadhaka partakes in the attributes of Mahe$vara (Siva),
implying a type of identification or connection, and involving a transference of qualities,
with the deity. While hints of non-dualism are present within this system, it is ultimately
dualist since the sadhaka can acquire all of Rudra’s qualities, except his office (adhikara), as
the creator, maintainer, and destroyer of the universe, which He alone holds. These qualities
are said to be attained through five stages involving a variety of observances (vratas) and
practices as described by the Pdsupata Siitra, which we shall now turn to.

In the first stage, sadhakas were ordered to live in the grounds of a temple
(vatanavasr), bathe in purified ashes three times a day, sleep on ashes, wear sectarian marks
and left-over garlands that were offered to Siva (nirmalyam), and make their own offerings
of laughter, singing, dancing, the sound hudum (like the bellowing of a bull’’?), and mantra

repetition, to the Lord. 7%3

Furthermore, the sadhaka should either be naked or wear only one
piece of clothing and they should never ever talk to women or Sidras (low-caste) during this
stage. By following these vows, we are told, the sadhaka will achieve purity of mind and
various supernatural powers (siddhis) - such as being able to see or hear things from a great
distance, reading other people’s minds, knowledge of all scriptures (vijrianani; PS 1.19),
omniscience (sarvajiiata, PS 1.20), swiftness of mind; (manojavitvam; PS 1.21), shape-
shifting (kamaripitvam; PS 1.22), liberation from the sense organs (vikarana), virtuousness

(dharmitvam), the ability to control the will of others (sarve casya vasya bhavanti, PS 1.23),

the ability to enter/possess any being (sarvams ca-avisati; PS 1.25), and finally, the ability to

792 In a recent article, Diwakar Acharya (2013) argues that “making the sound huddun” refers to the practice of
bellowing like a bull
93 hasita-gita-nrtya-hudumkara-namaskara-japyopaharenopatisthet
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kill others (sarve casya vadhya bhavanti PS 1.27).7°* Kaundinya adds that one has to be
careful in attaining these siddhis as they can become obstacles (i.e. pride) or cause insanity
(mada).’®

Having attained these qualities, the sadhaka is said to become fearless, indestructible,
ageless, and deathless, and moves in the world unimpeded. The following line states: “United
with these qualities of the Lord Mahadeva, one becomes a mahaganapati, a great Lord of the
Ganas” (PS 1.30).7° Kaundinya is again quick to comment that being a mahdaganapati does
not make one become Siva, the Absolute Godhead, rather the transference of qualities makes
the adept like Siva, except, of course the few roles that only Siva holds.

Part two of the siitras states that through this yoga the sadhaka will achieve all his
desires (sarvakamika; PS 2.2) and through their observances anything that is inauspicious
becomes auspicious (amangalam catra mangalam bhavati, PS 2.3), similarly stating that “the
left becomes the right” (apasavyam ca pradaksinam PS 2.4), a concept core to all later tantric
traditions. The sddhaka is further told to worship Siva exclusively as he contains all the
Vedic gods and ancestors within him (PS 2.5-6). Due to all these factors the Pasupata path is
declared by the text as the highest of all paths. Kaundinya points out, however, that this is
also what makes this path un-Vedic and unorthodox, since it involves breaking with
Brahmanical duties.

Part three and four of the PS gives some of the more bizarre and extreme observances

for which the Pasupatas have become so infamous. In this stage the Pasupata is supposed to

leave the temple, conceal all sectarian marks, and enter the world wandering about as a preta

704 Kaundinya clarifies that “thinking” means perceiving the thoughts of others, while “knowing” refers to
knowledge of what is in all scriptures.

95 tesu madam akurvan harsapramadi bhavati (PABhp. 65, 19); see Hara (1967: 597)

706 PS 1.30 ity etair gunair yukto bhagavato mahdadevasya mahaganapatir bhavati
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(pretavat-caret, 3.7), an outcast/ghost from society. Kaundinya expands upon this in his
commentary stating:

He should appear as though mad, like a pauper, his body covered with filth, letting his

beard, nails and hair grow long, without any bodily care. Hereby he becomes cut off

from the respectable castes and conditions of men, and the power of passionless
detachment is produced.”®’

As a preta, the sadhaka is told to wander alone in the world, act like a madman
(unmattavad eko vicareta loke, PS 4.4), and ordered to feign common possession-like
symptoms such as snoring (ratheta, 3.8), tremors (spandeta, 3.9), and limping (manteta,
3.10), so that everyone will think, “He is a madman, he is a fool” (unmatto miidha, 4.6). They
are told to do or say whatever is necessary, even make lewd sexual gestures (srrigareta,

3.11), in order to court contempt and abuse from others (PS 3.8-11). In this practice, dishonor
(asammana, 4.7) is said to be the highest of all disciplines (uttamah smrtah; 4.7) and the true
path (satpathah; 4.12).

Most scholars offer a superficial reading of these acts, which they argue involves a
transfer of merit based upon karmic law as conceived by the Pasupatas — the abusers in effect
acquire the sadhaka’s bad karma or sin, while the sadhaka, in turn, receives their merit.
Therefore, the sadhaka is told to go about getting blamed, because, as Kaundinya points out,
these actions are actually blameless (aninditakarma; PS 4.15) since they were ordered by
Lord Pasupati (Siva) himself and followed even by the Vedic Indra. However, on a deeper
level, it is clear these acts help to cultivate extreme egolessness, humility, and more

importantly, contempt for the physical world, or what Wallis calls “world-weariness”, a

practice of “radical detachment” which he argues is necessary for peacefully leaving the

707 Translation based on Ingalls, "Cynics and Pasupatas: The Seeking of Dishonor". The Harvard Theological
Review. 55 (4): (1962): 289.
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world at death in order to achieve final liberation in the fifth stage. This is commonly found
in all sramanic/renunciant traditions.

