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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the present work is to examine some im-
portant aspects of the relationship between Indo-Tibetan
Tantric doctrines and esoteric medical and chemical pro-
cessas. This has been done by analyzing texts from several
varieties of Tibetan literature within two perspectives.

The first is that of the religious and scientific systems in
which these texts functioned. The second is comparative, an
attempt to relate doctrines and »ractices from the Tantric
milieu to those of the Gnostic groups which fluorished in
the Western Mediterranean area during the first centuries of
the Christian Era.

To proceed according to the first viewpoint is to pursue
the reasonable path of attempting to define a component of a
religious system within its proper context, which will aid in
judging the degree to which that component (here, two of the
traditional sciencesl) has been integrated into the whole
(the system of Tantric beliefs and practices). The purpose
of the second viewpoint is to set out briefly the similarities
which exist in the world-views of Tantrics and Gnostics,
noting how these have surfaced in their chemical and medical
symbolism and practices.

It is hoped that these sciences wiil be seen a2s important
compcnents in the complex of Tantric practices. To help sup-
port the data brought out in the above-mentioned texts,

biographical materials on one of the figures most responsible
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for introducing these concepts into Tibetan religious cul-
ture have also been included.

The studyv of esoteric scientific literature invalves a
proverbial store of difficulties revolving around two cen-
tral points. The first is that such scientific literature
represents a closed system. While all scientific disciplines
(traditional and mcdern) follow technical manuals which are
inscrutable to the untrained, practitioners of esoteric svs-
tems have in addition never composed clear and comprehensive
statements on the theorv and practice of their paths. Rather,
thev have entrusted their essentials to the more private and
defensible realm of oral transmission.2 Secondly, what has
been written down is very often in a rather corrupt state or
is veiled in curt, voetic formula‘tions.3

If the impediments just mentioned are familiar to those who
have studied Tantric literature in general, one may well
imagine the difficulties inherent in investigating the tradi-
tional sciences practiced in Tantric circles. Until sometime
between the third and sixth centuries A.D.LL it was as secret
a tradition as were many of those Gnostic and alchemical
groups whose existence we now know of only by name or through
some brief reference in a secondary source. After that time
many of their works came to be written down, but were fully
intelligible or.ly in the context of Tantric religious cul-
ture, a lifestyle far removed from the traditions of more
orthodox Hindus and Buddhists. This sameness of location

— far outside the mainstream of the culture of the area —






