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Tantric Cannabis Use In India

MICIIAEL R. J\ I.DRICII , PII .D .*

SII IVA T O SII A KT I : "For Thy pleasure, 0 Bel oved ! I sha ll speak of th at

whi ch is de arer to me th an even life itsel f. T o all su ffe ri ngs it brings relief.

It wards o ff all dange rs. It gives Thee pleasure, and is the way by which

Thou art most swiftly ob ta ined . For men rendered wretched by th e ta in t

of the Kali Age . short- lived and u nfit fo r strenuous effort . th is is th e

greatest we alth. "

The oldes t religion o n earth fo r which we have the

com ple te texts was b ased o n ri ru al ingesti o n of a

psy chot ropic drug. The religion is th at o f th e Ved as.

tex ts composed in no rt h Ind ia in the second m illen iu m

B.C. and passed d own essentiall y u nch anged by a

remarkable sys tem of oral t ran sm ission . The drug was a

plant hallucinogen m ade in to a sacre d beverage call ed

Soma. the "nectar of immortality" (,lImil ,' ) which gave

Ve dic wo rsh ippers a t least a tem porary taste of the

div ine . " We have drunk Soma, we h ave become

im mortal, we h ave a tt a ined the light , we h ave known the

gods," sa ng the Ved ic pr iest s in ecst acy . (Kei th

1925 : 168). The Vedas d o not speci fica lly iden ti fy Soma .

but t he landma rk study by Wasso n and O' Flah er ty

(1971) has a rgue d that it was probably A m auit«

III IISC,I ri" , the fl y agaric mushro om. T he m ounting

evidence that Soma was hallucin ogen ic is of great

importance, for it mea ns that the fountainhead from

which sp rang the In do -European religio ns may have had

as an essential element the ritual use o f drugs . This

surely must alt er o ur concept o f the o rigins o f th e

human religious sp irit, particularly in Ind ia .

Ta nnic Cannabis use in In d ia a rose in about the 7th

ce ntury A. D. in a n ex plosive mingli ng of t he d octrines

"Cu rat or. T he Fit? Hugh Ludlow Memorial Library P.O.
Box 99 H6, Sa n Fran cisco , Cal ifo rnia 9-l109.
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and pract ice s of Sh a ivite lI induism and T ibetan

Buddhism . Tant rism re ached its height in m edi eval

Bengal a nd th e Hima layan kingdoms. and may be

sec retl y pract iced today. (Seve ral poets an d writers in

Calcutta told me in \ 965-1966 that they were involved

in Tannic rituals, but they may h ave been dece iving me.

Pr o fessor Ag ch an anda Bhara ti informs m e Iperson al

communicat ion] th at at th e present t ime, no o ne

pe rforms t he traditional Tannic ceremonies - "they

only write and talk a bou t it .") The most im porta n t

Hindu Tannic text ava ila ble in English , the .I',t!.' ,' lI i n ',' Il.1

Taut ra, was com posed a bou t the II th ce n tu ry A.D. a nd

is st ill co nsulted along with more m odern manuals

(Avalon 191 3: Bharati 19 70 : ( 6 ). Sig nificantly . th c go al

named in its title is Buddhist - rnah iin irv.ina. me aning

th e " greatest nirvan a " o r libera t ion a ttai na ble - but the

text its elf is couched in th e fo rm o f a d ialog uc between

the II indu god Shiva a nd hi s sb' lk ti ( female power ). Killi ,
Th e word tant ri me ans " t ha t which is w ove n together."

There arc three st ra nds of Ind ian tradition. d erived fro m

the Vedic Soma cult . interwov en in the Tant ras.

Th e f irst is the magical or ce remonial usc o f

mari juana. which can be tr ac ed back to the Atharva

and is almost as old as the usc of Soma . Wh ile Soma was

the offic ial sacr ament. hb,lIlg (Cannabis) was a spec ial

plant o f the Atharvan m ag icians and sha ma ns. The
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ALDRICH

Arharva Veda (11.6 .15) ment ions bhang, alo ng with

Soma. as among five sacred plants employed "for

freedom from distress." and also (8 ,8.3) ordains the

pract ice o f throwing hemp bough s int o a fire during a

m agic al rite "to overcome enemies" a nd evil forces

(Whitnev & Lanman 1905). As in so many other

shamanistic traditions of ancient Asi a . the curliest use of

Cannabis in Indi a was both medical and religious,

As t ime wore on . hhang became a rna instay of folk

medicine. first prescribed by Il indu physicians as an

antiphkgma til' agt'nt (Grierson 1894-: 24-61'1') and used by
Buddhist monks as a remedy for rheumatism (Davids &

Oldcnberg 1882 : 57) . Thereafter. it appears regularly in

medical and rel igio us texts. where it is t'spel'iall~ '

asso cia te d with Shin, In Shaiviu: ritual practice. bhang

is poured over Shiva's stone phallus. till" lil/g'l/I/ . to

placate a nd cool h im (C ampbell 1894-) and is

consecrated 10 K;lli to hring her terrifying energy under

control. Thus Tannic worshippers can point to a \'er~ '

long tradit ion of magical marijuana use . and can

conceive of their use of bhang in ceremonies for

lib crat ion fr o m su ffl'l' ing as directly related to the

At harva -Vcdic usc of hhang "fo r freedom from di stress."

In fact. the Ta nt rics refer to their texts as the "Fifth

Veda" after the At ha rva Veda. and consider them to be

the perfect scriptures for this harsh modern agt' (Avalon

1913 :xlix ).

