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air.  Feeding of the gods is a renewal of bonding between human kind and the deities, 
because we have provided them with an essential component of their survival. 
 
Blue Annals - During the last years of his life, the great Tibetan scholar gZhon-nu-dpal 
(1392-1481) produced an important history of Buddhism in Tibet which has become known 
as the Blue Annals. 
 
bodhisattva - One who seeks enlightenment through the practice of the perfect virtues but 
who, out of compassion, renounces entry into nirvana until all beings are saved.  A 
bodhisattva provides active help, takes upon himself the sufferings of others and will 
transfer his karmic merit to others.  The bodhisattva is defined by the possession of 
bodhicitta, a rigorous mental state - the desire to attain Enlightenment in order to help 
relieve the sufferings of all sentient beings. The bodhisattva of Mahayana Buddhism (Middle 
Way) replaces the way of the arhat found in Hinayana Buddhism.  Earthly bodhisattvas are 
distinguished by their compassion and altruism.  Transcendent bodhisattvas have attained 
buddhahood but have postponed their entry into nirvana.  They appear in various forms in 
order to lead the way to liberation.  One of the most famous transcendent bodhisattvas is 
Avalokitesvara. 
 
Brahma/brahman - Brahma is the Creator who first appears in late Vedic writing c.1200 
B.C.. By the time the philosophy of the Upanishads solidified sometime after 1,000 B.C., 
Brahma was one of three  manifestations of brahman, the eternal, impersonal Universal 
Principle.  Visnu and Siva had become the other two manifestations of brahman.  In the 
most sophisticated theology, Brahma became the equilibrium between the two opposing 
principles of preservation and renewal (Visnu) and elimination or destruction (Siva).  The 
highly evolved Puranas view Brahma as the creative instrument of eternal brahman with 
complex combinations of attributes from earlier conceptions. Later identification of Siva and 
Visnu as the mechanism for the mystical realization of brahman all but eclipsed Brahma and 
today there are only two temples in India dedicated to him. 
 
‘Brom-ston - Atisa’s (see text) chosen disciple in 
Tibet, who was six years his senior.  ‘Brom-ston was 
born in 1008 and died in 1064 A.D..  He avoided all 
publicity and even refused to give religious teachings.  
After founding the monastery of Rva-sgreng in 1056, 
he led a life of secluded meditation until death.  His 
commitment led to the founding of the ascetic order 
bka’-gdams-pa whose followers had to follow four 
laws: to abstain from marriage, intoxicants, travel and 
the possession of money.  
 
Brotherhood of the Free Spirit - A term applied by 
medieval writers to members of various Christian 
mystical sects that claimed independence from church 
authority and therefore lived in freedom of the Spirit.  
Their earliest appearance is probably in the 13th 
century. 
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buddha - A being who has achieved complete 
spiritual enlightenment and thus is released from the 
wheel of existence (samsara).  Buddhahood results in 
total transformation, the entry into nirvana may be 
said to be an experience of Pure Bliss, Void and Light; 
union with the Absolute. Sakyamuni, the founder of 
Buddhism (see below) is often mistakenly referred to 
as ‘The Buddha’ or ‘Buddha’.  Six buddhas preceded 
him, he is a ‘recent’, historically, documented buddha. 
 
buddha families - Mahayana Buddhism organized 
the vast array of bodhisattvas and lesser divinities 
into five ‘families’.  Each family is presided over by a 
single important Buddha under whom are the consorts 
of both himself and the great Bodhisattvas of the 
family.  Correlations are made with the five elements, 
the five skandhas, the five senses, colors, animals, 
points of the compass, etc.  
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caitya - A caitya in its earliest form was a mound or tree that was worshipped for its 
association with a great hero, teacher or minor-deity.  Later, it could be a shrine or 
monument which was worshipped because ashes or relics were placed inside.  Caitya trees 
are of pre-Vedic origin and were held in such veneration that not one leaf could be 
destroyed.  Buddhists, Hindus and Jains had cults of caityas. 
 
Chaos - Chaos has always meant random, unpredictable activity within which no pattern 
may be discerned.  However, there is now a western science of Chaos which has discovered 
the mathematical models underlying natural phenomena which, at first glance, appear to be 
random and unstructured.  Chaotic phenomena are extremely sensitive to the initial 
conditions that exist at their inception.  The exact behavior of the individual elements of a 
Chaotic phenomenon are not predictable but there is a bounded patterning that 
characterizes each Chaotic phenomenon and gives it a recognizable, predictable and 
ultimately stable form. 
 
chthonic - Pertaining to the underworld and subterranean realms. 
 
cosmic pillar - A cosmic pillar. or axis mundi, is a connection between ‘earth’ and ‘heaven’ 
and therefore between secular and sacred time.  The cosmic pillar may exist in this ‘world’ 
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and may be constructed by humans as in the case of an omphalos (see below), or it may  
reside in supranatural dimensions and be forever ‘mythical’. 
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dakini - In Hinduism, a dakini is a demonic being who eats raw flesh and attends the 
terrible goddess Kali.  In Buddhist Tantrism, the goddess Vajravarahi is dakini.  She is 
depicted as a wrathful female figure astride the demon of ignorance.  On a more abstract 
level within Tibetan Buddhism, the dakini is the inspiring power of consciousness who must 
integrate the powers liberated by the tantric practitioner during visualization.  She moves 
on the highest level of reality and her nakedness symbolizes truth unveiled. 
 
Daksa - A son of Brahma and one of the six Adityas.  His original significance was that of 
universal creative energy, which in the Brahmanas is the power inherent in the sacrifice.  
Daksa became associated with priestly skill, ensuring the success of sacrifices, and the 
maintenance of relationship with the gods without which cosmic stability and continuity is in 
jeopardy.  In the Puranas and the Mahabarata, Daksa is a ‘secondary’ creator who is 
present in each age of re-creation.  In one myth, Daksa wills into existence two sons who 
were to people the earth, but they rejected this role and became ascetics.  Convinced of the 
futility of producing offspring by mind alone, he established sexual intercourse as an 
alternative.  
 
devi/Devi - The general term for a goddess which in the post-Vedic era crystallizes into 
Devi, the Goddess, or Mahadevi, Supreme Goddess who is identified with Cosmic Energy 
(see sakti below) and the dynamic aspect of Siva.  By the Gupta period, Devi is the Great 
Goddess, the only goddess in India and all others, even such powerful figures as Kali, 
Durga, Gauri and Parvati are but different manifestations of Devi. 
 
Dharma Kings - The Tibetan rulers of the 7th, 8th and 9th centuries A.D. who unified the 
country, imported and fostered Buddhism and promoted the development of a written 
Tibetan language are known as the Dharma Kings. 
 