We should also note, as mentioned earlier, the parallels between symptoms prescribed
for the sadhakas and those who are possessed by bhiitas, as found in coeval medical texts of
the CS and SS. I would argue that it is implied that the Pasupata ascetic acts as if possessed,
due to its close association with madness/insanity and that they were symptoms the public
were familiar with. Alternatively, it could also be seen as one acts possessed and mad in
imitation of Rudra/Siva. While Rudra never seems to explicitly possess Pasupata ascetics,
there does seem to be some crossover between possession and Pasupata practice, at least
conceptually. This is borne out in the next stage of practice, in which the text states the
sadhaka attains rudra-samipam, the “presence" or "nearness" of Rudra (4.14), resulting in
“never again returning” to cyclical existence or going backwards on their path.’%

Now reborn as a truly independent yogi (asarnga-yogi; 5.1) after stage two, the
sadhaka begins stage three involving his retreat to either an empty house or cave (Sinydagara-
guhavasi; 5.4) where he is told to constantly recite prescribed mantras and hymns (5.13-15),
meditating only upon Rudra (5.5) and the syllable OM (5.17), and subsisting only on alms
(5.7-8).7% Following this is the fourth stage, where the sadhaka is told to dwell in a
cremation ground and subsist on whatever food he finds there. It is here, by constantly
remembering Rudra in his mind (sadd rudram anusmaret, 5.22), that the sadhaka will finally
achieve communion with Rudra (labhate rudra-sayujyam,; 5.21). Having cut (chittvd) the

root (miila) of his impurities (dosa), described as a “net of causes” (hetujala, 5.23), the

798 anena vidhina rudrasamipam gatva na kascid brahmanah punar avartate PS 4.14
709 Mantras can be either the Aghora mantra, the Raudri [Gayatri] or the Bahurtipi, all from the RV
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sadhaka establishes (sthapayitva) his own consciousness (svam cittam) in Rudra [5.24].71°
The fifth and final stage, briefly remarked on, simply states that the sadhaka, now established
in Lord Rudra, “attains the end of suffering, through the grace of the Lord” (duhkhanam
antam iSa-prasadat; 5.26).

As stated previously, the sddhaka does not achieve a state equal to Siva — while some
hints of non-dualism are found throughout the PS, Siva is still needed at the final moments in
order to give his liberating grace (prasada) to the aspirant. It is ultimately this required grace
of Rudra that allows the sa@dhaka to achieve the state of a mahdganapati. Full liberation is
not actually achieved until the Pasupata's body has been shed in a yogic liberative death,
reminiscent of the utkranti rites White described earlier. At the time of death, the sadhaka,
now a mahdganapati, is said to achieve a transcendental plane of existence just below the
Supreme God-head - “a sort of antechamber to the ‘true’ locus of salvation” as White puts
it.! It is only in later tantric non-dual schools where achieving the state of Siva (or
Rudra/Bhairava etc.), which involves a complete identification with the supreme god Lord,
becomes an explicit goal.

Towards the end of their life, the sadhakas are ordered to reside in cremation grounds
and end their life by yogic suicide. While the cremation ground may have originally used in
order to help with engendering world-weariness, as argued by Wallis and others, it was also
where meetings with the denizen spirits (bhiitas, grahas, ganas etc.) of the cremation
grounds took place. It is here and among these sorts of cremation ground ascetics where |
would argue the revolutionary concept of becoming or assimilating (as a bhitanatha) the

powers of these supernatural beings likely arose. Living here meant they had to be aware of

"0 chittva dosanam hetujalasya milam | buddhya svam cittam sthapayitva tu rudre || PS 5.23.-24

711 White (2009: 110).
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exorcistic and apotropaic rites to keep these demons at bay, and given the locale, possession
was likely commonplace.

Pasupata rites are detailed in later texts as well, such as the Nisvasatattvasamhita
[NTS] (4-5% CE), often considered the first surviving Tantric Saiva Siddhantin text, along
with the Atharva-Veda Parisistas [AVP], a ritual appendix to the Atharvaveda. Recent
studies of these texts demonstrate some diversity regarding doctrine and practice within the
Pasupata cults, leading some to believe there were multiple Pasupata sects (such as the
Mahapasupatas or Kalamukhas), in contrast to just the Paficarthikas of the PS.7!? The
inclusion of their practices in the NTS and AVP reflects the importance Pasupata Saivism
must have had during the period of these texts’ composition.

There is no conclusive dating of the Atharva-Veda Parisistas corpus, but Modak
believes their composition begin in the Christian era and continued for several centuries.’!?
Pasupata rites such as the Pasupatavrata and the Ucchusmakalpa, which invokes
Ucchusmarudra and his Ucchusmarudras, were included in this text, though likely in its later
portions. Sanderson believes these to be pre-Mantramargic and thus older than most Saiva
tantras, which is what makes these adaptations of interest to us. Sanderson has further argued
that their assimilation into the AV corpus was a reaction by Atharvavedic rdjapurohitas
(“king’s chaplain”) whose patronage was being diminished from the fifth century onwards by
Saiva officiates throughout the Indian subcontinent.”** The r@japurohitas long held this
position, performing a wide range of rituals for the royal family, including consecration

ceremonies, rites of protection (Santikam karma) and wellness rites (paustikam karma) as

12 See Sanderson (2002), Bakker (2000) and Bisschop and Griffiths (2003).

713 Modak (1993: 470-473). See also Geslani (2018) for a more up to date discussion of the dating of this
collection.

714 See Sanderson (2004) and (2007).

266



well as hostile sorceristic rites to attack enemies of various kinds (abhicarakam karma). The
Saivas offered new and more powerful protective, and hostile ritual technologies that were in
demand at the time — thus allowing them to take over the traditional role of the brahmanical
chaplains. Thanks to this patronage, Saiva tantric traditions rose to pre-eminence throughout
South and Southeast Asia. In order to compete, the Atharvavedins’ appropriated the Saiva

rituals to their own repertoire as reflected in the AP.

