


























mixed with water, milk, butter or honey. Soma was intoxicating and likely hallucinogenic as
well. Drunk in excess, it was mildly toxic. The most likely candidate for soma juice is the
fly agaric mushroom whose known physical and psychological effects parallel what can be
gleaned from the Rg Veda.

The central importance of soma in ritual cannot be underestimated and it became an
object of worship around which formed extensive, mystical ritual and an extensive
literature. Some historians of Indian religion identify a god Soma. Much of the supreme
metaphysical lyricism of the Rg Veda is believed to have been composed by priests under
the influence of soma. As with all hallucinogens, psychic defenses are broken down and the
mind enters supranatural realms that offer both great dangers and great creative
possibilities. Some rituals may have involved the imbibing of urine from those who ingested
soma (and/or horses who were fed the mushroom) in order to obtain a greater
concentration of active ingredients and psychic effect. In the Mahabarata, which was
completed ¢.300 A.D., Soma is lord of the stars, planets, priests, plants, sacrifices and
devotions. He is identified with the moon and married the 27 naksatras, the daughters of
Daksa (lunar asterisms). He was unable to share his affection equally with all his wives and
was afflicted with a wasting disease for half of each month (waning of the moon). The
Vedic soma ritual is considered identical with the Avestan haoma, the central rite of
Zoroastrianism.

sororal - Pertaining to, or characteristic of, a sister.

Sri - Prosperity, luck and good fortune personified as a goddess. She emerged from
Prajapati after his creation of all other beings. As the embodiment of all good things, both
gods and men desired her. The gods stole her attributes, although Prjapati told Sri that
after they completed their sacrificial ceremony they would return her possessions. Sri dwelt
in garlands and is associated with soil fertility and rice, one garland grew from her navel
after her death.

stupa - Originally, stupas were monuments
which contained the remains of
Shakyamuni (the historical Buddha) and
other revered figures of early Buddhism.
Later. stupas came to contain sacred books
and representations. Large Stupas are
commonly venerated by circumambulating
in the direction of the sun's path through
the heavens. Such an action utilizes the
stupa as a meditational support and a
symbolic reminder of the awakened state of
mind.
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The original form of the stupa, which was widespread between 300 B.C. and 100
A.D., had a flattened hemisphere on top of a circular base. Rising through a lattice work
structure is a short post with three flat umbrella-like structures towards the top. A stone
wall with four gates surrounds the stupa. The East Asian variant of the stupa is the pagoda.
In Tibet, the original type continued and became known as the choten. In Tibetan
Buddhism, it is a symbol of the body, speech and mind of the Buddha. Embedded within
the choten is a detailed symbolic representation of Mahayana doctrine, the spiritual
development of a bodhisattva and methods of spreading the teachings. The eight kinds of
chotens symbolize the eight essential acts of Shakyamuni (the ‘Buddha’). The cult of the
choten was introduced into Tibet by Atisa.

Sukra - Son of Bhrgu and also called Usanas, Kavi or Kvya, the poet. He was the son of a
rsi (Vedic seer) who became priest of the asuras, the non-
Aryan Indian tribes. He acted for them in their dispute with
Indo-European brahmans. Sukra had particular skill in re-
vivification. Like other mystical rsis, Sukra became a star-
god and was made the Regent of the planet Venus.

suzerainty - A political relationship in which one state has
its international affairs controlled by another. Such a
relationship often existed between China and Tibet.

symbol vs metaphor - Symbols are codes for the actual
thing. They are the simple elements out of which
complicated metaphors are constructed and their
interpretation is usually linear. Red denotes warmth or
blood; white, purity and goodness; black coldness and death
(for Indo-Europeans), etc. Metaphors are complicated
multilayered icons or narratives in which symbols interact
and combine to make a deep, textural statement. The
legend of King Arthur may be read as a metaphor for the wise, compassionate, but old
society of any timeless time, fighting to survive the onslaught of a new, more powerful
arrival which lacks the wisdom and insight of the established order.
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tantra - Tantra means ‘warp’ and ‘woof’, threads woven upon
a loom and therefore ‘works’ composed according to a
particular pattern. Tantrism has its origin in ancient yoga
tradition and may well have been first systematized by
Buddhists. It also became very important to Hindu and Jain
practice. Evidence suggesting this includes rejection of the
caste system by Tantrism and the relatively high status
accorded women. Practitioners seek to gain the ‘power’ that
results from worshipping sakti or female energy; the
extensive discussion in the text makes that clear. The
tendency towards the erotic and sexual naturally follows and
is therefore spontaneous and consistent with the emphasis
upon direct experience. Control of the cittavrttis, the mental
whirlwind of consciousness is a primary objective. Tantrism
has always been controversial within Hinduism and Buddhism
as any practice which combines the sacred and the sexual
must be. Both physical and psychic methods are used to
achieve the realization (sadhana) that the phenomenal world
(vyavahara) and the absolute (paramartha) are identical. This
‘understanding’ is not reached by intellectual effort alone but
is fundamental knowledge that is achieved by the integration
all constituents of a human being, both physical and psychic.