Dionysus - Dionysus was also called Bacchus and in Rome was identified with Liber Pater.  
In the Hellenistic world, he absorbed several cults from Asia minor and was the god of wine, 
and mystic ecstasy.  In the Olympian pantheon, Dionysus was the ‘twice born’ son of Zeus 
and Semele. Semele, unable to endure the sight of Zeus, died before giving birth.  Zeus 
took the unborn child from her womb and sewed him up in his thigh until born.  Eventually 
driven mad by Hera, as revenge for Zeus’ adultery, Dionysus wandered throughout Egypt 
and Syria until encountering Cybele in Phrygia.  She initiated him into her cult and cured 
him of his madness.  His adventures took him throughout most of Eurasia and 
demonstrated a wide range of powers from military prowess to the ability to drive those 
who opposed him insane.  Dionysus was worshipped with ecstasy and frenzy in tumultuous 
processions in which spirits of the earth and fertility appeared.  These Bacchanalia also 
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featured the bacchae, frenzied women who roamed the countryside and abandoned 
themselves to both sexual promiscuity and violence.  There is much that is androgynous 
attached to Dionysus and through his female followers, the Goddess manifested to explore 
the boundaries of human behavior in a manner that has some of the qualities of Tantrism.  
See Pentheus below. 
 
DNA - Deoxyribonucleic acid is the extremely complex macromolecule that makes up the 
genetic material of all living organisms.  It is comprised of four subunits, the so-called 
nucleotides, which are linked in long strands that wind about one another in the form of an 
asymmetric, double helix, the shape itself being quite stable due to special bonding between 
opposing pairs of hydrogen atoms.  The extraordinary feature of the four bases is that one 
of the components, which is found in each, is one of four bases; hence the existence of four 
distinct nucleotides, the difference between them defined by the base component.  Each 
base is a ‘letter’ in the natural language of genetics and evolution known as the genetic 
code.  Bases taken three at a time comprise the ‘words’ in the genetic codes which are 
instructions for assembling the proteins critical to an active physiology.  Such proteins 
include the enzymes, which catalyze (regulate activity) of all metabolic reactions and some 
structural proteins such as hemoglobin, which is the oxygen carrier of the blood.  The 
genetic code, therefore, is a very simple language compared to that which humans create.  
A complete dictionary contains only 64 ‘words’.  Nonetheless, this limited vocabulary is 
sufficient to specify all essential proteins via a translation process that involves another 
class of nucleic acids, the ribonucleic acids.  Recent research has uncovered dynamic DNA 
‘genes’, that can split apart and recombine in an almost bewildering number of 
combinations thus to rapidly create new genes in response to a physiological milieu that 
changes minute by minute. Codons in the human immune system are the most complicated 
example of this mechanism, the number of antibodies possible is at present uncountable.  
The RNA family includes m(essenger) RNAs (which literally carry the genetic messages for 
the assembly of proteins) and t(ransfer)RNAs (which carry the amino acid building blocks of 
proteins to the assembly site); and the r(ibosomal) RNAs (which help read the assembly 
code at the site of protein manufacture on the ribosomes).  This complex system is finely 
tuned and exquisitely regulated by both regulator proteins (via regulatory DNA genes and 
their mRNA) and feedback relationships within the physiological environment. 
 
Dravida/Dravidian - The Dravida were ancient, indigenous pre-Indo-European peoples of 
India who created the Indus Valley Civilization that dates at least to c.3500 B.C if not 
earlier.  The time of their first arrival in India is not known and they probably entered India 
from the north and northwest.  Their kingdoms traded with western Asia, Egypt and later 
Greece and Rome.  Although dominated, they were not obliterated by the Indo-European 
invasions, a theme explored in detail in the text.  Intermixing of the two mytho-poetics was 
strongest in the north.  Dravida influence in Hindu culture and religion is apparent 
everywhere and is a subject of constant study and discussion. Dravidian is a linguistic term 
for the languages of these peoples and four main scripts can be identified: Tamil, Canarese, 
Telugu and Malayalam.  Tamil, which is still spoken in southern India and on Sri Lanka, is 
the oldest of these languages and has a rich literature going back to c. 0 A.D..  The current 
Tamil insurgent, independence movement on Sri Lanka has a sound basis in ancient history. 
Sanskrit began to modify the Dravidian languages by the Middle Ages.  Dravidian languages 
are very distinctive.  The only other language group they are related to, and that 
relationship is not close, is Finno-Ugrian which includes present day Finnish and Hungarian.  
The implication is that the two language groups, and therefore the peoples themselves, 
were one cultural unity sometime in the Neolithic, perhaps c.5,000 B.C. although 
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identification of an original homeland is impossible.  Extensive migration separated the 
cultures and projected them onto different evolutionary trajectories. 
 
duality/nonduality - Volumes have been written about this elemental opposition.  Suffice 
to say that perception of, and belief in, duality serves to define the fundamental mytho-
poetic difference between East and West.  Since mytho-poetics structure society and belief 
systems, we have here a fundamental underpinning to the differences in psychology 
between East and West as well.  A dualistic philosophy believes that there is no unified, 
elemental ground of all substance and being. Dualism rests upon a foundation of the 
absolute existence of opposing pairs from which springs the true nature of reality.  Modern 
reductionist science carries this belief as a fundamental paradigm: consider the positive and 
negative electric charge at the atomic level.  Since both charges do exist objectively, as 
confirmed by the scientific method and the criteria of everyday physics, it is very difficult to 
see beyond such ‘facts’ to a unified whole which is something quite different than a 
summation of its components.  But the atom, as we now know, is both wave and matter 
and that unity is difficult to conceptualize.  The historical origin of hard dualism in 
metaphysics lies with Zoroaster in Persia during the first millennium B.C. Zoroastrianism 
saw light and dark, good and evil as engaged in an eternal, unending conflict, with the 
reality of these dualistic entities assumed and unquestioned.  Judaism incorporates much of 
this thinking as does Christianity when we look at the philosophical underpinnings of 
‘fundamentalists’.  While the precise nature of the influence from Zoroastrianism is difficult 
to determine, the metaphysical milieu of these times in the Near East is nonetheless clear 
and stands in stark contrast to the Orient.  Islam also continued this tradition in its 
theology. 
 Asia, on the other hand, has never lost sight of the whole, a single, nondualistic, 
fundamental absolute whose components may be described as complementary pairs (yin-
yang in China, for example) and are the elements with which to build the single reality 
which partakes of all qualities.  Black-white, light-dark, and good-evil are not the bottom 
line, they are not fundamental reality.  They are but surface manifestations of the multiplex 
qualities that the single, universal, absolute which is void, bliss and truth, spontaneously 
exhibits through its unending, embedded creativity.  Modern atomic physics views the 
reality of the atom as energy and waves which, nonetheless, may aggregate and coalesce 
into forms we call matter.  An analogous truth has thus been uncovered.  Much writing in 
both the West and India explores the philosoiphical congruency between atomic physics and 
the cosmological realties of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism. It is perhaps in this shared 
discovery, which is also ‘enlightenment’, that East has truly met West.  
 
Durga/Kali - At the end of the Vedic period in India, a number of goddesses associated 
with mountains, vegetation and fire were assimilated into the composite of Durga.  Although 
the various manifestations of Durga are often called ‘mother goddesses’, there is little in her 
that is maternal.  In the Puranas and the Mahabarata, she is a fierce, female warrior who 
assumes at least ten identifiable forms, one of which is the infamous Kali.  Kali and Karali 
are the names of two of the fire god Agni's tongues (i.e. flames).  She is also connected 
with plants, particularly herbs, and as Parvati, she is goddess of the Himalayas.  
 “In Durga’s principle temple in Calcutta, seven to eight hundred goats are 
slaughtered during the Durga purja in the autumn, their heads being placed in piles before 
her image.  Pigs, fowls, sheep and water buffaloes are also immolated.  Until 1835 when the 
British government, with the help of some enlightened Indians, suppressed human sacrifice, 
a boy was beheaded every Friday before the altar.   In 1830, a Raja sacrificed twenty five 
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men to Durga.  [See blood sacrifice in this glossary. This extensive sacrifice has not been a 
component of the ritual for many decades.s] 
 “As the sakti of Siva the great ascetic ... Durga became the goddess of yogins; but 
to the masses she remains the great Mother-goddess” (Stutley and Stutley 1977: 82). 
 