CANDESA & UCCHUSMA

A few recent articles have also shown the growing importance in this period of two
deities worshipped by the Pasupatas - Candesa and Ucchusma. Diwakar has argued that
certain early sculptures originally thought to be Lakuli$a, may actually be Candesa, a pre-
dominantly South Indian Siddhantin deity known to not only punish transgressors within the
tradition (as mentioned earlier in the Nisvasatattvasamhita literature), but also a deity who
was given the left-over or fallen offerings (nirmalya) made to Siva, much in the same way
Pasupatas wore nirmalyas during their first stage of practice. This suggests Cande$a may
have also been one of the deities the ascetics modeled themselves after. Because the
remainders of the offerings were considered dangerous and impure, it was believed Candesa
was the only one fierce and powerful enough to bear this task, a role he continues to have at
various Saiva shrines throughout South Asia, including the most famous at Pasupatinath

Temple in Nepal. 1

15 See Acharya, “The Role of Canda in the Early History of the Pasupata Cult and the Image on the Mathura
Pillar Dated Gupta Year 61.” Indo-Iranian Journal 48.3—4 (2005): 207-22, Goodall (2009), and Bisschop,
"Once Again on the Identity of Candésvara in Early Saivism: A Rare Cande$vara in the British Museum?" Indo-
Iranian Journal. 53.3: (2010): 233-249, for their studies on Canda.
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This role and association with impurity is shared by Ucchusma (“One Whose
Crackling Becomes Manifest”) as well, who, like Candesa, is also mentioned in the
Nisvasatattvasamhita (NTS). Both become important figures in later magical tantras as
deities that both afflict and heal. An interesting link between the two can be found in the
Nisvasaguhya portion of the NTS in which Ucchusmarudra is invoked and stated to preside
over the Ucchusma Patala, a subterranean region between the hells and earth where people
who have allowed the offerings and substances leftover from Siva’s worship to fall to the
ground go. It is not all together clear if Ucchusma is invoked alongside Rudra as an
independent deity as found in later texts, or if it is simply an adjective modifying Rudra to
designate a more wrathful form of the deity. Regardless, those who live in this liminal world
are said to worship, Candesa, described as a ferocious Gana of Siva, to whom such dangerous
remnants are to be offered.”!®

A goddess Ucchusma figures in several Saiva Tantras as well, including one of the
earliest Vidyapitha texts known as the Brahmayamala (aka Picumata), which mentions
multiple Ucchusma goddesses who were considered the principal Saktis of the supreme
deity, Bhairava Kapalisa.”!” It has been noted that the BY sometimes calls itself the
Ucchusmatantra, though a separate text, now lost, may have existed as well.”'® Sanderson

remarks that the designation as an Ucchusmatantra “alludes to the strict indifference to

716 See Goodall (2009: 394-395) who also quotes Sanderson

17 She is often associated with four goddesses who were installed at four important Goddess Pithas: Rakta in
Oddiyana, Karalt in Jalandhara, Candakst in Parpadri and Ucchusma in Kamartipa. Heilijgers-Seelen, The
System of Five Cakras in Kubjikamatatantra 14-16, (Groningen: E. Forsten, 1994): 92-93 observes Ucchusma
in Kubjikamatatantra 2.24. See also Bisschop and Griffith, (2003: 3); Goudriaan & Gupta (1981: 43); and
Sanderson, "Mandala and Agamic identity in the Trika of Kashmir," in Mantras et Diagrammes Rituelles dans
[’Hindouisme, ed. Padoux, (Lyon: Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1986): 184. Dyczkowski
(1988: 110), also states that the Jayadrathayamala holds Ucchusmatantra to be among the eight root Tantras of
the Mata traditions.

18 See Bisschop and Griffith (2003: 4)
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impurity or rather to the cultivation of contact with impurity as a means to power and
liberation that characterizes this scripture.””!® The 11th century exegete Ksemaraja similarly
mentions in his commentary on the NT an Ucchusmatantra associated with magic and
sorcery. He also describes a female demon named Ucchusmika as “She who, going about at
night with disheveled hair, without clothes, urinating in a circle, feeds blood (prasayed
raktam) causes pain - she should be recognized by the adepts as Ucchusmika, the mistress of
heroes (viranayika)”.”°

What is interesting about the Ucchusmakalpa in the AVP is that has some features
that conform to later tantric rites (of the mantramarga), though it lacks most of the
fundamental features involving its usage of mantras, as well as its lack of nyasah and
dhyanam. Rather, Sanderson argues that the Ucchusmakalpa is more archaic than tantric
texts and is more reminiscent of earlier types of protective texts such as the Buddhist
Mahamayirividyarajii (3-4™ century AD) and later Saiva Bhiitatantras such as the
Kriyakalagunottara.” 1t also, according to Sanderson, resembles the Mahaganapatividya of
the Ganesadurgastotravali, a long protective mantra recited to ward off assaults by demons
by summoning the aid of the bhiitanatha Ucchusmarudra and his host of Ucchusmarudras.’??
Given the deities they invoke and the name of the spell it is very possible this may have

originated with the Pasupatas. Regardless, in both of the text’s possession is a feature, but as

a form of hostile sorcery. In the Mahaganapatividyd, Ucchusmarudra is invoked and asked to

19 Sanderson (2007: 198-199)

720 Translation by Bisschop and Griffith — see (2003: 5) for Sanskrit reference and translation

21 Sanderson notes the first two Chinese translations of which were listed in the Qin lu, a catalogue of the
period AD 350-431, according to that compiled by Yuan Zhao in AD 800; (Sanderson, 2007: 199); See
Sanderson note about similarities of the mantras with the Khadgaravana-kalpa of the Kriyakalagunottara.
722 Sanderson (2007) quotes the Mahaganapatividyad. As we saw in the previous chapter there is also an
important Tantric Ganapati sect, and the second most popular deity invoked by this group is none other than
Ucchista-Ganapati. See Bithnemann (1987).
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“Possess! Possess the human body!” (manusyasariram avesaya avesaya), implying some sort
of aggressive attack against an enemy. Similarly, in the Ucchusmakalpa (UK) of the AVP,
Ucchusmarudra too is invoked, but is asked to cause his rudra-ganas to possess
(raudrenavesayavesaya), followed by a litany of imperatives for them to “strike!” (hana),
“burn!” (daha), “boil!” (paca), “destroy!” (matha), “crush!” (vidhvamsaya), and again,
"possess his enemies!" (avesayed ripiin, UK 12.1).72* Various other hostile sorceries are
detailed in the text, such as subjugation, killing, attraction, and even causing madness in
others (UK 28.1). There are also multiple warnings not to abuse these dangerous mantras, as
they can cause sickness, disease, unconsciousness, ruin of family, and even death (UK 8.4-
8.5) to the practitioner. A request is also made to the dangerous rudras, not to attack the
ritualist himself (UK 9.3).