A second strand of Hindu tradit ion is the concept of

poison-drinking as a divine act. In the late Vedic period ,

as the Aryan s plunged deeper into the lndo-Ga ngct ic

plains, they were cut o ff f ro m their supply of Soma.

which grew onl v in the mountains. Suhstit utvs had 10 be

sought. Many plants were tested. some so powerful that

thcv were called visb.i , poison . A l.u c hyrun of the Rig

Veda (10,136) depicts a long-haired. unorthodox sagt'

sharing a cup of such "poison" with Rudra , the Ved ic

forerunner of Shiva (Staal 1975 : 197-198), The replace­

ment of Soma hy subst it utes is also reflected in the

quintcsscnual drug myth of a nc ie n t Indi a. the story of

till" Churning of the Milk Ocean. It t ells that the gods

had somehow lost .unrit« which ga\'l' them their

immortal strength . and had to enlist the aid of the

demons to get it hack. hy churning, including the

goddess o f fu rtune (Shri, or l .akshrrii ) a nd the goddess of

wine (Siiryu ). But as the turmoil continued. a terrible

poison came out of the deep. Blazing with fumes , it

threatened to paraly ze the universe. Shiva eaught the

poison in h is throat a nd since then has been known as

Nil akunt ha , "Blue-throated." The churning continued

until at last Dha nvant ari, the physici an of the gods, came

forth holding a howl of antrita , The demons tried to

sei ze the divine nectar a nd a fierce bar rle ensued . The

22H
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gods finally won and carried «mrit« hack to heaven. their

im m o rt al ity secure. (O'Flaherty 1975 :273 -280).

This is. perhaps, the only sr ory in world mythology

in which gods and demons work together for the specific

purpose of producing a sacred intoxicant. Sha ivit es tell

this legend of dialccticul opposi t ion 10 account for

Shiva's blue neck . emblem of the divine an of

poison-drinking which saved the universe. T an t ric

worshippers also set' hen: opposite» united fo r a divine

purposc. as well as the origin of the goddess of wine.

sacred to them bUI forbidden to orthodox I lindus and

Buddhists . ,\ \o n' ()\·lT . the T an t ric trad ition holds that the

" /I/ri" , produced bv the churning was the marijuana

milkshake used in thei r ceremonies. Sinn' it ga\'t' the

gods vict orv, it is culled l'U"y'-;. the vict orv drink . T IH'se

new sacred intoxicants replacing Vedic Soma are thus

ne arly tied. in t he Tan trir rituals, with the USt' of

"poisonous." dangerous, or forbidden clements in the

pursuit of salvation or cnlighu-nmcnt.
The third strand of Indian tradition is much more

familia r, the pract ice of yoga . Yoga may iridccd han'

been prc-Vcdir, hut it was not until the t irnr of the

Upanishads (about 700 B.C.) that there arose a class of

ascetics called II/I/I/ is (sages) who forsook the rigid Ved ic

sacrific ial ritual and wandered into the forest to

experiment with physu-ul and mental exercises to

produce altered states of consciousness. Wh at distin­

guished Tun rr ic practice is juxt this profound emphasis

on the cxpcrirncntul , or as Hhara t i says, "vx perimcnt ing

with OIll"S own mind" (Bhar.u i 1970:20). The purpOSt'

o f ascet icism was t hc acquisit ion of m ag ical IHl\\Tr.

calkd siddbi (B asham 1959:24-4-). The classical Hind u

t rea t isc on yoga hv Pa unrjali says that siddbi« m.iv hc

obt ained hy b irth (that is. bv merit accumulated in

previous lives). hy herbal drugs (lI sb"db i) , by incantation

of mantras. hy a us te rit ies. and 1)\' concentration

(Taimini 1975 : 377). Simila rlv, an ancient Bu d d h is t text

enumerates five kinds of powers (riddb i) : those atta ined

hy heing inborn, hy USt' of herhs (lIsb"dbik ri, ,,). bv

spells. hy activities . and hy meditation (Staal 1975 : 1(2).

Regardkss o f the prcachings of contemporary orthodox

swamis who urge t h ier fo llo w e rs nOI to use drugs. the

trudirion of drug yoga is a n ancient and honorablt· o nc in

Ind ia . developed 10 its fullest extent in Tan tric pra ct icr.

In Bengal. where Tan tric yoga reached its height.

marijuana itself is called siddb], a pun on " oc c u lt

powers." Shiva the gn'at bhang-drinker is also t hv Lord

o f Asceticism. so in the Il ind u Tantric tradit ion he is the

master of drug yoga. Moreover, there is a Mah;lyana

Buddhist tradition that the (iuu tama Bud d ha subsisted

on om' hernpsced daily during six years of asceticism

preceding his <:nlightt'nment (Bcal 1883 : 14-3) . Even

Vol. l}(No, .n j ul -Scp , 1977
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ALDRICH

hem p tiber is regarded as sacred in Tibet. Because it is so

du ra ble. T ib e tan m onast ic h istories are often written o n

hemp paper. These Sin o-T ibet an tr ad iti ons wen:

abso rbed into Vajrayina ico nogra phy , where the Buddh a

is sometimes dep icted w ith sha rply serrated "Soma

leaves" in his begging bowl. Thus Buddha' s ascet ic ism as

well as Shiv a's is associa ted with Cannabi s in Tantric
belie f.