 

 
E 

 
 
Eight Four Great Adepts - Also known as the Eight Four Great Magicians (mahasidda), 
the 84 Great Adepts are Indian yogins many of whom were founder-teachers of the 
bKa'rgyud-pa Order of Tibetan Buddhism.  Most operated wiithout official interest or 
patronage and their biographies are largely unknown. They are believed to have brought 
into Tibet great quantities of legendary and ritual materials.  The majority of these were 
‘lost’ (either by accident or deliberate hiding) only to be rediscovered in later times by those 
who received visionary guide.  This body of material is known as the rNying-ma-pa, 
‘rediscovered texts’. rNying-ma-pa is the name of the Old Order of Buddhism, the first 
Buddhist practice which arrived in Tibet in the eighth century A.D. during the reign of the 
religious Dharma kings. 
 
epiphany – Epiphany is the manifestation of the deity in symbolic form as distinct from the 
direct appearance of a god or goddess in their primary anthropomorphic form.   The Bird 
Goddess often manifests as a swan: the swan is her epiphany.   The Goddess of Death often 
manifests as a vulture, the vulture is her epiphany.    The appearance of the Great Goddess 
with the form of a human female would not be considered an epiphany; there is little if any 
symbolism to interpret in this case.  The anthropomorphic being indicates that ‘what you 
see is, in fact, what is’.   Nonetheless, the absence of an epiphany does not indicate an 
absence of metaphor, merely that such metaphor first articulated in the outward physical 
form of the deity. 
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exoteric vs esoteric - Esoteric doctrine in any metaphysical system is that which is 
deliberately hidden from all but qualified initiates.  Until recently, the preservation of such 
doctrine in all religions relied upon either the 
use of very complex, coded and symbolic 
written records (cf. Kabbala) or oral 
transmission. Either approach restricted such 
knowledge to a designated group of the 
spiritually advanced (or exceptional initiates in 
training), assuming of course a pledge of 
secrecy could be trusted.  The penalties for 
violating such trust were extremely severe and 
often involved death or what was often worse in 
such ‘worlds’, exile from one’s society and cult 
group.  Such penalties served to emphasize the 
importance and power of the esoteric 
knowledge and were very effective in 
preventing the uninitiated from breaking 
through the secrecy of the cult.  One measure 
of the effectiveness of this system is the 
acknowledgment that intensive modern 
historical research has yet to reveal all the 
details of the rituals of the mystery religions  of 
the Classical World (see below).  Exoteric 
knowledge is that theology with which we are 
all familiar, the details of philosophy and ritual which the religious establishment 
deliberately chooses to structure the public ritual life of its adherents.  The decision about 
what insights to reserve for the exceptional is not as cynical or manipulative as one might 
first think.  Esoteric knowledge is objectively very advanced.  Intellectually, it is the most 
difficult metaphysics to understand and the scholarly study time and duration of 
apprenticeship required is beyond that available to those who wish to live their daily lives in 
the ‘world’.  Furthermore, the insights imparted only begin in the intellectual sphere.  They 
end in a psychic, metaphysical dimension which can only be hinted at with linguistics and 
which conveys great power to the individual.  As anyone with even a slight knowledge of 
Tantric Buddhism can confim, the potential is very real that such training might call forth 
extreme emotions and anxiety, which in turn create a genuine possibilityfor mental and 
emotional breakdown.  Once a deep esoteric knowledge is acquired, the damage that can be 
inflicted upon others by a malevolent, but spiritually advanced, soul is very serious.  The 
exercise of such power appears to the general population as ‘black magic’.  To describe the 
problem crudely, ‘black’ magic is just as real as ‘white’ magic; and it is best to erect 
formidable barriers against exposing either those not simply intelligent enough to 
understand the esoteric ‘knowledge’ and/or those lacking in compassion and love for 
humanity in general.  Such is the reality of the historical record for every religion; the 
partition between exoteric and esoteric always followed these lines whatever the cultural 
context.  
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G 
 
 
Gaia - Gaia is the earth as conceived by the Greeks; the primordial substance from which 
sprang the first generation of gods.  According to Hesiod, she was born after Chaos and 
before Eros. Within the contemporary New Age Movement, Gaia has re-emerged as the 
personification of the global ecosystem.  The Gaia hypothesis of James Lovelock views the 
earth as single, multiplex ‘organism’ composed of a vast array of interlocking ecosystems 
and chemical cycles. 
 
garuda - A mythical beast having the beak and talons of a predatory bird and the body of a 
man. The garuda is of non-Indo-European origin and is a destroyer of serpents and 
therefore can cure snake bite. 
 
Gitagovinda - See Radha. 
 
gopi - The gopis were herdswomen among whom the young Krsna lived.  Many left their 
homes and families to be with him on the banks of the Yamuna river.  Krsna multiplied 
himself many times so that each gopi could hold his hand in the circular dance they 
characteristically performed. The relationship of Krsna with the gopis abstracts the 
relationship between devotees and the god. 
 
guru - A spiritual guide or teacher, who is considered a ‘master’ and who can perform 
initiations. 
 
Gnosticism/gnosis - The Gnostic revival of today is beset by the usual New Age 
disrespect for historical origins and tradition and accordingly, has widened the classical 
definition to the point where nearly anything that partakes of introspection, contemplation 
of dualities and the desire for a direct experience of god is considered gnostic.  Gnosticism 
was a very specific, rigidly defined theology that was highly unusual when compared to 
mainstream Christianity. 
 Gnostics believed in an original spiritual unity, the primal Godhead, that came to be 
split into a plurality during which the universe was created.  The Demiurge, who was 
derived from the Godhead through a series of emanations and subsequent ‘fall’, was the 
force behind this event, although a female emanation of God called Sophia was involved in a 
more positive manner.  Space and time are malevolent and are personified as demonic 
beings separating humans from God.  The universe, the ‘real world’, is conceived as a vast 
prison that enslaves humankind by the laws of nature and moral laws such as the Mosaic 
code of the Old Testament.  The Demiurge often resembles Jehovah of the Old Testament.  
Mankind lives in ignorance, stupefied by materialism, yet capable of having the divine spark 
within awakened.  Awakening is effected by knowledge, not obedience, faith or good works.  
This transforming knowledge is revelatory not cognitive.  It is incumbent upon mankind to 
restore the wholeness of the Godhead and thus there is an obligation to actively rebel 
against the moral law of the Old Testament (Hoeller 1992; see also Cross and Livingston 
1983). 
 Gnosis is the “revealed knowledge of God, of the origin and destiny of mankind, by 
means of which the spiritual element in man could receive redemption.  The source of this 
special ‘gnosis’ was held to be either the Apostles, from whom it was derived by a secret 
tradition, or a direct revelation given to the founder of the sect. ... The function of Christ 
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was to come as the emissary of the supreme God, bringing ‘gnosis’.  As a Divine Being, He 
neither assumed a properly human body nor died, but either temporarily inhabited a human 
body - Jesus -or assumed a merely phantasmal human appearance” (Cross and Livingstone 
1983: 573). 
 The origins of Gnosticism are complex and obscure.  Within Judaism, there was a 
speculative tradition of Old Testament interpretation that was strongly influence by 
Zoroastrianism [the pre-eminent ‘religion of duality’].  There is important input from Greek 
philosophy and Plutarch’s adaptation of the Egyptian myth of Isis.  Although nearly 
extinguished by time of the final collapse of the Roman empire, the Manichees survived in 
Turkestan until the 13th century and the Mandeans are still to be found in Mesopotamia 
(Cross and Livingstone 1983: 573-574). 
 
gylanic - A term coined by the author Riane Eisler to refer to societies in which there is 
balance and equality between the sexes. Gy is taken from the Greek root gyne meaning 
‘woman’, an is from andros meaning ‘man’ and ‘l’ represents the linkage. 
 