Ucchusma is also the first of a series of ten Rudras according to various Saiva tantras,
often enumerated as: Ucchusma, Savara, Canda, Matanga, Ghora, Yama, Ugra, Halahala,
Krodhin, and Huluhulu.”?* These ten Rudras, and their corresponding consorts and mantras
are also found in number of Buddhist dharani and protective (raksa) spells of the period,
such as the 653—-654 CE Buddhist Dharanisamgraha and the
Aryamahabalanamamahdyanasiitra (53.2-3), the latter also invokes Ucchusmakrodha
Mahabala, the Buddhist equivalent of Ucchusma.”® The parallels between the
Hindu/Buddhist Tantras again suggest a common substratum and indiscriminate borrowing

between the respective pre-Mantramargic Saiva and a proto-Tantric Mahayana protective and

72393 — see Bisschop and Griffith (2003: 24-25) for full Sanskrit and translation

24 See Tantrabhidhanakhosa I: 225

25 See Castro-Sanchez, The Indian Buddhist Dharani - An Introduction to its History, Meanings and Functions,
(MA Thesis, Sunderland University, 2011): 19, Skilling (1992: 155), and Yang (2013) for a number of sources
and reference. According to some of Yang's findings, Ucchusma may have been originally a Buddhist deity -
which White (2020) also argues.
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exorcist traditions, which the Atharvaveda PariSistas also seems to have assimilated into their
repertoire. This is further seen in magical portions of the Buddhist manual, the Sadhanamala,
where wrathful Ucchusma-forms of Kubera (also known as Jambhala), are mentioned.”?¢
Like their Saiva counterparts, Ucchusma-Jambhala is also notorious for his connection with
impurities and among several early eighth-century Chinese/Daoist texts he was known as the
“Vajra-being of Impure Traces” (Hui-chi chin-kang). Through the Buddhists, Ucchusma-
Jambhala traveled throughout China where he becomes the principal patron of therapeutic
sealing and Taoist-style talismans as well as exorcistic and possession practices involving
child-mediums, a topic we will return to again in the following chapter.’?’

As an independent deity, Ucchusma was also well established in early Buddhist
Tantras, invoked as a wrathful subjugator of demons and to remove the impure left-overs
(ucchistam) and human waste by devouring them.”?® The former function is seen in the
Mahabalasiitra (8" century), for example, where Vajrapani is said to teach Bhutadhipati (the
Buddha?) the Mandala of Ucchusmakrodha which is said to protect the ritualist’s body
against disease and possession by demons, among other things. In the same text, a variant of
Sakyamuni’s battle with Mara and his demon hordes is given. In this version, a ray of light is
said to emerge from Sakyamuni, and from this light the fierce Ucchusma is summoned,

terrifying all the demons, and causing them to flee.”?

26 Sadhanas 291-295 in the edition of Bhattacharya's Sadhanamala, (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1968, vol. II:
569).

27 See Strickmann and Faure (2005: 156-161), Yang (2013), and Hsieh Shuwei, “Exorcism in Buddho-Daoist
context: A Study of Exorcism in the Method of Ucchusma and Luminous Agent Marshal Ma” in Exorcism in
Daoism: A Berlin Symposium, ed. Florian C. Reiter, (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011) for more on the Buddhist
Ucchusma

728 Sanderson (2007:197) references the Buddhist Mahabalasiitra, dated sometime before the 8" century

29 ibid.
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F. CONCLUSION

With our discussion of the Pasupatas we are now coming closer to the standard forms
of tantric deity possession as it becomes characterized by Saiva tantric groups that arise out
of the Pasupata, Atharvanic, and Mahayana Buddhist protective and exorcistic traditions. At
this point the primary concerns of proto-tantric actors such as the Pasupatas were magical
and sorceristic rites, often involving the conjuring of various spirit beings, the quest for
supernatural powers, warding off possessing demons, and liberation. An interesting
confluence of ideas, concepts and practices come together with the Pasupatas, which in many
ways sets the stage for what is to come next with the Atimarga and Mantramarga traditions of
the Saivas in which deity possession becomes institutionalized. This confluence involves
ideas of self-identifying with deity (in hopes of transferring the deities qualities) through
various meditational, psychological, perceptual, and yogic practices; residing in cremation
grounds, where interactions with supernatural beings were common and involved either
exorcistic, protective, and in some cases magical rites involving control over supernatural
beings, in a similar manner to their bhitanatha lord, Siva (aka Rudra); and finally possession
as an attained supernatural ability, which in this case implied the possession of other’s bodies
either by the sadhaka himself, or through a spirit proxy.

From here it seems just a short step to the recognition that one could attain the
energy, powers, and qualities of a spirit, or even a deity, through the practice of possession.
With the arrival of Atimarga/Mantramarga traditions we began to see this realization in
practice, where a mingling of concepts involving spirit possession, non-dualism, and the
revelation that oneself could become a bhiitanatha by mimicking and self-identifying with

the deity. Possession thus became understood as a means and efficacious method within
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Tantra to realize the sadhakas dual goal of liberation (moksa) and worldly pleasure (bhoga) -
both of which were beginning to be understood as possible through the lens of possession

and concepts surrounding possession, which prevailed in this time period.
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IV. CHAPTER 4: THE HISTORY, EVOLUTION, AND
REFORMULATION OF DEITY POSSESSION (AVESA) IN SAIVA AND
BUDDHIST TANTRAS

A.INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

In this chapter I will trace the conceptual evolution and discourses surrounding deity
possession in the Saiva and Buddhist Tantric traditions. Due to the immense number of
tantric texts, I have limited my examination to select Saiva and Buddhist Tantras from the
medieval period, beginning with what has been called the earliest surviving Saiva Tantra, the
4th-5th century Nisvasatattvasamhita, and ending with the 11th century Buddhist Tantra, the
Kalacakratantra. My focus is particularly on Tantras which discuss and employ avesa and
related terms (e.g., Saktipata; adhisthana, anugraha, etc.) and practices where possession
rites are involved. My overview is generally chronological, though dates for many Tantras
are speculative. The bulk of the chapter is largely confined to Saiva literature, due to the
large number of textual sources available in Sanskrit and due to its considerable influence on
other Tantric systems and ritual throughout South Asia.