Sex y oga de velo ped conc urre ntly w ith drug yoga in

the la te Vedic period . The Chandogy a Upa nisha d

compares th e sexual act to a Ved ic fi re-sacrifice : "The

woman is t he fi re , h er w omb th e fuel. th e invi t a tio n o f

man the smo ke. Th e d oor is the fl am e, en te ring the

em her, pleasure the spark . In th is fi re gods fo rm the

o ffe ring" (Arch e r 1963 :21). The Kam a Siitra and

An anga Ra nga eloquently detail Hindu se x ual tech­

niques, and the Ta ntras transform su ch sexual pract ice s

into a mean s of med it ution al y oga . ,\ 1a rij uana fi ts into

sex y og a as wel l, for in Hind u fo lk m ed ici ne it is th e

a ph ro di siac p,II' ..xcrllcucc, Shin is l .ord of both

asce t ic ism and eroticis m . a seemi ng p a rado x a hout which

volu mes have be en writ ten (O ' Fla her ty 1973 ). It is

resolve d in Tantric trad iti o n by th e un it y in practi ce

(s.,db.III.1) of y oga w ith bb lJg./ (sensua l pleasures) . The

Kiilarn ava Ta ntra says succi nctl y : " In th e Kaula

(Shaivire Tantric ) doctrine , bh og a turns into y oga

d irectl y . Wha t is si n (i n co nve nt io na l religi o n) bec omes

meritori ous. ......1111s.' r./ (world ly involv ement ) be comes

Rele ase " (I bi d: 258 ). Thu s hb oksb« (se x ua l en j oyment ),

subli ma ted hy rigid ly p re scr ibed Tan tric prac t ice .

produces ntok sba (release or li beration) . Th e k ey word

here is pr act ice. fo r it is em p hasis o n ri tual me thodology

(sa dha n.i ) in the laboratory condi tio ns o f Tantri c

worsh ip, ra ther th an d octrine, which distinguish es it

from other y ogic t raditions.

Ta ntric pract ice hri ngs together these ele-

ments - th e cerem onial use u f marjuan a , th e c onsc ious

empl oyment of " poisonous" or dan ge rous su bs ta nces,

a nd th e prac t ices of d ru g and sex yoga - into a fu lly

devel oped sys tem fo r achieving 1ll<'b.lll in '.IIl,/. Tan t ric

pract ice is d iffi cult and dangerous becou se it in volves

break ing through the deep est taboos of o rt hodoxy, su ch

as tabo os o n ea ti ng me at . drinking w ine . and in cest. It

turns conve nt ial yoga, which requires complete sexua l

abstinence, inside out and use s five essential elements

(p.lIICb,/III.lk"r. l) as a means to liberation . The five M's ,

so ca lle d he cause each begins with th e le tte r M . a rc

liquor o r wine tmadya), fish (matsy a ) , me at (m.l ms 'l ),

parch ed grain (1II IIdr,I) , and sex ual intercourse (mait b n­

Ila) . If these dements arc mate riall y o r literall y used , it is

ca lled " left-ha nded" practice. If th ey are taken

metaphoricall y a nd su bsti tu tes (such as mi lk ins t ead of

.Iourual o] Psy chedelic Drugs 22 9
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wine) a rc used , it is ca lled " righ r-h anded" practice.

Because the use of pleasure-producing agents for th e

purpose of tran scending desire for pl ea sure is risky .

every Ta ntric text warns that it s rituals arc not to be

undertaken without fo rmal initiation into a Tannic

order, and arc not to be practiced excep t u nder the

guidance of an experi en ced guru. The choice of paths,

right-handed o r left-h anded, is determ ined b y the

worshipper an d th e guru t ogether, wh o take into

accoun t th e worship per' s a tti t u de. lie m ay be

inex perienced o r ill-p re pa red for adva nced practice and

is thus consi de re d pasbu, " an im al-like ." Or he m ay be a

vir.I , " hero ," fi t for lit er al left-handed practice, or diuya ,
" go d-like," an experienced ad ep t wh o se ent ire life is hi s

s.l db,III ,' . a conce p t very close to tha t of the b adbisat t v»

of M~ih a~' ana Buddhism .

Both lIindus and Buddhists. and fo r that matter

person s raised in other religions. may become stu den ts

of Ta ntric pr ac t ice o nce they ar c ini tia ted by a Tantric

guru . T houg h th e tex ts c onventiona lly speak of m ale

st ude nts (s.lk b,lk. /s) . women students (s.ldb'l kis ) arc

wel come a nd indeed m ay be required in adva nced

pract ice. Some texts, includ ing the Mahanirv.ina Tanrra,
say th at sex ua l intercourse sh o uld he performed only

wit h one's married spouse ; others say the part ne rs ne ed

not he married , and even th at persons rel ated to each

other may he partners, which bre ak s the ince st taboo. As

in Buddh ism . but unlike c onventional Hind uism , ca st e

ru les are ignore d in Tanrric siid hana . There arc. h owever,

d ifferen ces of emphasis in Hindu and Buddh ist Tan tric

d oct rin e, In Hindu Tanrrism , the fema le energy (sb./k t i )

is dyn amic and paramount: the male is passive and takes

all hi s vit ality from the shak ti. In Shaivite Ta ntric

iconography, Sh iva is often dep icted ~L~ sbaua , a corpse

which can be hrought to life o nly by u nity wit h the

Goddess. In Buddhist Tantra it is just th e opposite: the

male is act ive and ass u mes the dynam ic role o f

c ompassion , wh ile th e fema le is th e passive embodiment

o f wisd om (Blo feld 1970:81 ; Avalon 1913 ; Bhara ti
197 0 ). In both t rad it ions, h owever. th e purpose of the

ritual is to un ite worl dly invo lvem e n t (sallls.' r.l) with th e

ext inct ion of worldl y desires ( lIirv.III,/) . In th e un ity o f

the phenomenal and t he absolu te lie s libe ra tio n. T o su m

up, .. All tan tries flou t traditional, ex oteric o rt hodoxy .

a ll put experiment above co nve n t io na l morality . . . all

agre e t ha t their spec ific meth od is dangerous, and

radi cal, and all cl aim th at it is a shortcut to liberat ion"

(Ibid .: 2 1) .

o w let us ta k e a look a t advanced Ta n tric siidha nii
in t he " he ro ic ' (vir,l) m ode. The m ost dangerous

left-handed cerem onies usu ally begin at m idn ight.