 

 

 
 

H 

 
hypostasis/hypostase - Hypostase is a rare variant spelling of hypostasis.  In 
metaphysics, it refers to the fundamental ground, essential substance.  In Christian 
theology, hypostasis is the ground substance of the person, the essential, unified persona of 
Christ, for example.  
 
 
 

 
 

I 
 
 
iconography and icons - Icons are images created for religious contemplation and/or to 
have active use in ritual; the former connotation has come to predominate.   Iconography 
refers to a coordinated ‘library’ of such images which can be identified within the artistic 
creations of a  religious system. 
 
Indo-European Culture - This culture is a mobile, pastoral culture characterized by 
patriarchy and a deep ritual involvement with kingship, plunder and warfare.  Indo-
European origins lie in south Russia with a people known as the Kurgans.  A rudimentary 
agriculture supplemented animal herding and the domestic horse was first used as a work 
animal then later harnessed to the needs of warfare with the invention of the chariot.  
Social structure was hierarchical and burials reveal great wealth concentrated with ruling 
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males.  Over a period of more than 2,000 years, several waves of Indo-European migration 
went both west and east.  The margins of their territory became the British Isles and India, 
respectively.  Their mytho-poetics stands in direct contradiction to that of the goddess with 
a hierarchical pantheon headed by a judgmental, thunder-sky god.  Wherever confrontation 
occurred, their aggressiveness, mobile warfare conducted with chariots and superior 
weapon technology gave them a decided advantage in power struggles. A cult of the warrior 
hero (who could be semi-divine) evolved. These heroes became the central character in 
great epics as extraordinary bards synthesized related collections of historical and orally 
transmitted legendary tales into a single encyclopedic narrative. Homer is the earliest bard 
known by name and certainly one of exceptional genius. Odysseus is the Indo-European 
semi-divine, warrior hero par excellance.  
 By c.1,000 B.C., only a few ‘islands’ of goddess culture remained intact in Europe on 
Crete and isolated regions of the mainland.  Indo-European is technically a linguistic term 
that refers to the family of languages that evolved over their culture region as migrating 
Indo-Europeans settled down, intermarried and differentiated from one another.  The 
secondary status of females is indicated not only by burial practices but by linguistic 
analysis of Proto-Indo-European, that reconstructed stem language from which all Indo-
European languages are believed to have evolved.  The word for widow - *wydh - means ‘to 
be empty, inadequate’.  Common terms for both the maternal and paternal aunt are 
conspicuously absent.  Overall the linguistic terms describe a system of patrilineal 
inheritance and matrilineal residence; i.e. the wife goes to reside with her husband’s family.   
There are no corresponding terms for the bride’s family.  The term for ‘bride price’ derives 
from *wedh meaning ‘to lead’. 
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Jainism - Founded by Vardhamana, who was a contemporary of Shakyamuni, in the 6th 
century B.C., Jainism rejected the Veda as an infallible source of knowledge.  Like 
Shakyamuni, Vardhamana was of noble birth. His family lived near Vaisali in northeast 
India.  Jainism takes its name from Jina (conqueror, an epithet applied to tirthankaras who 
had conquered all passions and attained liberation.  Jain philosophy strives for all knowledge 
and its products to interact harmoniously.  Judgments are forever relative and must always 
be qualified.  Theology divides the universe into two eternal, uncreated co-existent 
oppositions, the ‘soul’ and ‘non-soul’.  All life is organic (jiva) and this great commonality 
does not allow for injury or the killing of any living thing.  In practice, Jains are vegetarians.  
Cosmology begins with a universal unity which, through its ever changing modes, bring 
forth creation and death.  Perfect faith, right knowledge and right conduct are the essence 
of Jain philosophy.  Jainism evolved into a celibate order of monks noted for their extreme 
asceticism, one order even denied itself clothing.  Jainism has declined greatly, although 
many thousands still follow this path in India. 
 
jina - An attribute meaning conqueror.  Within the context of Hinduism and Buddhism, the 
connotation is that of having conquered every psycho-somatic barrier to enlightenment. 
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Kabbala - A system of Jewish mysticism, which uses an esoteric interpretation of the Old 
Testament that includes numerology and cryptic decoding of embedded ciphers.  Initiates 
come to understand the creation of the World as a series of emanations from God and strive 
for direct experience of God.  Kabbala reached the height of its influence in the late Middle 
Ages and Renaissance. There are philosophical similarities with Gnosticism and, indeed, 
there was a Christian Kabbala that was popular during the 15th and 16th centuries.  
 
Kama - Kama (‘Desire’) is the Indian god of love.  Akin to the Greek Eros, he is depicted as 
a handsome youth armed with a bow of sugar cane strung with a row of bees and arrows of 
flowers.  He is accompanied by a troop of nymphs who carry his standard which depicts a 
sea monster.  Kama’s history begins in Vedic writings as the personification of cosmic desire 
and the firstborn of primeval chaos.  He emerged spontaneously at the beginning of time to 
act as a catalyst in the universal process.  His flowery arrows affect both gods and men and 
they only failed once in all of cosmic time.  Failing to arouse the passion of Siva, the great 
ascetic, Kama was burnt to ashes but restored to life through the pleading of his wife, the 
goddess Rata (‘Pleasure’). 
 