One of the principal goals of all tantric practice, whether Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain,
was to attain supreme power and mastery over the cosmos, by uniting with, or becoming, a
deity (or enlightened being). This goal led to one of the hallmarks of Tantra, the practice of
self-deification - what comes to be known as samavesa among the Saivas and "Deity Yoga"
in Buddhism. A key component of my argument is that @vesa (divine possession or
embodiment) and related terms, are a central and fundamental feature of Tantric philosophy
and practice, one that gives Tantra its specificity. Gavin Flood actually claims that "It would
be possible to read the history of religion in South Asia in terms of possession as the central

paradigm of a person being entered by a deity which becomes reinterpreted at more ‘refined’
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cultural levels." *° In many ways this may be true, though I believe his argument most
applies to the history of demonology and Tantra. Since Tantra's origins, various forms of
possession (@vesa) have been among the primary techniques to aid in their quests toward
power and salvation.

What makes this textual material unique is its extensive documented history and
abundance of primary scriptures, along with their commentarial traditions, providing us with
a diachronic view of avesa's development. This allows us to see how notions and
interpretations of the phenomenon evolved and changed over time, particularly in connection
with varied soteriologies of the Tantric schools. The data gleaned from this material is also
valuable more generally for the field of cross-cultural possession studies. Not only will we
see a more expanded notion regarding the self and possession, but also important data on the
various ways possession is engendered and how it manifests. Though its use and
understanding changes over time, much of the language of possession, as we will see,
remains.

I will begin my overview with a summary of the various Saiva schools, beginning
with the Atimarga ascetic traditions which, in many respects, lay the foundations for what is
to come in the later tantric traditions. From here, I will move to what becomes the bulk of
this chapter, examining primary scriptures from the Mantramarga and Kulamarga traditions.
We will see how early concepts surrounding possession and divine embodiment, which first
arise among the Atimarga, continue in later tantric traditions, though often reformulated with
their own changing and evolving perspectives. In some cases, possession was employed as a

tool to gain supernatural powers or knowledge, while in other schools, possession shifts from

30 Flood (2006: 87).
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being just a method to the final goal - a religious experience equated with liberation. In many
early traditions the language of possession is quite overt and explicit, while in later tantras we
see a domestication, sanitization, and refinement of possession rites and concepts, interpreted
with new lenses from the ever-evolving cosmological systems developed over the course of
Tantric history. With Trika-Kaula schools, for example, samavesa ("co-possession")
becomes the preferred term over avesa, and possession becomes reformulated as a
completely internal and non-dual phenomenon, where one immerses oneself into their higher
nature.

The final section of this chapter will look at how many of these ideas were shared by
the Buddhists and Jains, generally paralleling the Saiva sources though adding their own

philosophical interpretations and adaptations to the methods employed.

B. THE SAIVAS - THE ATIMARGA, MANTRAMARGA, AND
KULAMARGA

Before looking at the Tantric literature itself, I wanted to give a brief summary and
categorization of the Saiva schools which emerged after the Epic period to the medieval
period. More extensive and detailed work on this has been done by others, so I will refer the
readers to their work in my footnotes.”! It is within these schools where many of the
elements that come to characterize tantric deity possession coalesce. The Saiva Tantras held
that their special revelation came directly from Siva or his Goddess consort, and that their

texts offered insights and practices that were more powerful than Vedic, Jain, or Buddhist

31 See Alexis Sanderson, 1985. "Purity and Power Among the Brahmans of Kashmir," in The Category of the
Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, History, ed. Carrithers et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1985); Sanderson (1988) and (2009), White (1996; 2000; 2003), Hatley (2012 and 2015) and Hatley, The
Brahmayamalatantra and Early Saiva Cult of Yoginis, (Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 2007).

276



traditions, their primary competitors at the time. Tantras do not belong solely to the Saivas,
of course, the Vaisnavas had their own corpus of texts known as the Paricaratratantras, and
the Jains and Buddhists had their own large corpora. In most cases, the tantric teachings of
these systems were considered esoteric and primarily for initiates, in contrast to exoteric
oriented traditions practiced by more orthodox and lay communities. These esoteric teachings
often involved more transgressive practices, transcending the orthodox rules of conduct
(dcara) associated with Brahmanism, Jainism, Buddhism, and "right-handed" forms of
Saivism.”*2

According to one of the earliest surviving Saiva Tantras, the Nisvasatattvasamhita
[NTS] of the Saiva Saiddhantikas, the Saiva initiatory traditions can be divided into two
branches or streams (stotras) — the Atimarga ("The Transcendent Path") and the
Mantramarga ("The Path of Mantras"). The two streams ultimately had the same goal,
sivatvabhivyaktih, the manifestation of one’s innate divinity, “through which one’s equality
or unity with Siva is realized”.” To this end, the early Atimarga (i.e., Pasupatas) was
primarily oriented towards renunciants, similar to other sramanic and ascetic traditions of the
time, though, theoretically, initiation was supposed to be restricted to Brahmin men.”3* The
Mantramarga, in contrast, was said to be available to all, regardless of caste, social standing,
gender, or religion. Though renunciants and ascetics of various sorts were part of the

tradition, the Mantramarga became primarily made up of, and oriented towards, initiated

732 For a more detailed introduction to what "Tantra" is please refer to the excellent works of White (2000 and
2003); Sanderson (1985 and 1988); Samuel, The Origins of Yoga and Tantra: Indic Religions to the Thirteenth
century, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2013); and Hatley 2007.