Tantras are texts specific to Tantrism and are believed to have been originally taught
by the Tantric form of Sakyamuni called Vajradhara: the earliest may date from the 4th
century A.D.. All Tantrism describes spiritual development in terms of ground, path and
fruition. The ground is the disciple, the path is the methodology of meditation and the
fruition is the state that arises after practice. Tibetan Buddhist identifies four classes of
Tantra; Action Tantra, Elaboration Tantra, Yoga Tantra and Supreme Yoga Tantra. The four
classes describe a continuum of increasing spiritual capacity and therefore increasing
spiritual advancement and possible attainment. The two most advanced classes probably
did not reach full development until the 8th century A.D. and were not integrated into the
monastic universities until shortly before the Islamic invasions extinguished Buddhism in
India in the 11th and 12th centuries.

Tara - The Great Goddess as she manifested in Tibet as Green Tara. She is said to be an
emanation from the tears of the transcendental bodhissatva Avalokitesvara. Tibetan
iconography recognizes 21 Taras, of which the most famous are Green Tara and White Tara.

Tenjur - The Tenjur, also known as the Tengyur, is one portion of the Kangyur-Tengyur
which is the complete canon of Tibetan Buddhism comprising more than 300 volumes. It
contains all the Buddhist works translated from Sanskrit into Tibet and exists in several
editions. The Kangyur is the collection of 92 volumes containing 1,055 texts which are the
instructions of Shakyamuni. The Tengyur is the Indian works of commentary which
comprise 226 volumes and 3,626 texts, about half of which are commentary on the
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Tantras. The Buddhist scriptures of India, which of course were written in Sanskrit, are, to
a large extent, lost as result of the Muslim persecutions which began in the early Middle
Ages and continued for centuries. However, these texts survive in both Chinese and
Tibetan translation, the latter being more comprehensive. A deliberate systematic attempt
to translate all Buddhist texts began in Tibet in the 11th century and marks the beginning of
the compilation of the Kangyur-Tengyur. The Tenjur (Tengyur) is divided into three
sections: the sutras, commentaries on the Tantras and commentaries on the sutras.
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Upanishad - There are more than 200 Upanishads, which were likely completed by 500
B.C.; only 13 or so are considered esoteric (see above). There are six groups which are
concerned with Vedanta doctrine, Yoga, the ascetic life, Visnu, Siva and other cults. These
writings represent opposition to fundamental brahmanism, the sacrificial cult conducted by
professional priests which dominated the society. Forest retreats became a favorite place
for discussing the Upanishads and teaching esoteric doctrine. Their philosophy about the
nature of reality and the conviction that all, both known and unknown, is ultimately one is
sophisticated and advanced.
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Vairochana - One of the five transcendent buddhas, Vairochana is often depicted making
the gesture of supreme wisdom. His symbols are the wheel of the teaching and the sun.

vagina dentata - The toothed vagina became the pejorative symbol of the archetypal,
male, sexual nightmare, i.e. that sexual intercourse would render the male impotent and
physically helpless.

vajra - In Hinduism, the vajra is the thunderbolt of Indra, the god of war and thus marks
Indra as an archetypal Indo-European thunder sky god. In Buddhism, it is a symbol of the
indestructible with the specific meaning of ‘diamond’ or ‘adamantine’. Ultimately, it stands
for transcendent emptiness, the one true reality which is indestructible like a diamond and
imperishable in that it is also unborn and uncreated. This emptiness is not different from
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‘the ten thousand things of the phenomenal world’; it is identical with them. This sentence
does not represent a concept to be ‘understood’ but an experience to be apprehended
during the achievement of enlightenment.

The vajra gives its name to the designation for Tantric Buddhism - Vajrayana -
because successful practitioners become indestructible like the diamond, yet reflective of
the clear immutable essence which is the basis of reality. In Tibetan vajra is dorje and in
Tibetan Buddhism it stands for the masculine symbol to the path of enlightenment, skillful
means (upaya). Paired with the ritual bell (drilbu), which is the symbol of the feminine and
stands for wisdom (prajna), the duality of phenomenal reality is given metaphorical
expression.