However, the Mah iini rviina Tantra ceremony (wh ich

Vol. 9( No . 3 ) j ul-Scp , 1977
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T h e vijay. i he will use is already prepared. The

Tant ric texts d o no t give rec ipes fo r this potion hut

assume that the adepts know how to make it. Sometimes

it is onl y a little round g ree n ball of moistened bhang in

Then the s.idhak a bows to the great goddess (Devi),

takes suc h wate r as is needed for the worsh ip , bowing to

the water fro m which he has d rawn it, and proceeds to

the p lace o f worsh ip, "earnest ly m ed itat ing on a nd

reciting hymns o f p raise to the Dcvi meanwh ile." The

place of w o rsh ip ma~' be a temple. a private house, or

eve n a gra veyard: some ap p ro pria te pl ace d esign ated by

the leader o f th e ccrcmo nv . Upon arr ival . the w o rsh ip per

d raws a prescribed di ag ram in fron t of the d o o r. places

hi s j ug o f water in the di agram, aga in invoking the sacred
rivers into it and c ha n t ing m ant ras to Sun, ,\l o o n , and

Fire in the water. The gods of lhl' entrance arc

worsh ipped, st arting with G ancsha (Sh ivas elephant ­

he aded son ) as till' Remover of Obst ades , The sa d ha ka

th en lightly touches the le ft part of the d oor-frame and

enters the pl ace of wo rsh ip le ft foot for ward, medi t at ing

the wh ile on the lotus-feet o f th e C;o d dess.

ann' inside , th e devo tee worsh ips the p res iding

deit ies of the pl ace a nd picks the SPOl whe re he will s it,

c lea nsi ng the si te w ith Wal l'!", ga z ing unhl ink ing lv in

front o f himsel f ( the " ce les ti a l gazc" with eyes

half-open, a hallmark o f clcmcnt arv yoga), and rccit ing

the weapon-m ant ra PilAT! \tl drive away evil. Striking

the ground three times with his heel and lig hting

spec ia lly -sel ec te d incense , th e siid ha ka mark s o ff a

tri angul a r sp ace in side a rect angle, a nd worships th is sc at

by the /, .11/1<I riip" /1 .111/., m ant ra .

Kiima riipu is a sh rine in Assam where acco rd ing 10

m~·tholo~'y the Goddess 's se x ua l organ (vII/li) landed

when she was sucri ficiallv d ismembered . This m antra

a llo ws t he siidhaku to dra w the Goddess's sexualenl'J"gy

in to the spot where he w ill sit. Spre ad ing a mat o f sacred

gr ass over this spo t. he w o rsh ips the shak t i of the seat

and of th e lowest center o f his body, c onncct ing h imsel f

to this spot. an d sits down either in lotus positi on o r in

the "hero posture" (l'ir,I.~,I1"' : o n -rsimplified, it IS one

foot on the ground, the o the r o n t he o p p osi te th igh) .

fac ing Eas t if it is daytime, North if at night.

These procedures have been de scribed in det ail

( t ho ugh not as much as in the ,\ \aha n in ';l na Tant ra ) to

pr ov ide a se ns e of the in tricacy of these preparat ions in

which tota l a tt en t io n is conccnt ra ted o n the sligh ll"st

anion or th ought. The sfid ha ka is care full y fo cussi ng and

gathning his e ne rgies fo r th e ritua l to come. I lis next

s te p is to co nsec ra te the m a rijuana rnilkshukc, ,'ij,ly ,' , to

the Goddess .

contains a full description of the m arijuana consecration

ritual). begins just before dawn (Avalon 1913 ; Bharati
1970), In the sec o n d half of the last quarter of the night,

the s.ldb .lk,! awa kes, sh akes off drows iness, sits st ra igh t

up in bed, and im m e d ia t el y meditates on his guru in the

thousand-petalled lotus in his head, The teache r is

ima gined in company with h is Sh akti embracing him,

a nd to this couple the siidhak a mentally offers flowers

and the appropriate mantra, The student then cha n ts the

see d-sy lla b le A ING from ten to 100 times. and proceeds

t o worship h is o w n Isbt .,-d,T ,It,1 (the particul ar deity the

parti cul ar disciple worships) in a similar fashion. offering

flowers. incense. candles, libations, an d m antras, In thi s

ca se the deity is Kal i: " I bow to thee again and ag ain,

Original Kali , both Cr catrix and Des t ruc t rcss. "