Krsna - Krsna is the most 
important of the incarnations 
of Visnu.  Most scholars agree 
there must be some historical 
basis for the legend of this 
divine hero but specific 
identification of the royal 
figure on which he is based 
seems impossible.  His 
complex myth likely contains 
elements developed by Aryan 
warriors from the time before 
they entered India, others 
seem to be of indigenous 
origin and yet others may be 
distorted versions of legends 
from Eurasia.  In the 
Mahabarata, Krsna has a 
major role as the friend and 
advisor of the Pandava family 
and he preaches the great 
sermon of the Bhagavad Gita before the great battle of the epic.  His name means ‘black’ 
and he is usually depicted as black skinned.  Krsna has a pastoral and erotic aspect which is 
difficult to reconcile with the hero-god.  He may have been a fertility god in south India 
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whose cult was carried north by nomadic herdsmen.  His erotic adventures have been the 
inspiration for much romantic literature; see Radha below.  His love for the cowherd’s wives 
is a metaphor for the love of God for the human soul.  His flute represents the voice of God 
asking man to leave the material things of this earth and turn to the bliss of God’s love.  
The latest component of his myth is that of the child-god which has a special appeal to 
women.  Did the Christian image of the baby Jesus brought to India during the Middle Ages 
by European merchants and Nestorian missionaries influence this last development? 
 
kundalini - Kundalini is latent or potential energy, and also the name of the goddess which 
personifies it.  “Kundalini represents the latent energy which lies at the base of the spinal 
column (muladhara cakra) like a coiled serpent, ready to spring.  The awakening of 
kundalini mystically represents ‘liberation’ (moksa), the reintegration of the individual into 
the Universal Self (atman).  [There is a resemblance here to some of the Gnostic ideas 
discussed above.] 
 “The kundalini is awakened only after the exercise of difficult yogic techniques and is 
made to rise through the seven cakras (planes) to the sahasrara-cakra in the head or 
brain.6  This highest cakra is represented as a thousand-petalled lotus in the centre of which 
the final union of Siva and Sakti occurs.  This seventh cakra is usually regarded as the 
transcendent plane where the yogin emerges from the limitations of time and hence from 
samsara.  Elaborate spiritual preparations are necessary before the kundalini can be 
aroused.  The yogin takes up a particular position (asana); the breath is held by curling up 
the tongue and the tip touches the back of throat, and the sexual energy is transmuted.  
When the kundalini moves, great heat is engendered which courses up through each cakra 
to the seventh, provided the yogin is sufficiently advanced. As this heat passes upwards, 
the lower cakras become cold.  In an attempt to hasten the process, some Tantric schools 
combined particular asnas with sexual practices to achieve the necessary ‘simultaneous 
immobility’ of breath, thought and semen. 
 “In mythology sakti (i.e., kundalini) was formed from the combined energies of the 
gods which darted from their mouths in the form of flames and merged, finally taking the 
shape of the fierce eighteen-armed goddess who destroyed the buffalo demon Mahisa. ... 
Kundalini represents the supreme sakti (parasakti), the original source of everything.  Thus 
without sakti nature remains inert or ‘like a corpse’” (Stutley and Stutley 1977: 156-157). 
See sakti below. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                     
6“According to tantric texts this can seldom be achieved, but when it is the mind is freed 
from all illusion (maya). Macro-cosmically, the activation of kundalini creates the universe” 
(Stutley and Stutley 1977: 156). 
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Lakshmi/Laksmi - In Vedic times, lakshmi was a sign or omen. By the time of the 
Mahabarata, the goddess of fortune is Lakshmi who also embodies loveliness, grace and 
charm.  The ancient goddess of good fortune Sri (see below) coalesced with Lakshmi and 
the result is Sri Lakshmi. 
  
lama - In Tibetan Buddhism, the religious master or 
guru who is an authentic embodiment of Buddhist 
teachings is the lama.  The prominent role played by 
lamas gave rise in the 19th century to the term 
Lamaism for Tibetan Buddhism.  Lamas not only teach, 
but conduct rituals.  In conducting public rituals, he 
protects the people against hostile demons.  As a 
spiritual authority, the lama may head several 
monasteries and thus wield considerable political 
influence.  The greatest masters acquire the title 
rinpoche , which means ‘greatly precious’. 
 
Laws of Manu  - Manu Vaivasvata is the legendary first king of India to be known by 
name. He was likely a real historical monarch of the Brahmanic period and may have been 
the ruler of a kingdom in northern India.  The Laws of Manu were not set down in writing 
until the Gupta Period (320 - 647 B.C.).  Eleven books work out the conduct for each caste, 
domestic life and family and elaborate rules are laid out for preserving the racial purity of 
the Brahmans (priestly class).  
 
linga - The sign or mark characteristic of a thing is a linga.  Within Hinduism, lingas are 
metaphors for the generative power of nature and were often, but not exclusively, depicted 
as phallic pillars.  The linga is a symbol of transcendental power and central to Saiva 
philosophy.  It represents Siva explicitly and may be concretized as a stone pillar, natural 
white stone or mountain. “In Saiva temples, the linga usually stands on a stone pedestal 
representing the yoni, their union being the supreme expression of creative energy” 
(Stutley and Stutley 1977: 162). 

 

 
 

 
M 

 
 
Mahabarata - The Mahabarata is the national epic of India.  It is not a single coherent 
work but a vast collection of myths and legends which coalesced with an epic poem that 
described the struggle between two families for the control of northern India.  The Battle of 
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Kuruksetra, which took place about 875 B.C. may be the historical basis for the great war in 
the Mahabarata.  The epic itself evolved over a 600 year period beginning about 350 B.C.  It 
consists of eighteen books (parvans) divided into chapters and the entirety was composed 
in honor of Visnu.  It was likely intended to be sung and recited and it still remains the basis 
of much popular theater.  
 
Mahisi - The wife of a king. 
 
Mani(Manes)/Manichaeism - Mani (c.216-276 A.D.), or Manichaeus, was born near 
Seleucia-Ctesipohn, the capital of the Persian empire.  He began his own special teaching 
c.240 and opposition from the Zoroastrians forced him into exile in India.  He traveled and 
preached far and wide throughout Western Asia, returning to the Persian capital in 242.  
Sapor I first gave him support, then attacked him. Bahram I put Mani to death and 
banished his disciples.  Manichaeism is a radical offshoot of Persian Gnosticism that was 
greatly influenced by St. Paul.  It was deeply dualistic and based on a primeval conflict 
between light and darkness.  The objective of religious practice was to release the particle 
of light which Satan had stolen from the world of Light and imprisoned in man’s brain.  
Jesus, Buddha, the Prophets and Mani had been sent to assist in this great task.  A rigorous 
cosmology attributed every phase in the movements of the moon and stars as a stage in 
the deliverance of the believer’s soul.  Every ritual act resonated in the heavens. 
Vegetarianism and severe asceticism were practiced.  Manichaeism spread rapidly reaching 
Egypt at the end of the 3rd century, Rome early in the 4th and henceforth throughout North 
Africa.  
 
mantra - A magical formula believed to possess great power which may be expressed as 
words or sounds.  Their power derives from the crystallization of a mental creation, or 
energy, by use of the mantra.  Articulation of a mantra is a technique to call forth this 
mental product, which did not exist before, and which can exert great influence.  The 
mantra is not the thing itself; it is the process by which access to the divine energy is made 
possible.  Mantras are known from the time of the Rig Veda where they were used to invoke 
the gods.  Until recently, their details were esoteric knowledge, available only to initiates.  
The rules governing their production were complex and must be followed exactly if the full 
awakening that is possible may be achieved. 
 “"A mantra may consist of a syllable (bija), or a word or group of words, drawn from 
the three Samhitas ... the original constituents of the Veda.  Thus mantras correctly uttered 
or sung became part of the liturgy of the sacrifice which gave them additional authority, as 
well as ensuring communication with the chosen deity.  The mantras of the RV, were recited 
by the hotar (hotr), and chosen to suit the nature of each sacrificial rite; those of the SV, 
were sung by the udgatar (udgatr) at the Soma sacrifice; those of the YV  belong to the 
more formalized ritual of the Brahmanas and were executed by a class of priests called 
adhvaryu. ... 
 “"The efficacy of a mantra in post-Vedic times was not dependent upon its meaning, 
but rather on the subjective effect of the exacting mental discipline involved in its correct 
utterance, and the accompanying mode of breathing.  Of the seventy million mantras, many 
consisted of ‘bizarre and unintelligible phonemes hrim, hram, hrum, phat, etc.’  The first 
three of these - like OM, the most sacred syllable of all - belong to a special class of sounds, 
such as ‘m’ or ‘n’ which unlike most consonants can be sustained as long-drawn-out 
humming sounds.... 
 “This Purana [Agni Pur.] also points out that a mantra uttered is more efficacious 
than if repeated loudly, and that when its utterance can only discerned by the movement of 