733 Wallis (2014: 25).

734 See Sanderson, Alexis. 2006. "The Lakulas: new evidence of a system intermediate between Paficarthika
Pasupatism and Agamic Saivism", Indian Philosophical Annual no. 24: 143-217. However, if various fictional
accounts of the Kapalikas are considered true, then females may have also been initiated as well.
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householders.”*®> The Mantramarga presented itself as offering not only liberation (moksa),
the primary goal of the Atimarga, but also bhoga (pleasure) and the attainments of siddhis
(supernatural powers), with a much greater emphasis on ritual and mantra. Both groups, of
course, employed mantras, but for the Atimarga it was generally a tool for purification, used
only towards their goal of liberation. For the Mantramarga, however, mantras were
considered deities themselves, propitiated not just for liberation, but as a means of access to
supernatural powers of all kinds and used in protective, apotropaic, therapeutic, destructive,
and empowering rites.’3

Historically the Mantramarga is later than the Atimarga, although certain elements
within the Mantramarga appear to be from a more archaic strata, some which prefigure
Tantric Saivism. Sanderson argues that the Atimarga prioritized the solitary ascetic form of
Siva/Rudra in his archetypal role as the Mahayogi, which arose from earlier Upanisadic and
$ramanic renunciant traditions. However, as we've also seen, Siva/Rudra bhiitanatha form
was also operative. The Mantramarga, on the other hand, seem to emphasize this older and
more fierce bhiitanatha form of Siva, particularly as Bhairava and his host of possessing
female spirits and seizers as seen in the MBH and early medical traditions.”” It is this
association with female entities (his Saktis) which becomes one of the primary distinctions
between the Atimarga and Mantramarga, but also within the Mantramarga itself, between the

"right-handed" male-oriented branches (Mantrapitha) which maintained a degree of Siva as

735 Rather than the Atimargic ascetic/sadhaka as the primary seeker of liberation, in the Mantramarga it was the
ascetics who sought siddhis (the “power-seekers”, as Sanderson puts it), while the householders seem to have
been most concerned with liberation - see Sanderson (1987).

736 Sanderson (2012, Handout 4: 5)

737 See Sanderson (1988); White (2003); and Hatley (2007).
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the Mahayogi, and the left-handed branches which centered around the feminine aspect
(Vidyapitha).

Based on evidence from the tantric literature, Sanderson initially hypothesized that
the Atimarga had two principal divisions, the Paficarthika Pasupatas (Atimarga I), and its
more radical descendants, the Lakulas/Kalamukhas (Atimarga II).”*8 More recently, however,
Sanderson has become convinced that a third branch also developed from the Lakulas - the
even more radical Sakta oriented skull-bearers known as the Kapalikas, also identified as the
Somasiddhantins (Atimarga I11).73° The Kapalikas, however, have no surviving texts at all,
leading many, including David G. White to rightly question whether an order of Kapalikas
actually existed or not. Some scholars believe it may have been a non-institutional and non-
sectarian group of itinerant ascetics who had taken specific vows, while others believe it may
have just been a trope which became popular in the South Asian imaginary.”#

The other two groups, the Pasupatas and Lakulas, do have a surviving corpus, though
small in comparison to the massive corpus of the Mantramarga that developed throughout the
medieval period (5th-12th century CE). While the Mantramarga drew primarily from
Atimarga IT and III, evidence from the NTS suggests it coexisted with all three.”*! If the
Kapalikas are added as a third branch, as Sanderson has proposed, then the earlier

characterizations of the Atimarga must be adapted, since their Sakta orientation,

transgressive nature, and worship of Bhairava do not fit his earlier characterization.

738 Sanderson (1988)

739 Sanderson (2014: 4-14)

740 See White (2003: 152—155) and White, "Review of Indian Esoteric Buddhism, by Ronald M. Davidson", in
Journal of the International Association of Tibetan Studies, no. 1 (October 2005): 9.

74! Sanderson (2012).
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The Mantramarga literature can be divided most generally into two branches - the
first and largest being the Saiva Siddhanta corpus, while the second branch consists of varied
schools and philosophies collectively known as the Bhairavagamas or Bhairavatantras.
Broadly speaking, the Siddhanta literature dealt with a more auspicious and tranquil form of
Siva as Sadasiva, adapted from Siva's Mahdyogi archetype, and its practices were relatively
orthodox in comparison to the Bhairavatantras, which centered around the fierce
Rudra/Bhairava and his consort, and more “impure” forms of worship utilizing taboo
substances and transgressive practices. Another primary difference is that the Siddhanta
systems are explicitly dualist, while some of the non-Saiddhantika systems of the
Bhairavatantras espoused forms of non-dualism. The Bhairavatantras saw the Siddhanta as
valid path but saw their own traditions as representing more esoteric teachings and more
powerful methods to achieve superior goals. This brand of Mantramarga promised not only
individual liberation for initiates, but also the ability to accomplish supernatural effects
(siddhis), such as the averting or counteracting of calamities (santi) and the warding off or
destruction of enemies (abhicara). They further argued that their particular and elaborate
form of diksa (initiation) eliminated most of the initiate’s karma, allowing for the possibility
of liberation within one's own lifetime.

A further division is seen also within the Bhairavatantras themselves — between the
corpus of literature known as the Mantrapitha (The Seat of Mantras), again more orthodox
and Siddhanta oriented, while the Vidyapitha (The Seat of Feminine Spells) was more
heterodox and Sakta oriented, the feminine aspect, in many ways, dominating over the
masculine principle. In some of these Vidyapitha texts a stricter form of non-dualism is also

seen, resulting in the emergence of more extreme and transgressive rites that come to
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characterize this branch. The Vidyapitha texts, in turn, are divided into two — the Sakti
Tantras and the Yamala (Union) Tantras. A final division can be seen with the Sakti Tantras
— the Trika Tantras and the Kali Tantras. See the following graphic from Sanderson, which
lays out the various branches and divisions of the Mantramarga’#? - as Sanderson points out,
this structure is hierarchical - “whatever is above and to the left sees whatever is below it and
to the right as a lower revelation...As we ascend through these levels...we find the feminine
2743

rises stage by stage from subordination to complete autonomy.