Onl y then dot's the worshipper arise. Placing his left

foot on the floor first (left being the auspicious sid e in

Ta ntrism) , he goes to the b athroom, cleanse s h is teeth ,

a nd proceeds to the ritual bath, which ma y be in a river,

a tank. or beneath a simple faucet. The ritual a b lu t io n is

c o m p le x and inv olves much ch anting, medit at ing,

drawing diagrams on the water. a nd so forth , Its purpose

is to cente r his thoughts as much as to cleanse his bod y.
Lea ving the water. the w orshipper tics up hi s hai r, dries

his body . and puts o n two pieces o f clean cl oth ; m a rk s

his fo rehead with the T ilaka (sectari an mark) - which in

the case o f this Shaivit e is t hree horizont al lines - a nd

proceeds to perform early morning prayers in a

particularly Tannic way, invok ing the powers o f the

sacred rivers into the ja r of water in front of him, The

Tannic siidhaka meditates on these rivers as c ha n nels

within h is own b ody , lit' draws water int o th e left

nostril . expels it from t h e right nostril into his palm, a nd

d ashes it aga ins t a n im aginary v.,jr., (d iamo nd thunder­

bolt) . T o an o u ts id e observer, thi s might seem sim p ly an

extraordinary way o f bl owing h is n ose. To th e siidhaka .

t h is gesture wa shes awa y all inwa rd impurity. Il is cvery

acti on from the moment he wakes is inves ted with

sacredness as the sadhak a puri fies h imself in preparati on

for the rite. Pro no unc ing the weapon-m antra Pil A T !, he

drives s in out of his body , a nd p ours water over h is

hand.

After o ffer ing a libat ion to the Sun , he m ed itates o n

the goddess Gayatrl (sa ra sva t i, sp eech) with the Gay atri'

mantra, one o f the oldest Vedic mantras, a lo ng with

mantras to the gods, sages, anc es tors, and hi s own

chosen deity, The t'arly m orning prayers dose with

pou ring of wate r back into its sou rce, ' :'l' pond or tank

o r river, with npprn priarc mamras. vt 'his is a sac rificial

ritu al whi ch returns the lesser or particular el e m e nt

( d ro ps of water ) into the greater or gene ral clement from

which it sprang,

V IJA Y A G RA UANA
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ALDRICH

milk o r water ; m ore ofte n, a t least in contemporary

Ind ia , it is a del icious m arijuan a rnilkshake fl avored with

al mo nds, pepper, ca rda mo n, p oppy seeds, and othe r

spic es. T he sadhaka tak es a bowl of vijaya a nd places it

on the "fou nda tio n," i.e. th e eq uila te ral triangle d rawn

o n the ground or floor as a pro tec t ive ma ndala in fro nt

of him. To purify the drug an d consecra te it to h is

chosen de it y (in th is case Kali), h e rec it es th e fo llowi ng

m ant ra for th e consecra t ion of vijayii. OAI. IliUM .

:U I/U TI :'. : \.\ I/U TOJ)BII: \ VI:' A \ lR IT:1-V.'\ R.'·i IlINI

: \M IU T:\M .1KA RSHA y A -K.'\RSII:\ } ' I\ : SIJ) [)IIIM

0/:'111 : K.1/./KT\1 .\ IE 1':\ .\'1/:\.\1-.1 .\':\ } 'A : .\Y 1I/il. In

th is mantra, OM is the seed-syll able for the crown ch akra

a t the top o f the head ; HRIM is th e n/(~y,, - vija , a

seed-sy llab le of the illusory phenomenal universe, the

goddess a nd tem p t ress sbak t i, AMRITA is th e ne ctar o f

th e gods, here meaning the vijayfi itsel f ; SIDDHI is

" occult power," a lso meaning th e m ari juan a m ilk sh ak e :

a nd SVA IIA is the cl osing phrase of th is type of m antra,

i.c, "so be it." T he mant ra m en as : " O M. HRIM ,

Immo rt al Nec ta r, wh o rises fro m ne ctar , who showe rs

nectar . a tt ract ne cta r agai n a nd agai n ; bestow mag ic

po wer upon me ; bring Kal i int o m y po wer ; so be it."

Silently re pea ti ng h is o w n pe rsonal m an tra seven

times. th e sa d ha k a th en m ak es th e follo wi ng specified

ges tures (mlldriis) over the bowl of vijaya: t he

cow-rnudrfi, y o ni- mu d ra , calli ng-in rnudra for invok ing

a nd welc oming, th e fixi ng-rnud ra which fixes so me thi ng

in pl ace, the hypostasizing-mudra which pla ces ho lin ess

in a sea t , the o bs t ru c ring-rnud ra wh ich repel s evil fo rces.

a nd the confro n ti ng-m ud ra which brings the worsh ipper

a nd the vijayfi fac e to face with th e deit y . These m agical

gestures bring th e power of the Goddess into the

marijuan a.

The siid ha ka then meditates o n th e guru in the

th ousand-petalled lotus at the top of hi s head with the

mantra , " AING . 0 Lord o f Bliss, I o ff er this lib at ion to

th e fo ot-stool of the guru, o be isa nce t o him. " Wh ile

men t ally rec iting this m antra , the worshipper ra ises th e

vija ya-bowl to hi s fo re head three times with a sp eci fic

ges tu re th e bowl three ti mes to offer the bh ang to th e

Devi' in his heart ; and agai n, raises th e bo wl w h ile

chanting th e m antra to t he goddess of speech , Sarasvati .
" AI G, speak , speak, 0 Speak er of S peech, T hou wh o

brin gs all truth under cont rol, rema in ever o n th e t ip of

my tongue." He then drinks the vijaya from th e bowl.