 
  

22

the lips, it is a hundredfold more potent, and when mentally repeated its power increases a 
thousandfold (293,28).  One class of mantras consists of a single letter, which is equated 
with the deity it symbolizes (348,13).  Mantras are sometimes classified according to gender 
...  
 “The time in which a mantra becomes effective depends on the time taken to 
pronounce it, i.e. on the number of letters comprising it.  In particular circumstances a bija-
mantra is repeated a hundred or even a thousand times (Manu II,79); or inscribed in the 
centre of a mandala as a focal point in meditation.  But mantras are of infinite diversity and 
are thus all things to all men.  As a type of prayer, they are linked with sraddha (faith) and 
bhakti (devotion), and together constitute the means by which the devout Hindu achieves 
moksa (liberation) and union with brahman”  (Stutley and Stutley 1977: 180-181). 
 Continuous repetition of mantras is central to much Buddhist practice where it is 
viewed as a means of protecting the mind and through its power, cosmic forces and aspects 
of the buddhas may become manifest.  Recitation is always accompanied by detailed body 
postures and visualizations and is but one component of a holistic meditation or tantric 
practice. 
 
Marpa - Marpa (b.1012 - d.1096 A.D.) is also known as the Great Translator and his name 
means the ‘Man from Mar’.  From southern Tibet, he made three journeys to India and 
Nepal to obtain teachings.  On his first journey, he spent 16 years with the ‘Great Magician’ 
Naropa (see below) at his hermitage in Bihar.  Upon his return, he devoted himself to the 
translation of the texts he brought back to Tibet. Marpa lived the daily life of a farmer, 
married and had several sons.  After his second journey, he accepted Milarepa as his 
disciple, who met him while he was plowing his fields, but only after subjecting him to 
extraordinary trials.  In advanced years, he made a third journey to India and met for the 
last time with his master Naropa and also became acquainted with Atisa.  He used dreams 
to foresee the future and founded the bKa’rgyud Order. 
 
maya - Maya is illusion. In the Rg-Veda c.1500 B.C., maya refers to supernatural power or 
the illusion induced by magic and is particularly associated with Indra and Agni.  Later, it 
came to refer to the magical powers of Siva and Visnu.  When Krsna produces the ‘world’ 
and everything in it by dream emanation, he is demonstrating what maya is capable of at 
the highest level of manifestation.  When Krsna dreams the universe, he is Mayavin, the 
Great Magician.  By the time of the Upanishads c.1,000 B.C., maya came to refer to the 
transitory nature of all ‘reality’ within Vedanta philosophy.  Both the material and 
nonmaterial have no real existence.  We perceive them only by means of the senses which 
react to the spontaneous and continuous projection of the universal Real.  In worshipping 
illusions, one is worshipping the true reality behind them, the unknowable universal ground 
of all.  
 
mystics and mysticism - Two terms which have come to be debased in this century.  
Mystics are not those forever dreaming with their thoughts in fantasy-land and mysticism 
does not refer to that which is ‘simply’ mysterious except in the most profound and subtle 
manner.  Mystics practice mysticism which is the search for the direct experience of god.  
Such direct contact is usually experienced as blinding, pure, all wisdom embracing light, 
although the totality of the experience by definition is beyond words.  The search may be 
conducted within the structure of any religion, although some have made this path one of 
priority and status (Buddhism, Hinduism) and other religions have relegated such a 
commitment to the fringes of the ‘official Church (Confucianism, Christianity, Judaism).  
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Nagarjuna - Born about 150 A.D., Nagarjuna became the founder of the Madhyamika 
School (‘New Wisdom’) of Buddhism, the central philosophy of Mahayana (‘Middle Way’) 
Buddhism.  He was the son of a Brahmin family near Berar, central India, and became 
acknowledged as a spiritual genius.  He taught at the famous Nalanda University in north 
India and traveled throughout North and South India.  His name means ‘serpent’ (i.e. 
‘wisdom’) tree.  He propagated the Prajnaparamita Sutra, which counteracted the 
dogmatism of Brahmanism and the literal, scholasticism of the Hinayana.  His interpretation 
of the Buddha’s teaching is considered so profound that Nagarjuna is sometime called the 
second founder of Buddhism.  
 
Naropa - Naropa (b.1016 - d.1100 A.D.) was one of the most famous Indian yogins.  Early 
in his life, he held an important post at the famous Buddhist monastic university at Nalanda 
which like other Buddhist universities in north India was a center of Tantric practice.  He 
was an important holder of the mahamudara teachings which he transmitted to Tibet 
through his disciple Marpa (see above).  These teachings became the central doctrine of the 
bKa’-rgyud-pa Order. They are yoga and concerned with gaining enlightenment here and 
now, or at least by the moment of death. 
 
Neoplatonic - The philosophical system of Plotinus (c.205-270 A.D.) and his successors.  
The origin of its structure is Plato and in its early years, it was centered in the intellectual 
focus of the late Hellenistic world, Alexandria.  Plotinus taught in Rome from 244 onwards 
and by the 5th century, Neoplatonism was established in Athens.  Later pagan philosophers 
of the 2nd century A.D., such as Atticus, Albinus and Numenius, had more influence on 
Plotinus than Jewish and Christian sympathizers of Plato.  The overall objective of 
Neoplatonism was to provide a sound intellectual basis for a religious and moral life.  If the 
dualism between Thought and Reality could be overcome, the Ultimate One, which lies 
behind all experience, could be discovered.  If mankind could divest experience of all that is 
specifically human, than only God is left.  At the core, is a strong mysticism.  Plotinus is 
famous for saying the Absolute “has its centre everywhere but its circumference nowhere.”  
Although hostile to Christianity, Neoplatonism had a strong influence on Christian theology, 
particularly with St. Augustine and the Pseudo-Dionysus. 
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Pentheus - A king of Thebes, Pentheus was the son of Echion and Agave.  After conquering 
Asia, Dionysus returned to his homeland, Thebes, to institute his cult and punish his 
mother’s sisters, particularly Agave, for slandering his mother Semele.  He inflicted 
madness on all the women and induced them to go into the mountains to celebrate his 
mysteries.  Pentheus tried to prevent the establishment of the cult and put Dionysus in 
chains from which he escaped. Manipulated by Dionysus into spying on the women in 
Dionysian frenzy, he was seen and torn to pieces by his mother Agave.  Agave returned to 
Thebes carrying his head impaled on a thyrsus believing it to be a lion, only later to come to 
her senses (see Agave above).  This myth became a centerpiece of theatrical tragedy with 
both Aeschylus and Euripedes. 
 