Veda - The ultimate sacred knowledge contained in the four works called the Vedas, the
Brahmanas appended to them and to the Upanishads and Aranyakas which form an
epilogue to the entire collection. Originally the Veda consisted of one group of sacred songs
called the Rg-veda which was written around 1500 B.C.. To this was added two samhitas:
the Sama-veda, melodies used by the priest who acted as chanter during sacrifices; and the
Yajur-veda, which is a collection of sacrificial formulas. This early Veda was esoteric in the
sense that its guardianship and interpretation were reserved for the Aryan priestly class, the
brahmans (brahmana). Ethnic and cultural interaction with non-Aryan indigenous Indian
peoples resulted in the incorporation of additional magical formulas, myths and legends. By
1,000 B.C., members of several classes joined in secret groups that met in forest hideaways
and composed radical Aranyakas and Upanishads that rejected ritual sacrifice as the sole
means of liberation and introduced a monistic doctrine. These writings had enormous
impact and finally these Aranyakas and Upanishads came to be regarded as the fulfillment
of Vedic intentions and therefore they came to be called the Vedanta, the conclusion (‘anta’)
of the Veda.

Vidyadhara(s) - Vidyadharas (‘Bearers of Wisdom”) are beneficent aerial spirits of great
beauty. The often carry flower-garlands symbolizing victory and, occasionally, swords
representing the wisdom that cuts through ignorance. In ancient and medieval Indian art,
they are often shown flying towards a major deity, be it Hindu, Buddhist or Jain.

Visnu - Visnu is the source of the universe and everything in it. His followers are known as
Vaisnavites. Visnu is the Universal God of Hinduism and his cosmic myth is that which
explains the ‘world’. By the time of the Bhagavad Gita, all other gods are considered his
aspects and emanations. The Bhagavad Gita is the sixth parvan of the Mahabarata which
did not achieve a solidified stable form until the fourth century A.D.; see Mahabarata above.
Visnu is benevolent and works continuously for the welfare of the world in whatever
incarnation he has chosen for a particular time. The avataras, or descents, of Visnu are
usually a list of ten total or partial incarnations that was formalized by the 11th century. In
these ten primary incarnations, Visnu inhabited a flesh and blood human body in order to
save the ‘world’ from imminent destruction. Krsna is the eighth and most important
incarnation; see above. Vaisnavites do not deny the existence of Siva, but view him as one
of the incarnations of Visnu. Saivites, in turn, look upon Visnu as one of the incarnations of
Siva. For the last 2,000 years, most educated Hindus have belonged to one or another of
these two sects and these different fundamental views have, with rare exceptions, have co-
existed peacefully.
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yakshini/yaksa(s)/yaksi(s) - The yaksas are the minor deities of trees and vegetation of
the pre-Aryan (Dravidian) peoples of India. They were extremely popular in small villages
where every locality had its particular group. They were assimilated into Jainism and
Buddhism as well as Hinduism as minor deities of fertility and guardians of hidden treasure
buried beneath their sacred trees. Kubera, the god of wealth, is their leader. Yaksas are
also unpredictable and shapeshifters, often assuming the form of a beautiful woman. On
the dark side, they can cause insanity.

yoga - Yoga means to yoke, or join, to another. In developed forms of Buddhism and
Hinduism the purpose of yoga is to yoke the mind and body to “achieve perfect unity,
functioning on the profoundest level of the unconscious, beyond the limits of thought and
language, and flowing freely in the currents of the energy that pervade space and time”
(Stutley 1977: 349).

Relief sculptures from the Indus Valley Civilization show yogins in characteristic
poses and thus the origins of yoga may go back to 3500 B.C.. Early yoga adopted a wide
ranging methodology that could draw upon incantation, magical spells (mantra), the ascetic
practices of extreme self denial or the discipline of the mystic. Indeed, many practitioners
draw upon many techniques, no system of yoga is isolated from any other. In the widest
sense, anyone practicing a concentrated discipline towards the achievement of calculated
mystical, intellectual or artistic goal may be said to be practicing yoga. Yogins are male
devotees while yoginis may denote more than a female practitioner. Yoginis may also be
female demons, a witch or sorceress; indeed any woman possessing magical powers.
Durga was the first yogini and all yoginis may be regarded as epiphanies of her who as
minor goddesses of vegetation and destiny incarnate forces of magic and yoga and may
bring death or wealth.

yogini - see yoga.
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