With th at last mantra , th e wo rsh ipper is drawin g th e

e ne rgy o f Kundal in i, th e goddess in th e fo rm o f a coile d

serpent in th e lowest center o f his b ody, up into th e

realm o f Sarasvat i, the tip o f hi s tongue , to rec eive the

offering o f vijay a . By drink ing the m ilk shake, he is

sac rifici ng it to the Goddess and , as he had done before
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with purify ing water, is sy m bolica lly p ouring the

particular o ffe ring back in to the cosmi cally pervas ive

receptacl e fro m wh ich it ca me ( Bhara ti 1970: 261 ).

Af ter drink ing th e vijaya, h e bows to the guru ,

plac in g his fol ded palms over h is left ear ; th en to

Ga nesha , p lacing h is fo ld ed palms ov e r h is right ear ; a nd

las tly to the Et ernal Origina l Goddess, placing h is fo lded

palms In th e middle of h is fo re head, m edit at ing

me anwh ile o n th e Goddess. Th is concl u des th e

consec ra tion and offe ring of the m ar ijuana to the

Goddess, a nd th e sa d ha ka bu sies h irnself with ar ra ngi ng

th e conventi onal articl es o f worship (m ilk , flowers , e tc .)

o n hi s righ t , and th e Tantric arti cl es ( wine, e tc .) o n hi s

left , and purifying them with sprinkles of water and

appro pria te ma ntras. lie then " fe nc es the qu arters,"

protecting thi s area with gestures and c ha nts so th at no

o bst ruc t io ns can intrude.

He then performs a ritual ca lled Bb iaa-s bu ddb l, the

cl eansing tsbuddbi ) of th e elements o f which the b ody is

com posed (bbiu«) . This is an ima gina ry , mental , rap id

arousi ng of the Kund alin i fo rce in h im sel f, gu id ing it (or

her) progressivel y up the e ne rgy cen te rs o f th e body,
dissolvi ng the elements of each chakra into th e next

h igh er energy cente r. Il l' th inks of "an angry bl ack m an

in th e left side of th e cavi ty of h is a bdome n th e size of

h is thumb, with re d h eard a nd ey es, h o ld ing a swo rd a nd

sh iel d, with h is h ead held low, the \'ery image of all

si ns." Th is im ag e of ev il is burned up with breat hing

exe rcises, inha ling th rough th e le ft no stri l fo r 16 cou n ts

a nd holding th e breath fo r 6 4 cou nts . Then th e bu rn t

body of evil is purified o r " ba thed in ne ctar " wh ile th e

worshipper e x hales for 32 coun ts . " Ha ving thus bath ed

th e wh ol e body from feet t o head, let him consider th at

a Deva hody has come into being," i.e. hi s body has been

purifi ed a nd he is o n his way to becom ing a m a ngod , a

divin e human,

Wh en ma riju ana is tak en orall y in high d ose s. it

takes a bo u t a n hour fo r th e fu ll e ffects to be fel t . But in

th is mental Bb iita-sbuddbi ritu al a re the beginn ings, the

fi rst frissons, of the h igh . This qu ick run- through o f

Kundal in i' yoga ce rta inly helps b ring o n the high , and

vice-versa: drink ing bhang faci li ta tes th e m edit at ion . The

sa kha ka has no t eaten fo r 24 h ours before th e ceremony,

a nd th e "image of sin " in the a bdomen may have

so me t hi ng to d o with the int e rior rumblings and

qu easin ess which often occ ur wh en o ne has drunk a large

amou n t o f bh ang o n a n empty stomac h, If o ne imagi nes

th e sa d ha ka sta rt ing to get high , th e rest of the

purificatory rites are m ore com p rehens ib le . These

consist o f several ty pes of Nydsa. that is. pl ac ing the t ips

o f th e fi ngers and the palm of th e right h and o n vari ous

parts o f th e body to infuse it with di vine life. Beginning
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w ith the So 'b,w,!!. mantra " I a m lie, " wh ich an nou nces

that the wo rshipper is beg inn ing to fe el the godhood

w ithin himsel f, the sadhaka pla ces the letters of th e

Sansk rit alphuhct. sacred to the G oddess , o n h is ow n

hod~' with sccd-sv llablcs an d ge stures a p p ro p ria t e to

ea ch letter, In so d oing he p laces th e q u al it ies of t ill'

G oddess - a us pi cious ness, "I c 10I'\' (vijav.i), grace ,

ere. - in h im sel f a nd trans fo rms h im self in to a d ivine
human worthy of tak ing part in the seco nd h alf of the