Tantras of Kali .
Trika-tantras

Sakti-tantras

\ /Yimala-tantras
Vidyapitha
K Mantrapitha

Bhairava-tantras .
/Saiva Siddhanta
MANTRAMARGA

Recently Sanderson has also proposed that the Kulamarga should be distinguished as
a third branch of Saivism, a later phase that developed around the ninth century and came to
pervade many branches of the Mantramarga. These traditions were even more Sakta in
orientation and had their own distinct rites, practices, and independent scriptures known as
the Kulasastras, exemplified by texts such as the Kulasara, the Kulaparicasika, Kulananda,
the Kulakridavatara, as well as older texts such as the Timirodghdatana, the
Kaulajiiananirnaya, and the Urmikaularpava. Sanderson also includes more Sakta-oriented
texts such as the Malinivijayottara and portions of the Jayadrathayamala in this category,
many which we will be examining. According to Sanderson, the distinguishing features of
these texts include:

1. Initiation through the induction of possession (@vesah) by the Goddess and the
consumption of ‘impure’ sacramental substances (caruprasanam, virapanam); 2.

742 Sanderson (2012).
743 Sanderson (1988: 669).
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Sexual intercourse with a consecrated consort (diiti) as a central element of private
worship (adyayagah); 3. Sanguinary sacrifices; 4. Collective orgiastic rites celebrated
by assemblies of initiates and women of low caste (anuyagah, cakrayagah,
mirtiyagah, cakramelakah, viramelapah).”**

Though this phase appears relatively late, its roots are more ancient as seen in its
distinguishing features, which parallel the early practices of the so-called Kapalikas of
Atimarga III, who Sanderson believes were the direct ancestors of the Kulamarga (though,
heavily influenced especially by Atimarga II also). Though the Kaulas "inherited and
perpetuated the Atimargic Sakta tradition", various Saiva branches domesticated and
sanitized some of these originally Kapalikas practices in this later phase. 7#> Abhinavagupta
and his brand of Trika-Kaula, for example, completely rejected the external bone
accoutrements the Kapalikas were so well known for. This was not the case, however, among
more radically Sakta-oriented branches, such as the followers of the Krama (Kalf) form of
Kaula worship, who continued to take on Kapalika observances (vratas).

In some schools and texts, particularly of the Vidyapitha, both Kaula and non-Kaula
systems are incorporated. In these cases, we find two sets of practices and initiations, the
tantraprakriyd and the kulaprakriya (or kauliki prakriyd), "with the understanding that the
latter is a higher path reserved for an elite, one that can be accessed only through a higher
Kula initiation (kuladiksa)."’*® According to Wallis,

..the original tradition saw “Tantric” and “Kaula” as near-antonyms, the former

denoting Siva-centered orthopraxy, controlled ritualism, and a transcendent-focused

theology, while the latter denotes Sakti-centered transgression, quasi-shamanic rites
of possession, and an immanent-focused theology.”*’

744 Sanderson (2012 Handout 5: 5)

745 See Sanderson (2012 Handout 5: 6-9) and (2014: 57)
746 Sanderson (2012 Handout 5: 6-7)

747 Wallis (2014: 31).
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Before we discuss the so-called Kapalikas any further, let us first take a closer look at

the Atimarga II.

1. ATIMARGA 1I - THE LAKULAS/KALAMUKHAS

Although Sanderson now holds there are three divisions of the Atimarga, the earliest
Saiva Tantras, such as the Nisvasatattvasamhita [NTS], stated there were just two.”*® The
first division was those that follow the atyasrama-vrata ("the vow which goes beyond”),”#°
referring to the Paficarthika Pasupatas of Atimarga I, discussed previously. The second
division is known as the /okatitas, literally “those beyond the world”, the implication being
the world of convention and bondage. These lokatitas are said to follow the more extreme
mahapasupata-vrata (“The Great Pasupata Observance” (NTS 4.128cd), which refers to the
Lakulas, also known in various texts as the Kalamukhas ("Black-faced") or Mahavratas
("followers of the Great Vow"). They were lokdtitas not only because they presented their
practices as more powerful and efficacious than previous schools, but also because of their
radical disregard for “conventional notions of ritual purity...intensifying the power of their
inauspiciousness”.”? Sanderson notes importantly, however, that the Lakulas chose not to
transcend the convention of celibacy, placing them in between the relatively “orthodox”
celibate Paficarthika Pasupatas and their much more radical and transgressive counterparts,

the Kapalikas of Atimarga III.

"8 atyasramavratam khyatam lokatitam ca me sypu (4.87cd). From the Nisvasamukha portion of the NTS. See

Nirajan Kafle, The Nisvasamukha, the Introductory Book of the Nisvasatattvasambhita: Critical edition, with an
introduction and annotated translation appended by Sivadharmasangraha 5-9. (PhD Dissertation, Leiden
University, 2015) for Sanskrit passages.

749 Meaning going beyond the Vedic varpasrama-dharmas

750 Sanderson (2006: 166)
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The Lakulas/Kalamukhas, like the so-called Kapalikas, practiced the kapalavrata
(vow of the skull), which was central to both systems. A characterization of this in seen in
the tenth century Vaisnava Agamapramanya, by Yamunacarya, who derides the unorthodox
nature of the Kalamukhas, stating:

The Kalamukhas too are outside the Veda; [for] they claim to be able to obtain

miraculously all that they desire, whether visible or invisible, simply by eating from a

bowl fashioned from a human skull, bathing in the ashes of the dead, eating them

[mixed with their food?], carrying a club, installing a pot containing alcoholic liquor

and worshipping their deity in it - practices which all the sastras condemn.”!

While the Lakulas/Kalamukhas maintained some of the same vows as their
forerunners, the Pancarthikas, (for example, they also had their own vow they called
unmattavrata, paralleling stage two of the Paficarthikas’>?), it was really the kapalavrata
which set them apart and paved the way for much of what was to come in the Vidyapitha.
While some Pasupatas may have donned the celestial skeletal ornaments in their efforts to

r,’>® with the kapalavrata vow of the Lakulas/Kalamukhas,

imitate Siva as the Brahmin-slaye
their use becomes explicit and institutionalized in later tantric sources as “The Six Seals”

(san-mudra), consisting of necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and a hair-pin, all made from

human bone, along with a sacred thread made from human hair of a corpse.’”>* The final

75! Translation and Sanskrit from Sanderson (2006: 183).