Perfection of Wisdom – are those texts in the canon of Mahayana (‘Middle Way’) 
Buddhism that claim to be Buddha Word and teach about the emptiness of all concepts and 
set out the structure for the life of a Bodhisattva, one whose compassion dictates a life that 
is devoted to the welfare of all sentient beings.  
 
phalera - A decorative, polished metal disc worn on the breast or used to decorate the 
harness of horses. 
 
pisaca(s) - Pisacas are flesh eating demonic beings, which congregate in cremation 
grounds and move about at twilight when they lurk in deserted houses, doorways and 
roadways.  One who sees them will die within nine months.  Propriation is, therefore, 
necessary to avoid their evil intentions.  They can possess people but certain mantras and 
herbs will drive them away.  They can enter the body when one yawns without snapping the 
fingers.  The pisacas then penetrate the intestines and feed on feces.  They are given 
offerings of unclean food on holy days. 
 
pitha(s) - Pithas are places of pilgrimage where the Great Goddess is worshipped in one of 
her various manifestations.  
 
Prajapati - The lord of creation in late Vedic times represented the forces of nature as a 
single, creative embodiment.  The methods of creation attributed to Prajapati are diverse. 
In one myth, he created living creatures out of his sacrificial offerings to the other gods.  
These beings were destroyed by the Storm Gods but then re-created by Prajapati.  He is 
also said to have created the ‘world’ from his own sweat much as the Norse god Ymir 
produced the first pair of human beings from his sweat; such a process recalls shamanic 
practices.  He also engenders Viraj who in turn gives birth to Prajapati, these circumstances 
referring to an androgynous primal being whose two aspects give birth to one another (see 
above).  Prajapati is the divine counterpart of the human sacrificer on earth and is also 
Time which leads to death.  The sacrificer becomes death during the ritual and so rises 
above literal death and is removed from the world of illusion to that of everlasting bliss.  
Such were the metaphysical connotations placed upon the Brahmanic sacrificial ceremony.  
The supreme importance attached to sacrificial rites in late Vedic times, fostered a rigid, 
perfectionist replication of every detail so that maximum benefits would accrue to the 
sacrificer and thereby the family and community at large. 
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Prajnaparamita - See Nagarjuna. 
 
prakrti - Prakrti is the cosmic productive force, that which makes manifest all subjects, 
objects and effects which are contained in the reservoir of primary Matter but without 
prakrti are merely unrealized potentials.  Prakrti is personified as the female creative 
principle and Prakrti is the goddess of cosmic will and evolutionary energy who is 
inextricably associated with sakti (see below).  Through prakrti, the male principle (purusa) 
is activated and Nature is made manifest with its dual, interdependent functions of creation 
and destruction.  In Sankhya philosophy, pursa is insignificant and passive, reflecting the 
males subordinate role in a matriarchal society where woman - the mother - is the head of 
the family and its only bond; this conception must be pre-Vedic. 
 
prasada - A concept of divine grace or favor, that first appears in the Upanishads, which 
states that by prasada the individual may be freed from illusion and gain immortality. 
 
pre-Aryan - see Dravida/Dravidian. 
 
purana - In their most ancient versions, puranas are simply tales.  In post-Vedic times, the 
Puranas became a vehicle for conveying Vedic teaching to those who could not read, the 
lower castes and women, to whom education was usually denied.  Later, a more 
sophisticated type of Purana evolved mainly concerned with Visnu and Siva.  Original myths 
were reinvented to serve the purposes of the two rival cults in a fashion analogous to the 
writing of mythological history. Current ‘editions’ of the Puranas date from the Gupta period 
(320 -450 A.D.) or later, yet the earliest events in them refer to a period more than 2,000 
years before.  The ideal Purana should expound five subjects: the creation of the world, its 
destruction and re-creation, the reigns and periods of the Manus, and the history of the 
Solar and Lunar royal dynasties.  Late versions include a vast array of information drawn 
from astrology, geography, chronology, anatomy, medicine and military weapons which is 
presented in the form of dialogues between a master teacher and a disciple.  
 
 

 
 
 

R 
 
 
Radha - Radha is a beautiful gopi (see above), the wife of the cowherd Ayanaghosa who 
becomes the consort and lover of Krsna (see above).  This great romance was immortalized 
by the 12th century Bengali poet Jayadeva in a drama titled Gitagovinda.  Her image 
became an archetype, her essence is one of two principles necessary for duality (the other 
is the nature of Man as seen in Krsna).  Tantrism views women as participating in the 
nature of Radha and the ‘truth’ concerning the love of Krsna and Radha is a universal 
metaphysical truth that can be known only on the plane of the body. 
 
Ramayana - The Ramayana is the second of the two great heroic epics of the Brahmanic 
age in India and much shorter than the Mahabarata.  Traditionally ascribed to the sage 
Valmiki, it was first committed to writing shortly before the birth of Christ.  The poem is set 
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in Ayodhya, the capital of the ancient kingdom of Kosala and describes the fortunes and 
adventures of the ruling prince, Rama.  As with the Homeric epics of Greece and the legend 
of King Arthur in Britain, a solid base of real history is believed to underlie these two great 
Brahmanic epics.  
 
Renaissance - The great revival of Classical learning which began in Italy in the 14th 
century and spread throughout Europe, lasting well into the 16th century.  As an adjective, 
renaissance refers to a rebirth and expansion of encyclopedic knowledge. When applied to 
an individual, attributes of broad encyclopedic knowledge are implied. 
 
Rg-veda - See Veda. 
 
rsi - Rsi means seer and in Vedic times rsis were priestly families whose literary gifts and 
esoteric knowledge are manifest in the Rg Veda.  By taking disciples, they ensured the 
continuity of tradition, particularly that which believed future knowledge could be acquired 
by study of the divinely inspired Rg Veda.  Success in ritual performance was assured by 
repeating the names of ancient and venerable rsis. 

 
 
 

 
 

S 
 
 
sakti/shakti - Female divine power and energy is conceptualized as dynamic in contrast to 
that of the male which is passive.  Sakti came to be personified as Saktis - goddesses 
whose archaic nature powers became associated with human female energies.  This 
conflation predates Tantrism. Saktis are predominant within Saiva mythology because Siva’s 
power is inextricably tied to that of  the Goddess as his mythology illustrates.  Many 
goddesses whose original origins did not involve the energy principle eventually became 
manifestations of sakti.  Examples include Parvati, Uma, Ambika, and Durga, sometimes 
called Ambika, from whose forehead (the emotional center of wrath) sprang Kali and from 
her Camunda, the Destroyer. See kundalini above. 
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Sakyamuni (Shakyamuni) Gautama - The 
founder of Buddhism, Sakyamuni (family 
name Gautama) was born c. 563 B.C. to a 
royal prince of the Sakyas who ruled a small 
kingdom in the Himalayan foothills in what is 
now Nepal.  He grew up as pampered 
royalty, married and then became deeply 
moved by his first encounters with the poor, 
sick and dying.  Leaving his family, he first 
studied with several famous yogins and 
pursued the way of ascetic yogin.  After 
some years, he became the leader of a group 
that pursued the Middle Way between the 
extremes of asceticism and a world life.  He 

received enlightenment while meditating under a sacred pipal tree in 
Gaya, now in Bihar, and lived to be about 80 years old. 
 