c e remon~' ,

The de sc ript ion o f th e seco nd or " superi or" p ort ion

of t hc ri t e w ill h e less de tailed , It consists o f t he

for ma tio n of t he cbuk r, o r circ le of m ale an d fema le

wo rsh ip p c rs, the Sh ivas a n d Sha k tis, eac h woman on th e

left of he r m ale partnn , T he si te is w o rshipped , a n d the

circ le itse lf is wo rshipped , after wh ich the fi ve M' s, t h e

a rt ic les of w orship , a re consecra ted . The \'l'sscl s

con tai ni ng eac h clement a re p ur ified a nd t h e w in e , fis h,

mea t, a n d p a rched gra in are pla ced in the center o f th e

circl e w ith in reac h of the p a rt ic ip ant s, Th e lea d er of th e

cc rvrn ony a nd h is sha k t i a lso usu a ll v si t in the ce n t er,

rep re sent ing th e parad igm d ivine cou p le in till' cen ter of

the crown ch akra in cverv part ic ip ant's head , (Ea ch

part ic ip an t 's pe rsonal guru is not a ble t o be prese nt on

a ll occas io ns , so the se nio r sa d ha k a and siidha k i must

lake t heir p la cc . ) T he ingredie n ts of w orsh ip are

med it at ed u p o n a nd consumed one h~' one, w it h d ivine

pOWlT inv oked int o th em w ith cerem on ies si m ila r to th at

fo r conscc ra t io n of bh ang, Th e medit at ion o n the w ine

god dess in the l\,lII /,I ,',rl i ,\ 'im " ,)'<1 IS part icula rly

beaut ifu l.
o Th ou (God d ess) wh o w as c h u rned fro m

the m ilk orva n , the be st (pro d uc t of) that

ocea n; the re the G oddess ' liqu or' (S iirv») was

h orn , assu mi ng t h c fo rm of a virgin. her

voun t cna nc c wh ite as cow- m ilk. (s h e) e merge d

from the ncctur, I la \' ing c iglu ccn arms,

lo tu s-eyed , h orn o n the summ it of bl iss

(w h e nce also originat ed ) bl iss as ,\ \a h esl'a ra ,

F rom their un ion com es fort h Hrahnui , Vi shnu,

a n d Sh iva. Therefore I d rink Thee w ith mv

tot al pcrsonal ity, C;oddess of Wine .

( Bhura t i 19 70: 25 9 )

As the siidhaka ra ise s the wine to h is l ip s, h e re p ca ts

the rransccndcnt al iz iug ri tual we h ave al rea dy seen

with d r inking vijav ii. hc mcnt allv draws up the

Kundal in i' ene rgy to t he tip of h is tongue , a n d offers

the lih at ion to the G oddess there. In the sta tc of

ex a lta tion h rough t o n hy t h e m a riju ana a nd t h e

conce n tra tion ri t ua ls , the T ant ril' " hlTo " docs not

re ga rd h imscl f as sc pa ra tc fro m the o hjec t of wo rsh ip

or the d i\ 'inity mediated upon ; ra ther, hc becomes it.
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Uh irna tclv, the sa d haka is rnc rcl v the "ch ide b~'

wh ich the god dl'ss in the w in e , for exam ple, uni tes

with t h e god d ess Kund al in i in h im se lf. Th is is the

\'er~' special T a n t rir se ns e in wh ich to sa crifice wi ne ,

fis h , meat , o r gra in to the G oddess is til ea t it

o neself. T h is ri t ual is repeated fo r the c on sumpt ion

o f the Ta nr ric sacraments.

So too wi th II M id'/Ii/", ri t u.il copul.u io n. If t hc

woman partne r IS h ersel f a s.idh uk i. sh e h as been go ing

t h rough the sa m e prepa ra t o r~ ' pu rifications as t he ma n ,

If not , she must he spvc iallv prepa red with ccrt a in

p ro ce d u re s . t he s:!dh aka ha i hcs her , sce n ts and comus

her h a ir, ad o rns her with cos m c t ics . a nd se ats h c r o n a

puri fied hed or couch . Ill' performs :" y a sa o n her hodv,

t oudling her fo re h ea d, eyes, no st rils, mouth , arms. a n d

t h igh s wh ile p ro nouncing t h e Sa nskrit k ilns , If sh e has

never partaken of t h e five ,\ I 's , he fe eds h cr heu-l -nur .

touc h es her p u d en da fo r :\11 insta nt. .m d u tt ers the m ost

intimate sccd-syll a blc o f the Goddess, ,\ I:\ G , o Ill'

h undred t imcs. T h en thl' tex t sa~ ' s : " \ 'i e wing t h c S h a k ti
as Gauri' ( t h e sp o us e o f Sh iva l , a nd hi mself as Sh iva , Ill'

shou ld p ron ounce th e root -ma n t ra of h is chosen dc itv

a n d shou ld offn th e fat h er-Li n ' into th e mot hcr-Iuvc "

( lhi d ,: 26 -l-) , Bh arat i offers th e conu n c nt - as if w«

h adn 't gu es sed - tha t k iss in g is n ot wh a t is mea nt.

D urin g th e Sl'X an, ti ll' w orsh ippe r rcc iu -s this verse :

" O l\!, Thou G oddess re sp le n d e n t bv t h e o bl.u io u of

dh a rma a nd non-d h a rma , in to rh c fi n' of t h e self, us in g

t h c m ind as a sacrifiviul ladle, a lo ng JIll' path of

SlIsb/llllll'l ( till' c e n tra l du el of th e yoga-ho dy) , I wh o a m

engaging in h a rn essing ti ll' se nse-organs, co nsla n Jly offer

( Ihis obl a t iu n) ." Con t inual lv mcd it a t injr o n till' oneness

of Shiv a and Sh ak ti. a nd (n u-n t a llv ) rqK':lli ng t h c lrt t crs

of ti ll' alpha bet. t lu- sakha ka con t in ues . In till' end, JIll'

m ale "a ba ndo ns h is sperm" w it h the m ant ra , " 0 ,\ 1. wit h

l iglll a n d c t hcr as m~' 1\ \ '0 h ands , I. ex ult in g o ne, rl'l~ ' ing

on th e la d le , I. wh o take dharma a n d n on-d ha rma as

sacr ificial ingred ie nt s. o ffer ( t h is obl.u io n ) 100 ' ingl~ ' into

th e tire , Svaha" ( l hi d . : 2(1-l- -26 5), In faet. t eXIS di ffer o n

whether th e man sh ould "a ha ndo n h is sperm " a l all :