752 Sanderson (2006: 209). "This, according to Abhinavagupta’s commentary on Bharatandriyasastra, was the
practice of Lakulas in the advanced ‘Paramayogin’ stage of their practice."

733 As mentioned in previous chapters, this association with the cremation ground is found within the MBH
itself where Rudra is described as and known as the mighty “Lord of the Ganas” (mahaganapatim prabhum),
“the madman of the cremation ground (Smasanavasinam drptam), who wears a "garland of skulls”
(kapalamalina, MBh 10.6.33c¢), holds a Skull-staff (khatvangadharinam) and smeared with ash (bhasma). In the
same line he is described as an ascetic whose hair is either shaven or matted and is celibate. MBh 10.7.4:
Smasanavasinam drptam mahaganapatim prabhum | khatvangadharinam mundam jatilam brahmacarinam ||
See also MBh 12.47.52 and 13.14.153c¢ for other references. Elsewhere in MBh 13.17.32-33 we also find
mention of his residing in the cremation ground (smasanacari) and again disguising oneself as a madman
(unmattavesapracchannah) and being the lord of the “khacaras and gocaras” (bhagavan khacaro gocaro)

754 See David Lorenzen, Kapalikas and Kalamukhas: Two Lost Saivite Sects, (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1972): 78-79 for summary of myth Siva as the Brahmin-slayer.
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“ornament” was the smearing of the sadhaka’s body with ashes from the funeral pyre, which
was in contrast to the Paficarthikas who bathed in ashes from a regular ritual fires.”>>

It has been speculated that one of the possible origins of this vrata lies in ancient law
texts, such as the Dharmasatras.”® According to these early sources, a criminal guilty of
brahminicide was known as a kapalin, “one who carries a skull”, who could only expunge
this sin by removing themselves from society for twelve years while living in a cremation
ground, begging for food, and carrying a skull-staff and skull-bowl, among other acts.”®’ In
the Visnu-smrti this penance is explicitly called the mahavrata, a name, as we’ve seen, often
used for the Lakulas and their vows.”>® The Lakulas adoption of this vow makes sense if we
recall the inviting of abuse in stage two of the Paficarthika Pasupatas. As we saw, Pasupatas
invite abuse since one of its results is an accumulation of positive karmic and religious merit,
in turn strengthening their supernatural powers (siddhis). This later kapalavrata, of course,
would have been considered a much more radical vow since the killing of a brahmin is the
most heinous of crimes, transforming the followers of this penance into the lowest of all
criminals and thus inviting the most censure. Using this logic, we can suppose that this more

extreme practice may have been considered a more efficacious method to achieving their

desired siddhis. As Lorenzen states:

755 See Lorenzen (1972: 2-4). According to Wallis (2014 note 155), Sanderson gave him the following sources
for san-mudra which include the Svacchandoddyota ad 3.2b; Brahmayamala 21.104; Yamunacarya’s Agama-
pramanya p. 93; Somasambhu-paddhati vol. 3, p. 681n7; and many passages in the Jayadratha-yamala.
Sanderson (2014 note 170 states one of the earliest references may be found in the Chinese translation of the
“Bodhisattva Womb Sttra” (Pusa chu tai jing), 384-417 CE, which mentions ascetics who clothe themselves in
bones and make their food vessels out of bone.

756 See Lorenzen (1972: 74-77) for various sources

57 In the Yajiavalkyasmyti 3.243 description of this penance, the vow-holder is called a kapalin, “one who
carries a skull.” See Lorenzen (1972: 75). Sanderson (2012) has pointed to a number of other sources which
describe Brahmanical penance for brahminicide as well: Baudhayanadharmasitra 2.1.2-3,
Apastambadharmasiitra 1.24.11-20 and 2.28.21-1.29; Gautamadharmasiitra 3.4.4-5; Mahabharata 12.36.2¢c-3;
Dharmasastras Manusmyti 11.71 and Yajriavalkyasmrti 3.243

758 See Lorenzen (1972: 74).
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They were at the same time the holiest of all ascetics and the lowest of all criminals.
As in the case of the dombi (and the Kapalin) of Kanhapada's songs, that which is
lowest in the realm of appearance becomes a symbol for the highest in the realm of
the spirit.””

Thanks to the recent publication of the Nisvasatattvasamhita [NTS], we now have a
clearer picture of the Lakulas practices and beliefs as seen in its Nisvasamukha, one of the
earliest texts to give a detailed description of this group:

Hear now the Lokatita. When he has been initiated after being touched (alabdhah)
with the five Guhyas [mantras = Brahmamantras] he should wander, carrying a skull-
topped staff and a skull[- bowl], with his hair in matted braids or shaved bald, with a
sacred thread made from [twisted strands of human] hair [taken from a corpse],
adorned with [a chaplet of] human heads [carved from bone], wearing only a loin
cloth, his body dusted with ash, and embellished with the wondrous adornments [of
bone]. Devoted to Rudra, he should consider the whole world as Rudra, holding fast
to his observance. He may eat and drink anything. No action is forbidden to him. He
should remain immersed in contemplation of Rudra, (thinking) “None but Rudra can
save me. He is the deity supreme.’” Having understood the Eleven Levels [of Reality]
(adhvan), he should practice [this vow], free from inhibition (nirvisarnka).”s

Following this passage, the various levels of reality (adhvan) are described, from the
lowest hell (Avici) up to the world of Dhruva (Rudra), which the officiant is supposed to
meditate upon and then ritually purify. The text continues:

Then [when he has] purified that hierarchy, he [the guru] should initiate [him] by

means of the word ‘atha’. Initiated through the descent of that word

(athasabdanipatena), he will cease to be a soul in bondage (apasur bhavet). Provided

that [the initiate] maintains the observances, he attains liberation [at death], even if he

is a sinner. Of this there is no doubt. I have now explained the lokatita.”®!

Of interest in these passages is the mention of being "touched" (alabdhah) with the

five "secret" mantras, the purification of the fattvas (i.e., here known as adhvans), and the

Descent of the Word" (Sabdanipatena), all ideas, as we will see, which continue in later

759 See Lorenzen (1972: 77).

760 Nisv