samsara - Samsara is the ‘wheel of existence’, the bondage created by life, death and 
rebirth.  It is first referred to by name in the Upanishads and thus did not crystallize in 

Indian philosophy until c.1,000 B.C..  
Samsara is also known as the cycle of birth 
and rebirth, or metempsychosis, which is 
dictated by the inexorable law of karma.  A 
concept of metempsychosis and 
transmigration of the soul was important to 
virtually every ‘pagan’ and Asian religion.  
Although officially rejected by Christianity, 
the echo of this concept of karma may be 
found in teachings such as ‘as ye shall sow, 
so shall ye reap’ and in the modern 
vernacular saying ‘what goes around, comes 
around’. The individual can never escape 
samsara as long as he/she enjoys and seeks 
the fruits of desire and is attached to the 
things of this world, however high-minded 
and altruistic such a life may be.  True 
spiritual enlightenment cannot be obtained 

within samsara, although the quality of life may be vastly improved.  Escape begins by the 
control of thoughts and desires and thus a priority role of great status is accorded yoga and 
Tantrism.  Liberation may be attained upon the acquisition of true knowledge which involves 
a complete detachment from the ‘ten thousand things’ of this ‘world’ and the genuine 
understanding that everything in the phenomenal world is illusion (maya) produced by our 
creative minds.  When one’s mind is so prepared, it is then necessary to acquire complete 
insight into  ‘dependent arising’, which is both the source of ‘everything’ and the 
demonstration that nonduality of the universe is Truth. 
 
Sani - The Indian name of the planet Saturn and its Regent, whose vehicle is the crow, an 
especially inauspicious bird. 
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Satapatha Brahmana - The Brahmana of a ‘hundred paths’ (lectures) which forms an 
important portion of the principle exposition of late Vedic ritual.  It is the only Brahmana to 
fully describe the five great sacrificial ceremonies including the asvamedha (see above).  It 
reveals the great political influence of the king’s priestly advisor and the struggle for power 
between the priests and ruling aristocracy.  
 
sati - A feminine noun meaning ‘real’, ‘true’, ‘good’ and ‘virtuous’ which is often applied to 
widows.  Sati also came to be applied to the obligatory, self-immolation of a wife upon her 
husband’s funeral pyre in order to demonstrate that the duty of woman to her spouse could 
not be broken even by death.  Although in Vedic times the ceremony was mimed, it became 
a literal ritual c.100 A.D. and continued in some areas of India until officially outlawed by 
the British in 1829. 
 
shamans and shamanism - Shamanism is not a religion, per se; it is often found in 
conjunction with animism and tribal goddess culture.   It is a suite of ‘techniques of ecstasy’ 
of great difficulty and those who have mastered the methodology are shamans.  The 
techniques facilitate soul journeys to ‘other worlds’, often to the underworld or the 
Dreamtime (that First Landscape created by the gods), in order to communicate with spirits 
and deities of varying degrees of significance.  Shamans are obligated by their very 
residence within the community and their unusual skill in these matters to communicate the 
fruits of such experiences to all members of the clan.  Such communication ensures that the 
extraordinary insights are available to all, at least second hand.  Therefore all may derive 
benefit from the knowledge so gained from supradimensions and, to the limit of one’s 
ability, integrate it in a personal manner and grow spiritually.  Such knowledge is powerful 
and shamans have a particular role in healing.  Depending upon the culture, the profession 
is either hereditary or one is ‘called’ to it by virtue of natural inclination.  Although it origins 
are in the dim mists of the Paleolithic, shamanism survives today both in rural and city 
environments and is central to the cultural re-awakening of many native Americans and 
Australian aboriginals.  
 
siddhi - Supranormal abilities and magical powers attained by yoga and other means are 
siddhis and those possessing such capacities are siddhas.  
 
Sitala - “The [Indian] goddess of smallpox. who may inflict the disease as well as avert it.  
Her name means ‘cold’ or ‘shivering’, a condition which precedes the high fever of small 
pox.  When death occurs the victims are seldom cremated, for this would injure the goddess 
herself who is thought to have entered the body of the patient.  Sitala is still worshipped in 
Bengal during smallpox epidemics.  To the Tamils, she is Mariyammai (Mother Death). 
  “Her shrines are generally situated outside villages, under trees or in groves, where 
she is represented by a stone, a clay image or piece of pine tree (Pandanus odoratissimus), 
her own dwelling being the kikar tree (Acacia arabuca), which women water, and thus by 
this act of sympathetic magic cool the victims of the disease.  She is frequently depicted as 
a naked woman, painted red, mounted on an ass, carrying a bundle of sticks, winnowing 
fan and an earthen pot.” (Stutley and Stutley, 1977: 278-279). 
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Siva - Siva evolved from the merging of the fierce Vedic god Rudra with elements from a 
non-Indo-European fertility 
deity.  The horned ithyphallic 
God of the Animals known from 
the Indus Valley Civilization site 
of Mohenjo-Daro c.2500 B.C. 
may be the prototype of the 
Hindu Siva who is still the 
patron of fertility.  His followers 
are known as Saivites.  His 
character is ambivalent; he 
frequents battlefields, cremation 
grounds and crossroads.  He 
wears a garland of skulls and is 
surrounded by ghosts, and 
demons.  Siva is death and time 
(Mahakala) which destroy all 
things. 
 Above all, however, he is 
the great ascetic.  On the slopes 
of Mount Kailasa sits Siva on a 
tiger skin, the great yogi, who 
maintains the world through his 
meditation.  He has long, 
matted hair in a topknot in 
which the crescent moon is fixed 
and from which flows the sacred 

river Ganges.  In the middle of his forehead is a third eye, symbolic of wisdom.  His neck is 
black, scared from a deadly poison, churned from the cosmic ocean, which he drank to save 
the other gods from destruction.  He is the lord of snakes and they encircle his neck and 
arms.  Does this imply he is consort of the goddess?  Parvati, the daughter of Himalaya and 
the personified mountain, is his wife which adds support to this idea: see the discussion in 
the main text.  As with many ascetics, his body is covered with ashes.  
 Siva can divide his personality, as do nearly all the gods when so moved, and he has 
several aspects and temporary incarnations but unlike Visnu, he is a single overriding unity.  
He  is chiefly worshipped as the linga (see above), a practice that may have begun around 0 
A.D..   
 
Skanda - The ‘Attacker’, the God of War is Skanda.  When Agni’s semen fell into the 
Ganges, he was conceived by the river goddess Ganga.  After his birth, he was hidden 
among the rushes on the river bank where he was found and reared by the six krttikas 
(personified Pleiades).  In later times, he was assimilated into Siva’s mythology as the son 
of Siva and Parvati.  As with Siva, he is attended by animal-headed sprites, fiends and the 
seven Mothers.  He vehicle is a cock which is sacrificed to him with the ringing of bells.  In 
Yoga, Skanda is the power of chastity.  He was born when his father Siva as the great yogin 
had attained complete mastery of his all instincts and passions and then transmuted his 
sexual energy into spiritual and intellectual experiences. 
 
soma - Soma was the essential libation and ritual drink of early Vedic sacrificial 
ceremonies.  This drink was made from the juice of a plant which was filtered and then 
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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 c.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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T 
 

 
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. 
 

 
 

 
U 

 
 
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. 
 

 
 

 
V 

 
 
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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