Buddhis t s inst ruc t th e wors h ip per 10 rc t.un it , w h ile

so m e I lind u t ex ts ca ll for cjac ul.u io n . II , le p l' nds part lv
o n t h e p a t h JIll' s:i dh ak a follo ws , a nd o n h is ~'ogic

ahil ity . The point , In vi thvr c ase, is 10 prolo ng

mt c rco u rs c fo r as lo ng as p o ss ih le - lienee a ll t h e

rec il in!! o f JIll' Sa nskri t cha rac ters and so forth - 10

huild u p th e uvmcnd o us sexual e nngy th l'rehy

genn ated unt il the c ouple is surro u n d ed with a golden

fil'f~' a u ra , a mueh-p rol onged a n d n OI-gen il a lly-spec ifie

(' o lll illK, a se nse o f d i, ' ine un ity , Sparks sh o wl'l' for hours

in this cosmie d an ce, Ih e hrai n ml'l IS away, a n d

I illera t io n - m ah :! n il''' :! n a - is expniencl'd ,

V ol. 9( No. .~ l .Iul -Sep, 19 i7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
us

tr
al

ia
n 

N
at

io
na

l U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

9:
22

 1
5 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
5 



A LDRICH

Most hooks a bout Tantrisrn are coy a bo u t th e rol e

of marijua na in th is cerernonv, a nd so me don't even

ment ion the central rol e of vijay.i in Tantri c ritual.

Bharari alo ne a m o ng dozen s o f writers h as noticed the

rime th at elapses between the drink ing o f vijay a in th e

first half of t he rite, and the climax of th e ce re mo ny in

the sec ond h al f. It is a bou t an h our a nd a half, " jus t long

enough to get reall y 'h igh ' on th e drug . .. T hi s is vc ry

im porta nt in the Ind ian scene, wh ere th e spi ri t ua l

post ulan t has to overcome enormous c ul tu ral inhibi­

tio ns" ( lh id . . 25 1). So tha t is o ne aspect o f bha ng use : it

is a disinhib iro r. Bu t there arc deepe r reasons for its usc .

T he way it is used in dica tes so me thi ng about its

role. The Ta nt ric pr actice is not a matter of " Hey let 's

go get st oned a nd screw ." Ra ther , fro m the momen t of

fir st a wa k eni ng, the s.id ha ku's eve ry ac t io n is in ten t ion­

a lly made sacred and int ens if ied. After the vijaya is

d runk , atte n tio n is pa id to each bodil y sensa tio n as it

occurs, part icul arl y in the nbf/{ ,,-sbllddbi cl ea nsi ng of

tilt' bo dily deme nt s wh ic h I thi nk is th e ceremo nia l

rna nife srut ion of th e sadhaka's awareness of th e firs t

shive rs of bei ng h igh . T he n he won drous ly t o uch es t he

pa rt s of h is body with Ny.isa , fu sing hi s being with

div in ity . As he starts to feel higher a nd higher, go ing

th rough ca re fu lly se lected ritual s fo r consecra ti ng the

five M's , the vijay.i func tio ns as a sense-he ightener, a

euph o ric booster o f awa re ness. In thi s h eightening of

fedi ngs a nd a ware ness, rather th an as a me re

disinh ib iring agen t , vijay.i is essent ial to the ceremony.

The entire s,lk b,lIl ,l coul d be performed wit ho u t it, of

course - hut then it would nut be this ritual at all : it

wou ld be so me other, pe rh ap s "righ t-ha nde d" or

sy m bo lic wa y, Iike pe rf orming a pe y ote ceremony

without the cac tus.

Large o ral doses of mariju a na a rc tru ly h allucin o­

gen ic. Va st and cclcsri al visua l hallucinations occur

wh ich , in thi s ce remo ny, arc d irected : d ifferent gods a nd

go d desses a rc imagi ne d during specifi c portions of t he

ritual. Suggestib ilit y is inc reased , a n d th is ca n be very

va lua ble when following the strictly del ineat ed series of

exercises wh ich compris e this ceremo ny. Moreov er , a

com mo n ha lluci na tio n ind uced hy la rge d ose s of

ca nna bis is time a nd space d ist ort ion : m inutes seem like

ho urs, sma ll ro oms ya wn in t o deep cave rn s, a nd every

activity is imbued wit h a se nse of ti meless gr andeur. On

the sta ge se t for the perfo rmance of these rites, the

wo rsh ippe r's " set a nd se tt ing" is made o p t ima l fo r its

purpo se . Th e place re eks with incense, be auti ful flowe rs

a boun d, the l ight fro m temple la m ps fl ickcrs softly, an d
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t he parti c ip ants a re b eau t ifu l a nd cl ean , in tent upon

m yst ical experien ce . In such conditio ns the m ariju ana

high augme nts t he prac ti ce o f Kundal ini y oga and vic e

versa. It see ms a n ideal way to a tta in a sense o f o ne' s

o wn div inity through eu phoric experimentation wit h the

powe rs of o ne 's mi nd . Indeed , th e usc o f h igh-dose

marijua na cou p led with Kundalini yoga ma y even help
the malt: worshipper ret ain hi s spe rm, a nd m ake h im

a wa re o f th e presence of the G oddess with in h im sel f.

Mo re im po rtan t ly, in t he ecstat ic un ion o f th e human

a nd th e d ivine repres ent ed by th is ri tual , t he se nse of self

is tran scended by both partne rs. The role of ca n na bis in

Ta nrric ceremony is thus to en able the worshippers to

feel the di vinity withi n a nd without themselves.
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